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PROLOGUE

MARCH 25

THE DOORS TO THE COUNCIL ROOM HAD BEEN closed for hours. That wasn't unusual. Council meetings routinely went into the early hours of the morning. It was just that this was a special meeting with a single item on the agenda. One that was very important to James Hardwick.

Hardwick had been the one to propose the item to his boss. It was a huge power play for both of them, but also the right thing to do. All the pieces were in place, and if the answer was to move forward, so much would be achieved in the service of the overall plan of their organization, a group known as the LP.

While the council met, Hardwick waited in the hallway outside the meeting room, sitting on a wooden chair against the wall. He occupied his time by going over every detail of his proposal: playing out all the scenarios, imagining the possible outcomes for each stage, and working out solutions that would keep the overall focus of the proposal on what they needed to achieve.

At 2:14 a.m. the doors to the meeting room finally swung open.

Hardwick stood up, crossed his hands behind his back, and bowed his head slightly as the members of the council walked by silently. A few didn't seem to even notice he was there, but most at least gave him a nod, or looked him in the eye as they passed. The fourteenth member to walk by was Chairman Vine.

"Sorry we took so long, James," Chairman Vine said, his voice wavering. Hardwick had no idea how old he was, but he thought there was little chance the Chairman was under eighty-five.

"No problem, Mr. Chairman. It's always better to take as much time as needed in matters like this."

The Chairman looked like he was about to say something, then stopped himself for a moment before speaking again. "He said to give him a few minutes."

The him the Chairman was referring to would be Hardwick's boss, Mr. Kidd. He was the only council member who had yet to leave the conference room. "Thank you, sir."

The Chairman smiled, then turned and followed the others down the hall. His footsteps echoed in the marble hallway, growing fainter and fainter until the corridor fell silent again.

It was a full five minutes before Mr. Kidd called for James to come into the conference room. Without being asked, Hardwick closed the door behind him after he entered.

His boss was sitting in a chair near the end of the large oval table that dominated the room. It was made of mahogany and stained to a dark reddish-brown. Inset into the top of the table in front of each of the fifteen chairs was a computer screen. Only the one in front of Mr. Kidd was on, but Hardwick couldn't see what was on the screen.

The room had no pictures on the walls, no windows. Here was a place where distraction was not tolerated. Where focus on the issues at hand was all that mattered. The business of the council had been conducted that way for decades. In fact, it was in this very room where the master directive was fleshed out more than fifty years before, the plan members of the LP had been working on since that day. All the original members were dead now, but their vision remained. And it was for the fulfillment of this vision that Hardwick had developed his proposal.

"Sit down," Mr. Kidd said. He was a robust seventy-four. Sharp, in shape, and full of an energy Hardwick himself also possessed. His face gave nothing away, though, as he watched the younger man take the seat next to him.

"How did it go?" Hardwick asked.

There was a pause, then Mr. Kidd began to smile. "Exactly like you predicted. Your proposal was clear and to the point. Most were able to see the merits immediately. For a few, it took a little bit longer."

Several hours longer, Hardwick knew, but only said, "So I can get started?"

"A question first. Do you know if Mr. Rose was able to confirm the event he's selected for his target?"

"Yes," Hardwick said. "I'm told it's locked, and there is little chance it will be changed."

"And the procurement?"

"I had to be careful getting this information, of course, but it appears Mr. Rose has someone he's hired from the outside already on it. I understand they have already picked up," he paused, "children from various locations. His target number is between twenty-four and thirty."

Mr. Kidd frowned. "Distasteful. But necessary, I guess."

"So Mr. Rose seems to believe."

"Well, James, you now have the full backing of the council," Mr. Kidd said.

"So I can start immediately?" Hardwick asked. He could feel his excitement building, but he let none of it show.

"Yes."

"Thank you," he said to his boss. He started to stand. "I should go. I have plenty to do."

"There is just one other thing," Mr. Kidd said.

Hardwick stopped next to the chair, worried that some condition had been added to his plan that would jeopardize its success. "What is it?"

"From now on, you can address me as Chairman."

Hardwick stared at his boss for a moment. "Seriously?"

"Chairman Vine . . . Mr. Vine suggested it himself, and the others agreed."

Hardwick thrust out his hand. "Congratulations, sir. This is fantastic."

"Is it?" Chairman Kidd said. He didn't take Hardwick's hand. "If your proposal doesn't work out, I'm fairly certain I'll become the shortest-term Chairman in the history of the LP." He locked eyes with Hardwick. "I'd appreciate it if you could make sure that doesn't happen."

Hardwick grinned as he reached down with both hands and grabbed his boss's, shaking it with confidence. "I guarantee it."






CHAPTER

1

MAY 25

THE MEETING LOCATION HAD BEEN CHOSEN FOR ITS isolation, an abandoned Catholic church on the east side of a little-used road fifty kilometers northwest of Cork, Ireland, near the border between County Tipperary and County Cork. The structure that remained was all but invisible from the road. One of those places only a local would know about, then forget over time.

