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“A great entry into the suspense genre.  Reminds me of Baldacci, but with an Evangelical Christian perspective to it. Hard to put down before the end.”
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Enjoy these three chapters from The Silver Ring
Prologue

 The snow was beginning to fall in heavier, swirling masses, covering the cars and turning the trash cans that lined the streets into huddled, indistinguishable mounds.  The thick white blanket of snow obscured any traces of the hurried flight from the small, rundown flat just two blocks away.  Beneath the upturned collar of the itchy, wool coat, a nervous, cold sweat was beading on Anastasia’s neck, running in rivulets down her back.  She could feel the achingly numb cold of the stone penetrating through her clothes and into her shoulder where she had pressed it up against the low wall to balance herself. The muscles in her legs were burning from staying crouched without moving in the frigid night air.  


Anastasia stayed focused on the exit of the little alley that ran behind her now former apartment building.  Just minutes after the phone call that had jerked her awake, the two black Mercedes with the ominously dark tinted windows had screeched to a halt by the front door.  The eight men who had emerged from the cars wore ordinary street clothes under their thick wool coats, but the efficient, powerful way they carried themselves belied their attempts to appear non-threatening.  With quick precision, four of the men had entered the lobby.  Two more had stood by the cars ostensibly watching the front entrance.  The last two men had circled the building to the left where Anastasia predicted they were heading to cover what passed as a fire escape.  

Anastasia had watched the events unfolding in the street below with cool detachment.  Denying the commotion occurring below was a result of her actions would have been an act of futility, or possibly even stupidity, so Anastasia had leapt quietly into action racing through the sparsely furnished one bedroom flat.  Next to the mammoth radiator that ticked and clunked in a vain attempt to heat the drafty apartment as it sat beneath the bedroom window, she had punched a hole in the obnoxious wallpaper to reveal a small cache in the wall.  Her shoddy papering job had been intentional, meant to disguise the uneven surface where the plaster had been chipped away to create the secret hiding place.  

Anastasia had reached in and pulled out a small package she had prepared before concealing the damage to the wall.  Slipping the long strap over her head and under one arm, she had pushed the light load against the small of her back and slipped into her coat.  The window had slid up easily even though at a glance it would appear to have been painted shut.  Climbing up on the protesting radiator, Anastasia had then slipped through the small opening and out onto the narrow ledge.

As she had quietly slid the window closed again, Anastasia had heard the creaking of heavy feet in the hallway just a few short feet away.  Hushed, but urgent, voices seeped though the cracks and into the drafty little room.  The lights were off in the apartment, but the dim single bulb at the end of the hall outside her door had shed enough light to cast the shadows of shoes of at least two men through the gap at the bottom of her door.  Three years of freezing in the winter and roasting in the summer were about to pay back in spades.  The defects of this depressing little tenement that drove even some of the desperate away were the very reasons that Anastasia had chosen it.

Balanced precariously on the slim ledge, Anastasia had pushed the window shut the last bit and took one deep breath before launching herself through the howling night air to the fire escape of the building across the narrow alley.  The alley, four stories below, was more of a passageway where old furniture, bicycle tires, and all manner of refuse was thrown by the residents of the two buildings.  The six foot span to the open landing of the fire escape one story down was a terrifying flight to someone naturally afraid of heights as she was.  Fortunately, she had not had to deal with any interference from the residents of the equally depressing flat in the other building.  They had been passed out, as they regularly were, from whatever vile cocktail of alcohol and drugs they had managed to find.

Her adrenaline had surged as she pushed off the little ledge.  She had hung in the snow-filled air for what seemed like eternity before crashing ungracefully into the rickety metal structure.  Pain had seared up her right leg.  A twisted ankle, maybe broken, she had thought knowing she had to keep moving.  She wouldn’t feel the pain at all if she let the men in her apartment catch up with her.

Anastasia had gritted her teeth as she glanced hastily up and down the alley, somewhat expecting to see well-armed mercenaries scurrying around the corner to investigate the resounding crash that certainly echoed as loud in reality as it did in her head.  But the alley had remained dark and still, so she had limped down the metal stairs until she landed on the uneven, glass strewn pavement.  With more speed than caution, she had headed to the outlet between the two buildings which emptied into the small, bleak park.  The soft cushion of snow dampened the sound of her steps, but it also made the slippery footing treacherous.