As a bonus, no one lived within a kilometer and a half of the ruins, making it a natural choice for an exchange. In the two days Jonathan Quinn had been scouting the location, no more than a dozen cars a day had driven past, and not a single one had even slowed, let alone stopped.

The roof of the church had long since disappeared, leaving only the gray, pitted stone walls of the chapel. Encouraged by the wet Irish climate, vegetation had grown up around the building, both surrounding it and filling the inside. It was as if a congregation of flora was waiting in the open-air sanctuary for a priest who had yet to arrive.

Nearby, an untended cemetery provided the only reminder that people had once worshipped here. Quinn didn't know how long the compound had been abandoned, but the most recent grave marker he'd located had been for someone named Maureen Owens, year of death 1889. So it wasn't hard to imagine that it had been at least a century since any parishioners had gathered between the chapel walls.

Quinn did a last walk-through just after noon, careful to step only on broken stones or patches of grass to avoid leaving any trace of his presence. He double-checked to make sure all the cameras and microphones were well hidden and working. When he was satisfied, he returned on foot to the van parked a half kilometer away.

The meeting was scheduled for nine that evening. According to the agreed-upon terms, the informant was to arrive from the south, while the man from Quinn's client—an organization known as the Office—was to come in from the north.

They were each instructed to park a quarter kilometer from the location and walk the rest of the way in. They were to meet inside the church, with each participant allowed to bring one associate. Once they had all arrived, the informant would give the Office's agent certain information in exchange for what Quinn assumed was a generous cash payment.

The details of the exchange, what the information was and what the informant was earning for his efforts, were none of Quinn's business. He was a cleaner. His job was to watch and observe, and—only if necessary—clean up any mess that might occur.

As Quinn reached the back of the van, the right side door swung open. Quinn's apprentice Nate was hunched inside, a Glock 19 pistol in his right hand.

"Ground check?" Nate asked.

"We're all set," Quinn replied.

Nate relaxed. While he had no doubt been watching Quinn's approach—first on the cameras stationed around the church, then on those surrounding the van—and had seen his boss return alone, there was always the possibility someone had gotten to Quinn in one of the dead areas, and was waiting just beyond the camera's view. But Quinn had answered Nate's question with the prearranged all-clear signal.

The apprentice moved aside and let Quinn enter, then leaned out and pulled the door shut.

The van had been transformed into a mobile observation post. But unlike those fancy ones in the movies, here little attention had been paid to the human component. A half-dozen small flat-screen monitors were mounted on the right wall. Five were receiving signals from the ten cameras back at the church, each monitor assigned to two cameras, and automatically toggling back and forth every five seconds. The sixth monitor was digitally divided into four smaller screens displaying different views of the surveillance van and the surrounding area. Below the monitors, twenty-eight digital recorders—each no larger than a paperback book—were hung in portable racks. Two recorders per feed, in case one crapped out.

And as if that wasn't enough, there was a satellite link sending a real-time signal back to the Office's headquarters in Washington, D.C.

State-of-the-art equipment all. It was the two plastic chairs and the banged-up portable ice chest that seemed out of place.

"You check in with Peter?" Quinn asked. Peter was the head of the Office, and the man who had hired them.

"Fifteen minutes ago," Nate said as he settled into the chair nearest the back of the van. "We did another connection test. Signal strength is steady. I flipped it to black, so they're not getting anything at the moment."

"Any more interference from the cameras?" Quinn said.

Nate shook his head. "Everything seems fine now. I think we're ready."

"Keep an eye on them," Quinn said, nodding toward the monitors. "If anything acts up again, let me know."

"You going somewhere?"

Quinn pushed the empty plastic chair toward the equipment rack, then stretched out on the floor. "As far away from here as I can," he said as he closed his eyes. "Wake me in two hours if there aren't any more problems."

"Yeah, sure," Nate said. "I'll just . . . stay here."

"Stay alert." Quinn tapped the cooler with his foot. "Have a Red Bull, if you need one."

Nate said something under his breath.

Quinn opened one eye. "What?"

"Nothing."

Quinn stared for a moment longer, then closed the eye. "I could have left you in Los Angeles, you know."

He could sense Nate wanting to say something more, but his apprentice remained silent.



At five minutes to nine, the Office's agent, a veteran operative named David Otero, arrived. With him was William Ownby, the allotted second man. Quinn and Nate watched as the two agents cautiously approached the church, then entered the abandoned sanctuary.

Peter had told Quinn that Otero and Ownby would have no knowledge of Quinn's presence. That wasn't unusual. Quinn and Nate weren't there as backup. They were there for an entirely different reason. One Otero and Ownby wouldn't have wanted to consider.

Nate glanced at his watch. "It's three minutes after nine. Our other guest is running behind."

Quinn nodded, but said nothing. The second party had been told the meet would take place somewhere in the south of Ireland, but had only been given the exact location three hours earlier. And the church wasn't the easiest place in the world to find.

"Hold on," Nate said. "Lights."

Quinn used a handheld joystick to pan a camera that was covering the road to the south a little to the right, centering a pair of distant headlights moving toward the church. For a moment, they disappeared as the road dipped between two hills. Quinn and Nate had measured the distance that morning. The vehicle was just under a kilometer away.

A moment later, the car reappeared, and less than thirty seconds later it began to slow.

"Approaching the turnout," Nate said.

On the screen, the car slowed to almost a crawl, then pulled off into the wide spot in the road, and its lights were turned off.

Quinn leaned forward and pushed a button on a rectangular metal box mounted in the rack. Next to the button was a speaker, and just above that a microphone was mounted on a five-inch gooseneck extender.

"Peter, you getting this?" Quinn asked, then let go of the button.

"Yes. That's got to be them." Though Peter's voice came through the speaker, the quality was so good it sounded like he was in the van with them.

Quinn glanced back at one of the monitors covering the inside of the church. Otero had found a large block of stone to sit on, while Ownby had taken up a less visible position in a nook near the north entrance. If either man was getting impatient, they didn't show it.

Four minutes later, one of the microphones picked up the sound of footsteps approaching the church.

"Everything recording?" Quinn asked.

Nate glanced at a small LCD monitor mounted on a swivel arm next to the hard drives. He pressed one of the buttons on the touch-screen menu. The display changed to a set of green lights.

"All drives recording," he said, then glanced over his shoulder toward the communication equipment. "Satellite link steady and strong."

Quinn pushed the button that connected him with the Office. "Approaching the church now."

"Good," Peter said. "Let's get this over with."

Otero must have also heard the footsteps. He stood up, and put a cautious hand on the bulge in his jacket pocket before looking back at Ownby and pointing in the direction of the approaching sound. Ownby reached under his jacket and pulled out a gun, a Beretta 9mm. From his pocket he pulled out a long cylinder, a suppressor, and attached it to the end of the barrel.

The footsteps stopped just beyond the walls of the church. Then silence for almost a minute.

"I don't see them," Nate said.

"They're there," Quinn said.

"I know. But I don't see them."

There were a series of numbered buttons on the base of the joystick Quinn was holding. He punched number 8 and began panning a camera covering the outside of the church's south end.

"There," Nate said, pointing at the monitor for camera eight.

Quinn could see them now. There were two of them, crouched low and half-hidden by the thick brush. As Quinn and Nate watched, one of the men sprinted forward, stopping only when he reached the outside of the church wall. He then moved down the wall until he came to what had once been a doorway, and peered inside.

"Are we going to play games, or are we going to meet?" It was Otero. He was still standing in the middle of the church, not concealing his presence. When there was no response, he said, "Two minutes and we're leaving."

The man who had been looking into the church from the doorway glanced back at his partner and waved for him to come over.

"Quinn," Nate said.

"What?"

"I thought they were only allowed one companion."

Quinn shot Nate a glance, then looked at a monitor Nate was pointing at. It was the one covering the north approach to the church, the way Otero and Ownby had come.

"I don't see anything," Quinn said.

"In the tree," Nate said. He leaned forward and touched the screen.

For half a second, Quinn still didn't see anything, then a slight movement revealed the form of a man lying prone on one of the branches, facing toward the church.

A quick glance at a monitor that gave a broader view of that side of the church confirmed Quinn's suspicion that the man was high enough to see through the missing roof into the abandoned structure.

Quinn pushed the mic button again. "Peter, we have a problem."

"What?"

"Check the feed to camera six. In the tree, near the top of the image."

There was a pause.

"Do you see him?" Quinn asked.

"Yes."

"Is he one of yours?"

"I played by the rules. Only two," Peter said. "He must be one of theirs."

Quinn wasn't convinced of that, but there was no time to argue the point. On another monitor the two newcomers stepped through the doorway, entered the church, and walked a couple paces before stopping. They looked nervous, like this was the first time they had ever done anything like this.

"You need to abort right now," Quinn said.

"We need that information," Peter said.

"Peter," Quinn said, "if you don't abort, you might not get anything."

At the church Otero said, "You guys are going to have to come a little closer."

The taller of the two men shook his head. "We are fine here. I think you have something to show us."

Otero smiled, then tossed a coin in the air so that it landed a foot in front of his counterparts.

"Your turn," Otero said.

The tall man tossed his own coin toward Otero. This was the prearranged recognition signal. Otero had been carrying a fifty-yen Japanese coin, and the informant a 1998 Canadian half-dollar.

"Peter!" Quinn said.

"The meet's already started," Peter said. "They won't answer their phones until they're back in their car."

"They might not even make it back to their car," Quinn said, then let go of the button.

"We can start the van," Nate suggested. "That should throw everyone into a panic. We could even fire off a shot."

It was an excellent idea, Quinn thought. He relayed it to Peter.

There was a pause, then Peter said, "Do it."