After crossing the street as low to the ground as she had dared, trying to stay behind the few dejected cars parked on the street, Anastasia had taken up her position behind the low wall to catch her breath and assess the damage to her already swelling ankle.  She was nauseated by the pain when she pressed against the tender flesh with her fingers, but she could only hope that the tightly-laced boot would give her enough support to continue.  At least the icy slush from the street that had seeped over the top of her boot and stung her skin was working to numb the ache.   

She had reached back beneath her short coat into the small pack she carried, blindly feeling for the Velcro pocket that contained her 9-mm and a spare magazine.  Sliding the magazine into place, she had chambered a round and released the safety.  She had then found the gap in the old wall where she could wait and watch the alley and building. 

She had been waiting for only a few minutes, freezing and sweating at the same time, when the first klaxon began to ring, oddly muted in the snow-laden air.  The men in her apartment were obviously professionals, yet they had missed the surprise she had left for them.  The incendiary device inside her computer had obviously worked as planned giving a whole new meaning to the use of “flash” drives.  The information on her hard drive was just too valuable to share.  If everything had worked as planned, the fire would soon spread through the hidden fuses also laid behind the wallpaper with the bright orange flowers.  In the few minutes it would take for the fire crews to arrive all evidence of her life in the little rooms would turn to ash.   If there was any doubt about her before, her little parting gift certainly clued them in.

With the residents of the building streaming into the street wrapped in blankets and coats over their pajamas, Anastasia knew it was time to move again.  Protecting her throbbing ankle, she crawled on all fours behind the low wall about a hundred meters to the edge of the park where she reached the entrance to the metro.  Even at night the trains ran in regular, if longer, intervals.  A train had just left the station.  Anastasia looked at her watch mentally calculating the time to the next train so she could hobble down the stairs and stay as little time as possible on the exposed platform.

The men were now hastily making their way along the street checking the doorways and cars for her.  The snow tonight was her friend covering her footsteps almost as soon as she made them.  Sirens from the fire trucks and police cars responding to the scene grew louder and louder until they carefully made their way down the slick streets toward the building where the flames were spewing from the fourth floor windows.  The other residents of her building, mostly prostitutes and dealers and a few poor pensioners, were huddled together across the street and were staring up at the disaster that had befallen them.  Anastasia felt bad only for frail Mrs. Fadeyev who had lived in the building for fifty three years and would not be able to easily start a new life somewhere else.

With ninety seconds until the next train, Anastasia bit her lip against the pain in her ankle and dashed to the entrance of the underground tunnels using the passing police cars and fire trucks for cover.  When she reached the bottom of the stairwell, she slid the gun into her coat pocket and hobbled out onto the platform just as the warm rush of air pushed in indicating the approach of the arriving train.

She stood leaning against the concrete support pillar on the platform watching two weary women exit the train and head for the frigid surface.  The good cover provided by the normally busy transit platform was lost due to the lateness of the hour.  When no one else had descended the stairs to the train level to look for her, she limped quickly from her sheltered spot to board the train just as the doors shut with a hiss.

Once safely on the nearly deserted train, Anastasia breathed a deep sigh of relief.  They had not sent their best men after her or she would not have gotten away so easily.  Or maybe, I am just that good, she thought chuckling then chided herself knowing that the next sixteen hours as she made her way in a circuitous route around most of Eastern Europe until she finally made it to the safe house in Prague for final extraction may not go as easily.

The train swept gently into the first stop, and Anastasia disembarked planning to change trains at least four times before heading to her primary objective, the Kievsky station, where she could catch an early morning high speed train to one of the Black Sea resort towns.  That way she would be able to identify anyone who may be tailing her from the building.  She would follow the standard procedure even though she felt that she had safely escaped.  Relaxing now could cost her life.  

The next train had a few more passengers.  University students, who were young enough to handle being up all night on a regular basis, laughed and sang drunkenly at the front of the car.  The warmth of the train was a stark contrast to the bone-racking cold aboveground.  Fatigue, brought on by days of nervous suspicion, a middle of the night wake-up call, and the throbbing pain in her right ankle, pushed in on the edges of her consciousness.  The gentle rocking of the car as it sped along its tracks created a soothing hum.  Anastasia was just about to relax for the few minutes the train would take to her next stop when the ringing started.  Her first thought was that, somehow, they had found her.  She looked desperately around planning her next moves in a panic.  The ringing was growing louder and louder, but the students at the front of the car didn’t seem to hear it…

It took Jane a moment to realize that it was her phone that was ringing.  She nearly knocked over her coffee cup as she fumbled to grab the handset.