Quinn pulled his SIG Sauer P226 out of the holster under his left arm as Nate moved toward the back door to open it.

Several rapid flashes from one of the monitors caught Quinn's eye. It was the one showing the close-up of the man in the tree. He glanced at the view of the church. Otero, Ownby, and the man who had been talking for the other party were all on the ground and not moving.

The final man had just exited the church and was making a run for it. Then there was another flash. The man jerked to the left, his momentum dropping him into a bush at the side of the trail. Like the others, he didn't get up.

"Stop," Quinn said to Nate.

The door was already half opened.

"Close it. Quietly."

Nate shut the door as Quinn sat back down.

Quinn pushed the button. "Your op is blown."

"I can fucking see that," Peter said. "Goddammit! You need to keep whoever that is from getting to the bodies. One of those guys is carrying something we need."

"Don't know if you noticed," Quinn said, "but your men are probably dead. That guy in the tree's got a silenced rifle, and I'm not really interested in walking into his range."

"Do what you were going to do before! Scare him off. He's not going to want to get caught."

Quinn took a deep breath, then nodded at Nate to open the door again. He checked monitor six. The assassin was holding his position, waiting to see if anyone else was going to show up.

Quinn pulled one of the remote communication sets from a bag near the recorders. He slipped the receiver over his ear, then climbed out of the van.

"Talk me in," he said to Nate.

"You're going to try to take him out?" Nate asked, surprised.

Quinn shook his head. "I'm just going to convince him to go someplace else."

"You want your suppressor?" Nate asked.

Quinn paused for a second. If things went as planned, he'd need the noise of the shot to scare the guy off. But if things got off track?

"Toss it to me," he said.

Nate disappeared for a second, then stepped back into the doorway and threw a dark cylinder to Quinn.

Quinn stuffed it in the front pocket of his jacket as best he could. Once it was secure, he nodded back at the van. "Talk me in. You're my eyes, so try not to get me killed."





CHAPTER

2

AFRICA

THE SOUND OF THE DISTANT GUNFIRE HARDLY registered on Marion Dupuis. It was at least two kilometers away, and intermittent at best.

Just another night.

No doubt morning would bring a report on the government-run radio station about another successful raid against a rebel cell. The same report, if it stayed true to form, would also note that the government troops would have suffered no fatalities. Just like all the other times, President Pokou's forces would appear victorious.

Only, if Pokou's army was winning, why did the violence seem to be increasing?

Marion knew the answer. She had seen the reports, the real reports, and she'd heard other members of the UN observer force discuss the unrest. The way she understood it, there was at least a fifty-fifty chance that within the next couple of months Côte d'Ivoire would be plunged into another full-out civil war.

And once again, no one outside the tiny West African nation would care.

More gunfire. A short burst.

Marion didn't even flinch.

The action seemed to be containing itself to the east, away from where she was, and where she needed to be. She would be willing to bet most of Pokou's troops would be moving in that direction, too. In a way, she thought, it was sort of a blessing.

As long as she didn't think about the lives that were being lost.

She checked the street ahead of her. Dark, quiet, no movement. She took a deep breath, then pushed herself off the building she'd been leaning against and crossed to the other side of the street. She paused, making sure she was still unnoticed, then headed down the street.

Driving would have been faster, but she felt safer on foot. With the 8 p.m. curfew in effect, a car's engine would have drawn unnecessary attention on the otherwise quiet roads. So she stuck to the shadows and moved silently from building to building.

Most of the homes and businesses she passed were dark. It was after midnight, so even without the curfew, much of the city would already be asleep.

Five minutes later, she reached a large avenue that went east and west through the city. She started to cross, then stopped abruptly and pulled back into the doorway of a darkened building.

She'd seen headlights coming from the east, and heard the unmistakable sounds of several army vehicles. She peeked around the edge of the wall to get another look. There were at least five vehicles: three jeeps and a couple of trucks with loud diesel engines and transmissions that ground in protest of their unskilled drivers.

She estimated they would pass by her position in less than a minute. Though she knew any delay could be crucial, crossing now would be suicide. They'd spot her the second she stepped onto the street. She had no choice but to wait until they passed.

But her current position was only slightly better than standing still in the middle of the road. If one of the soldiers decided to aim a light in her direction, she would be discovered. So she slipped out of the doorway and stayed tight to the building as she looked for someplace better. She found it half a block down, an alley no more than four meters wide between a store and what looked like an abandoned restaurant.

Signs on the outside walls of the store advertised sodas and cigarettes. Like all the other buildings, it was closed up tight, but as she turned down the alley, she noticed light seeping out of one of the back windows. Marion guessed the shop provided not only a means of income for the owner, but also a place to sleep.

About a dozen meters down the alley was a pile of rotting wooden crates. She slipped behind them, crouching down so she was hidden from anyone passing by on the road. She was able to move one of the boxes a couple centimeters to the right, creating a peephole through which she could keep an eye on the army caravan as it drove by.