“Hello?”  she finally answered in a timid voice when she finally got the receiver to her ear.

“Jane, what took you so long to answer? I haven’t got all day.”

“I’m sorry, Emily, I must have been daydreaming.”

“Well, do it on your own time.  I haven’t received the report on the Ogden account yet, I want it on my desk when I get in Thursday morning.” 

Jane winced when she heard the unceremonious click in her ear.  She was sitting at her desk in her cubicle in the middle of a hundred others going about their business the same way they did every day.  There were no drunk, laughing students, no snow-laden Moscow streets, and no mysterious thugs chasing her with guns blazing.  There was only the monotonous hum of the air conditioners mixed with the ordinary office sounds of ringing telephones and buzzing printers.

Jane had always had an active imagination.  Spurred on by a voracious love of books, it had been her faithful companion since her lonely childhood.  Daydreams of another place and time seemed like such a convenient escape.  Especially now, because nothing exciting was ever going to happen for a shy, somewhat average-looking junior accountant named Jane in Dayton, Ohio.

And that was exactly the way she wanted it.
Chapter Forty-Five
[Occurs after the terrorist attacks and after Jane goes missing, leaving behind confusing evidence for the agents searching for her]


The harsh lights of the basement parking garage mocked the bleak darkness that had overwhelmed David’s heart.  He sat like a statue in the driver’s seat of his truck with his hands resting heavily on the steering wheel.  The face of his watch read one fifteen a.m., but David felt as if he had been awake for days.  


As the night had progressed, more and more evidence had been piled up against the woman David had set his heart on.  The guns found in her apartment were clean.  The serial numbers had been professionally removed, and the investigators had been unable to find records of any gun purchases by Jane Alexander or any of her aliases. Thankfully, ballistics had not been able to match the guns to any crime in the national database.  Watch dog software had been found in her computer, but not before a great deal of the information it contained had been lost.  Regular unexplained deposits had been found in a bank account she had kept separate from the one into which her Reed and Wallace paychecks were directly deposited.  A translator was scheduled to come in early the next morning to begin transcribing Jane’s journal.  

The portable hard drive that had been found in her kitchen contained almost nine Gig worth of files – documents, photos, and mp3 audio/visual files.  There was extensive background information on each of the thirty-two terrorists as well as details and plans for each of the attacks.  The information had been downloaded immediately to headquarters where it was being used to trace the remaining terrorists still at large.  David could not understand how something like that would come into her possession.  It made no sense whatsoever.  Nothing made sense anymore.

  
Detective Augustine had explained that the search would be conducted on two fronts.  The first would treat Jane as a victim of a crime pursuing any lead that would help them determine if she had been kidnapped or killed and who might be responsible.  While it was a possibility that she was a victim of a random act of violence, they were going to look into her work and her past to see if any connections could be made to someone who may have wished to harm her.


In the second avenue of investigation – the one that appeared more probable, the detectives would be following would consider Jane as an accomplice to Erdemović and a fugitive.  Since Jane’s car had been left in the lot next to her building, the police were canvassing airports and bus stations in Dayton, Cincinnati, and Columbus.  As time rolled past, the search would widen.  

David would never have believed it was possible if someone had told him yesterday that his shy, quiet girlfriend was a spy in league with a deadly assassin, but the passports, the journal, the bank accounts, the pictures, all the evidence seemed to point in that direction.


As the forensic technicians had finished processing the scene, David had agonized over leaving the apartment where he felt close to Jane.  He needed to be where he felt close to her to find the clue that would help him find her.  If he could find her, surely there would be a reasonable explanation.  He wanted her to be able to explain all the damning proof away as a result of his overactive imagination.  He had hoped that she had creatively copied the tradecraft from the many spy novels she read, but the longer he thought about it, the less likely it seemed and in the end, he had forced himself to call the duty officer, report the incident as a possible lead in the terror attack investigation and request assistance from the Cincinnati field office before heading into the federal building where Tom had agreed to meet him at the gate to the parking garage to provide him moral support.  


The Assistant Special Agent-in-Charge from Cincinnati had arrived shortly after eleven to debrief David.  The ASAC was gathering information to help in the search for Jane, but David’s cynical side knew everything that was said would be analyzed for its effect on the Bureau’s mission and reputation.  The bureaucratic self-preservation mechanism was in full swing, and David had been in the game long enough to know that whatever kudos he had received as a result of his work in the recent weeks in the terrorism investigation would be quickly forgotten if it was determined that he would make a convenient scapegoat.  David replayed the conversion in his mind wondering if he really had been so blinded by the infatuation that he had for Jane.