The rumbling of the trucks got louder and louder until the street in front of the shop grew bright from the vehicles' headlights. She watched first as two jeeps passed, then the trucks, and finally the last jeep. Each had been full of young soldiers dressed in dark fatigues and berets.

Even with Marion's limited vision, it looked to her like all the men were armed with rifles. She had yet to be able to figure out what distinguished one type of rifle from another. To her, they all produced the same result.

As the rumble of the convoy receded, Marion stood up and started back toward the street, intent on making up for lost time.

"Qui êtes-vous? Que voulez-vous?"

Marion froze. The voice had come from behind her. It was male, deep and urgent.

"Répondez-moi. Que faites-vous ici?"

She raised her hands. "Please," she said. "I'm just trying to get home." Though French was her native tongue, she answered in English. In the unlit alley, her olive-colored skin might look darker than it really was, so she wanted to emphasize the fact that she was a foreigner.

She heard the man take a step closer to her. "Are you American?" he asked, his English slow and deliberate.

"Canadian," she said.

"Turn. Slow."

She did what he asked.

When she saw him, she realized he was older than she'd thought. His hair was gray, his body thin and stooped. He held a pistol, and was pointing it at her, though the tremor in his hands moved the barrel a half an inch in either direction every few seconds.

He wasn't alone, either. Behind him, peeking around his hip, was a young girl. She looked more curious than scared.

"Why do you hide behind my shop?" The man seemed to think hard before saying each word, as if he was reaching back to knowledge he hadn't used in decades.

"The soldiers," she said. "I didn't want them to find me out after curfew."

"Not safe. You should not be out here."

The little girl smiled at Marion. It was doubtful she could understand a word that was being said.

"I told you. I'm just trying to go home," Marion said.

"No car? Alone?"

Marion looked at him for a moment, then shook her head.

"You will be killed," the man said, but he lowered his own gun, indicating the bullet would not come from him. "Wait until morning." He nodded at the spot she had been hiding in when the convoy passed. "There. You will be safe. I will not . . . give you trouble."

"I can't," she said. "I have to go."

The man's eyes grew distant, then he said, "Wait." Only this time she knew he didn't mean for her to hide out in the alley all night.

He turned and walked quickly away, disappearing behind the back of the shop. The little girl followed him, though more reluctantly, stealing glances back at Marion, until she, too, was gone.

Though Marion felt the need to continue her journey, she did as the old man asked. Less than a minute later he was back, this time alone. The pistol he'd held in his hand had been replaced by a rectangular box that tapered at one end and fit snug in his palm.

He hesitated a moment, then held it out to her. She took it, unsure what to do with it. Without taking it from her hand, the old man turned the device so that the tapered end lay across her palm. In this direction, her thumb fell naturally across the top of the box and rested on top of a square button.

"Touch someone with this end," the man said, pointing at the wide edge of the box. "Push button. Electric."

"You mean shock?" she asked. "Like a Taser?"

He looked at her like he hadn't understood what she was asking.

"Electric. Electric," he said, then he shook his body, imitating the results.

"I can't take this from you," she told him, holding it back out.

"Bring it back," he said. "After the sun comes up."

She took a breath, then nodded and said, "Thank you."

Without another word, he walked back the way he'd come. Marion then turned and retraced her steps to the street.


For thirty minutes Marion worked her way through half-paved side streets and dirt paths, avoiding the main roads altogether. Any time there was even the slightest sound, she would stop and wait until she was sure there was no threat. In her right hand she held on tight to the Taser as if it were a talisman guaranteeing her passage through the city.

It seemed to work, too. She had seen no one else on her trip. And while she had heard a few more military vehicles, they had been distant and of no concern.

That was until she turned onto the street where the orphanage was located.

There were two vehicles double-parked in front of the three-story building that housed the orphanage—a jeep and a sedan, both with headlights on, and drivers sitting at the ready. Two other soldiers stood near the open door of the building.

She was three blocks away, so they hadn't noticed her. But if she continued on, she wouldn't even make it to the next block without being spotted. There weren't enough cars to hide behind, and, in the curfew-induced stillness, any movement would draw attention.

She doubled back, then went two blocks farther away before cutting over to the dirt alley that ran behind the orphanage. Water ran down the center of the road, the last remnants of the storm that had passed through earlier that evening. Other than that, the road was quiet. There were no soldiers anywhere in sight.

Marion made her way past run-down and bullet-strewn buildings that had survived coup after coup and would undoubtedly survive at least one more. The orphanage building was as old as the others, but better cared for, someone having taken the time to slap concrete patches over the worst damage. From her previous visits, Marion knew the ground floor was taken up by a small office, a kitchen, and a combination dining room/meeting place. On the second and third floors were rooms for the staff, dorms for the children, and a few makeshift classrooms.

Roslyn's Place, that's what everyone called it. But it had no official name. Nor was it sponsored like places in other parts of the city. Those orphanages had the backing of large religious agencies or other NGOs—non-governmental organizations.

Roslyn's Place had no backing. It was just something that had been started by a Swiss woman who had visited the country twenty years earlier and had never left. Frau Roslyn had intended it as a facility where children could come, feel safe, and perhaps even learn something during the day. But when she realized that many of the kids who came to her had nowhere else to go in the evenings, she began letting them stay. It wasn't long before the occasional baby or toddler would be left at the front door. Roslyn could have turned them over to an official facility, but she never did. She felt the responsibility had been given to her, so she had no intention of passing it on.

Now, the first thing she did every morning was open the front door and look down.

With the help of a few locals whom Roslyn paid out of her modest savings, she did it all on her own. When Marion had stumbled upon Roslyn's Place two months earlier, she'd made it her personal mission to do what she could to help out. Using her position within the UN, she'd been able to arrange for a shipment of school supplies, and had even convinced a European-based aid organization to send packages of nonperishable food every few weeks. But racing through the city in the middle of the night on foot was not something she had ever foreseen as part of her commitment.

Marion ducked down and passed below the darkened first-floor windows, making her way over to the dingy door on the far side. It was the back entrance into the kitchen, where most of the supplies were brought in. She put an ear to the wooden surface and listened. The room beyond was quiet. She grabbed the knob and gently turned it. As Frau Roslyn had promised on the phone, the door was unlocked. Marion had been warned that the hinges were not the quietest, so she slowly worked the door open just enough so she could squeeze inside.

Low light seeped into the kitchen from the window near the door. But it was more than adequate for Marion's night-adjusted eyes to see. She skirted past an old wooden table covered with pans and boxes and bags, and tiptoed over to the doorway that led out into the dining hall. There was no actual door, just a flower-print drape covering the opening. At serving time, it would be moved out of the way and held in place by a hook mounted on the wall.

Marion pulled the curtain back just enough to peer into the other room. The dining hall was also unlit, but like the kitchen, there was more than enough illumination shining through the windows from outside. The tables were empty, and the ragtag group of chairs and benches were all neatly in place. Everything ready and waiting for the morning meal.

Marion pushed the curtain out a little so she could look to her right toward the front of the building, and immediately caught her breath. There was someone standing against the wall only a few feet away. Her first instinct was to let go of the drape and escape out the back door into the night. But she didn't move. Frau Roslyn's words from her rushed call earlier came back to Marion.

"They're coming back," the old woman had said.

The call had woken Marion. "Who?" she'd asked, trying to focus.

"It's them. The ones we talked about. They're making the rounds again," Frau Roslyn said. "I just got the call. They'll be here soon, I'm sure of it."

"You've nothing to worry about. Last time they only stayed a few minutes and then they were gone."

"We didn't have what they were looking for last time."

It took a second for Marion to realize what Frau Roslyn was saying. When she did, she could feel the blood drain from her face. "Iris."

"Yes."

That had been enough to start her on her night journey.

Marion steadied herself and took another look at the person who was standing on the other side of the door. With calmer eyes, she realized the shape was too small to be one of the soldiers. It had to be one of the children from upstairs. The form shifted against the wall, turning toward the back and allowing the light from outside to play across the child's face.

Dominique. Of course.

Marion pulled the curtain open a little more, then whispered, "Dominique. C'est moi. Mademoiselle Dupuis."

Dominique didn't even jump. "I heard you come in," she said in French. "Frau Roslyn sent me to wait for you."

Marion leaned her head through the opening. "Where is she?"

"With the soldiers." Dominique pointed above them. "You stay. I will get her."

"I should come with you."

The girl shook her head several times. "No. She doesn't want them to see you. Wait. It will only take me a minute."

The girl turned and ran off before Marion could say anything more. Not sure what else to do, Marion pulled her head back into the kitchen and let the drape close over the opening. She tried not to think of anything, but her mind wouldn't let that happen.

Iris. Why would they want her?

The girl had been left at Roslyn's Place only a week before. Not a baby, but no more than four or five. Iris couldn't tell anyone how old she was. It wasn't just that she didn't know; she had no concept of age and probably never would. She'd been born with Down syndrome and would forever need the help of others to survive. What tears had been on the girl's cheeks when they found her soon disappeared in smiles and laughter as Frau Roslyn and the other children welcomed her into their family.

Marion could hear someone enter the dining room. She gripped the Taser tightly in her hand, ready in case the new arrival was not a friend. But when the curtain was pulled aside, Marion relaxed. It was Roslyn.

The old Swiss lady was short and thin with a wrinkled face and white hair that stopped just above her shoulders. And while her appearance did nothing to hide the fact that she'd seen more years than most, she exuded an inner strength, a confidence that made the toughest of men pause before deciding to take her on.

"Come with me," Roslyn said.

Without another word, the old woman went back into the dining room. Marion followed.

"How long have they been here?" Marion whispered once she caught up to her.

"Fifteen minutes."

"They haven't found her, then?"

"No," Roslyn said. "But they know she was here. Someone must have told them. They say they won't leave until they find her."

They crossed the dining room toward the hallway that led to the office at the front of the building. Marion was about to ask another question, but Frau Roslyn held up her hand, stopping her.

"You must be quiet," the woman said. "They will hear you. And if they hear you . . ."

She didn't have to finish the thought. They both knew what would happen.

As they entered the short hallway, Frau Roslyn paused. There was light at the far end where the small building lobby was located. Above them, Marion could hear the movement of several heavy sets of feet. There were also the muffled cries and voices of children unsure why they had been woken in the middle of the night.

Frau Roslyn took several quiet steps forward, passing the door on the left that led to her office, and another on the right to the makeshift first aid station. Again, Marion followed.

They stopped a couple feet shy of the end of the hallway. If anyone had walked by, the light from the lobby would have been more than enough to expose Marion's presence.

Frau Roslyn leaned to her right, looking into the lobby. The angle would give her a view of the front door. When she straightened and turned around, she whispered almost too low for Marion to hear, "Two soldiers, but they're still outside. Come on. We don't have much time."

She pushed past Marion and opened the door to her office. Unlike the back entrance, the hinges on this door were well oiled and made no sound. Frau Roslyn motioned Marion inside, then she closed the door, easing the latch into place.

"The soldiers," Marion said, "they won't hurt the children, will they?"

The woman shook her head. "Jan is up there."

Jan was Roslyn's cousin. A large Swiss-German man who had the benefit of being a former member of the Swiss government, something Roslyn would have made sure the soldiers knew.

"Where's Iris?" Marion asked.

Roslyn put a finger to her mouth, then turned and edged her way around the large metal desk that seemed to take up half the room. She reached up and made sure the curtains across the window on the back wall were fully closed. Then, instead of sitting down in the old wooden chair, she continued past the desk to the sidewall. Like the rest of the room, the wall was painted off-white. On it were hung several framed pictures of Frau Roslyn with children who had at one time or another lived in the orphanage. They all seemed to be smiling and happy and content.

The old woman moved one of the pictures to the side and touched a spot on the wall. There was a faint click, then the wall eased open an inch. Roslyn reached around the edge of the opening and pulled the wall out like a door.

Marion's eyes widened in surprise.

"Come, come," the old woman said.

Marion hesitated a moment longer, then moved around the desk and joined Frau Roslyn.

Since the hidden door swung out into the office, Marion had not been able to see what was inside until the door was all the way open. The space it revealed wasn't large, maybe a meter deep at best, and only as wide as the opening. It was made even more cramped by the fact that it wasn't empty.

One of the older boys was inside. He was maybe thirteen or fourteen. Marion had seen him many times before but couldn't remember his name. In his arms he held another child. A girl, much younger than he was. Her head rested against his chest and her eyes were closed in sleep.

It was Iris. There was no mistaking her.

The old woman held her hands out, and the boy gave her the child.

"Everything okay?" she asked.

"She slept the whole time, Frau Roslyn." The boy smiled. "She was very good. Are they gone?"

Before Roslyn could answer, the loud pounding of feet came from the stairs near the front of the building.

"Madame Krueger? Madame Krueger?" a voice called from the direction of the footsteps. Male, deep. One of the soldiers, using Roslyn's surname.

Roslyn looked back at the boy. He was still in the tiny space behind the secret door. "Out," she said. "Quickly!"

The boy stepped out into the office.

"Madame Krueger?" the voice was closer.

"Take her," Roslyn said as she held Iris out to Marion. "Get inside. You have to hide."

"What?" Marion said.

"There's no time," the old woman said. "Please. Take her."

Marion instinctively pulled the child into her arms, careful to point the end of the stunner away from the girl's back.

"Now get in," Roslyn said.

"I don't think I'll fit."

"They'll take her if you don't."

Marion nodded as she realized there was no choice. She stepped past the woman and the boy into the small space in the wall.

"I'll let you out when they're gone," Roslyn said.

"What if she wakes?" Marion asked.

"I gave her something to help her sleep. You'll be fine."

Before Marion could say anything else, the secret door closed, entombing her and Iris in the wall. The seal was a good one. There was absolutely no light. Marion could never remember being anyplace so completely dark. For a moment she allowed the fear to shake through her like a deep chill. But then she heard the office door fly open, and she froze.

"What are you doing?" It was the same voice that yelled from the stairs, muffled by the closed secret door, but still distinct.

"One of the boys was missing," Roslyn said, her voice calm and unhurried. "I came to look for him."

"What were you doing down here?" the soldier asked.

"I . . . I got scared," the boy who had been taking care of Iris said. "I was hiding."

There was the sound of movement, then the scrape of metal along the floor. The desk, perhaps, being pushed back or out of the way.

"Please, no," the boy yelled out.

"You want to be scared?" the soldier said.

"No. I'm sorry. I shouldn't have hid. I wasn't thinking."

Silence for a moment.

"And you were alone here?"

"What?" the boy said. "Yes. Alone."

"Please," Roslyn said. "The boy is young. He saw his parents killed in the middle of the night, so naturally he gets scared sometimes."

"We've all seen people killed in the night," the soldier said. But Roslyn's words must have gotten to him. The harsh tone in his voice was gone. "Next time, you don't hide, you understand?"

"Yes, sir," the boy said.

"Go upstairs with the others."

Again movement. Feet, not as loud as the soldier's, moving out of the room.

"Come with me," the soldier said.

"Where?" Roslyn asked.

"I'm the one who asks the questions."

"Of course."

There was the sound of several feet walking out of the office, and then there was silence.

Marion waited, hoping that the sleeping child in her arms would remain that way.

What could the soldiers want with her? Her difference from the other children should have made her less desirable for the soldiers rather than more. Her kind was seldom wanted. Not just here in Côte d'Ivoire, but in most countries throughout the world. Yet this wasn't the first time the soldiers had come looking for a child like her.

The darkness made it impossible for Marion to know what time it was. She began counting off minutes in an effort to remain calm. But after a while she lost her place and gave up. Where was Roslyn?

Finally, she heard footsteps enter the office. It sounded like more than one person, but she couldn't tell for sure. She tried to angle the stunner so it pointed toward the door just in case.

The steps seemed to stop near the desk. She thought she heard someone whisper, but she wasn't sure. Then the steps came forward again, stopping less than a foot away from her on the other side of the wall.

She brushed the button on the stunner with her thumb, checking its position so she'd be ready.

Something scraped along the wall. A picture being moved.

Then there was the click again. Only it was louder inside the hidden room.

The door popped open an inch and light seeped in.

The sudden change caused Iris to move, her head rocking against Marion's chest.

"It's okay, it's okay," Marion whispered, trying to coax the child back to sleep.

Marion could see the tips of several fingers grabbing the edge of the door. Iris twisted again, this time lifting her head up, her eyes opening at the same moment the door did.

Marion held the child tightly with one arm while the other was occupied with the Taser, ready to ram it into the first piece of skin she saw.

Outside, blocking the light, was a dark form. Large, like one of the soldiers. Without even realizing it, she pushed down with her thumb, activating the weapon in her hand. Only nothing happened. There was no arc of electricity, or even a vibration that would tell her the device was on.

"I would appreciate you moving that away," a voice said. It came from the shadow. The voice was male, speaking French like the soldiers. Only it was different. The accent was Germanic.

As he stepped backward, the weak light of the office revealed that he wasn't one of the soldiers from before.

It was Jan, Frau Roslyn's cousin.

"I don't think that works anymore, anyway," he said.

He held out his hand. After a moment, she gave him the stunner.

As he set it on the desk, he said, "It's safe now. You can come out."

"They're gone?" she asked.

He nodded. "Fifteen minutes ago."

He helped her to step out of the space in the wall, then he closed the door behind her.

"Where is Frau Roslyn?" Marion asked.

The look on Jan's face darkened. "They kept her out front for over an hour talking. Then they took her away."

"What? What do you mean 'away'?"

Jan hesitated. "I'm going to go look for her as soon as I can find someone to watch the children."

"I'll stay."

"No," he said. "You have to get out of here. You have to take Iris with you."

They both looked at the child. She was awake now, but she hadn't made a sound. She was looking at Marion, smiling.

"Where do I take her?"

"Someplace safe," Jan said. "The UN compound. They won't bother you there. But—"

"I can't just take her to the compound."

Jan stared at her for several seconds. "Then leave her here. I'll give her to the soldiers when they come back."

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. "Of course," she said. "Of course, I'll take her. I'm sorry." She paused for a moment, the beginnings of a sob caught in her chest. "I'm just . . . scared."

The look on Jan's face was tense. There was no smile, no friendly sparkle in his eyes like Marion had seen on previous visits. "You should be." He leaned down until only a foot separated his face from her. "Listen to me. They'll keep looking for her. You need to get her away. Far away. Once you do, you need to disappear. Don't let anyone know where you are. These people will find you. And once they have the girl, they'll kill you."

"If I can get her out of the city, they'll have to give up. They're just local soldiers."

"Forget about the soldiers," Jan said. "It's not the soldiers you need to worry about. It's the people the soldiers are working for. Those are the people you need to be concerned with. They're not local. They're not even from Africa."

She didn't understand what he meant, but it was obvious he had no intention of explaining more. Without saying another word, he guided her through the orphanage to the back door she had snuck through less than two hours before.

"Go," he said, all but pushing her through the door. "Iris's life depends on you."

The door closed before she could respond.

She looked down at the child. Iris's eyelids were heavy.

"That's right," Marion said. "Sleep. Just sleep. I'll take care of you."

Once the girl's eyes closed, Marion began retracing the steps that had brought her to the orphanage, not knowing how she was going to keep the promise she had just made.
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