“Do you think this woman targeted you specifically to develop a relationship?”  The ASAC had asked cagily although David clearly understood the political doublespeak.  The ASAC was asking if quiet, shy little Jane Alexander had used big, tough FBI Agent David Browne as a pawn in her dark and dangerous spy games, strung along on a leash with big puppy dog eyes full of hope.


“I don’t think so,” David answered tiredly.  Whatever the outcome for his career, David’s worry for Jane had left him emotionally drained.  “When she first warned us about Erdemović, she tried very hard not to be recognized.  She didn’t even know my name.  The information was just addressed to the resident agent.”


“But you began dating shortly after that.  Who initiated contact?”


“I did.  I was in the park for lunch with my church, and I saw her walking toward the library.  I followed her in and found her reading in the fiction section.”


“Is the lunch in the park a regular occurrence? Maybe she planned for you to find her, and make you think it was coincidental.”


“I can’t believe that.  She put up a pretty good fight trying to get away once she knew I had found her.  I have definitely been the one pursuing her, not the other way around.”


“At least that’s what she wants you to believe.  How intimate did your relationship become?”  David knew it was an important question, one he would ask himself had their positions been reversed, but it still seemed rude and intrusive to ask.


“If you mean physically, I’ve only kissed her a couple of times.  Nothing beyond that.”  A flash of warmth surprised David as he remembered the sweet, stunned look on Jane’s face when he had first kissed her. David wondered if the ASAC wasn’t enjoying this line of questioning at least a little bit.  All the juicy details of a fellow agent’s fall from grace.  As soon as the thought crossed his mind, David put it aside.  The ASAC was much too professional to enjoy anything that could hurt a fellow agent or the Bureau’s image.  “I was drawn to her in a way that’s hard to describe right from the first.  I wanted to believe that the feelings were mutual.  No matter what the evidence appears to indicate, there is no way I can believe Jane worked with Erdemović on the terrorist attacks.  She hated him.  She wanted to stop him, not help him.”


“You mentioned earlier that she called early this evening to say that she had something to say to you.  Do you have any idea what that was?”


“None at all.  When we were together last night, I could tell that there was something on her mind, but she didn’t share it me.  She has had a lot of pain in her life, and I was letting her tell me about her past as she was ready and on her own terms.”


“Is it possible that after witnessing the attacks yesterday, she felt guilty enough to confess her involvement with you?  Maybe she told Erdemović of her plan, and he came to, um, correct the situation?” 


“Before tonight, I would have said ‘No way, absolutely impossible’, but in light of recent developments, I just don’t know.”  David hated to admit it, but trust was a fragile thing and the evidence found in Jane’s apartment was not easily explained.


“Well, David, that’s all I need from you right now.  Tomorrow will be soon enough for the rest.”


The ASAC graciously didn’t say anything else, but he didn’t have any need.  The other agents had easily jumped to the conclusion that Jane, a sleeper agent and master spy, had chosen David specifically.  They believed she had used him for access to information the Bureau had on Erdemović, but that didn’t make any sense.  They would have never known Erdemović had even been in the country if it hadn’t been for Jane alerting them.  Even with the all the evidence stacked against her, David wanted to trust Jane and defend her.  David understood that his behavior over the next couple days in cooperation with the investigation would determine if his career was effectively over or not.  He just had to decide if he cared.


David had stayed in his office for another hour, trying to help in the investigation to the extent that the other agents allowed.  That they trusted him at all was somewhat of a surprise, but he was so preoccupied with finding Jane, he did not stop to analyze why.  After it was apparent that nothing else could be done until morning, he reluctantly trudged home.


The beautiful bouquet of roses was lying limply on the seat of his Suburban next to him.  The petals from the more fragile flowers had already dropped to the floor.  The tissue paper was wrinkled from the tight grip of his sweaty palms while he had waited for Detective Augustine to let him into Jane’s apartment.  The sickly sweet smell from the flowers in the car made David want to gag.


Finally pushing out of his car and plodding to the elevator, David was physically and emotionally exhausted.  With the limp bouquet held loosely in one hand, he pressed his forehead against the cool metal of the elevator while he waited for the car to arrive.  His exhausting run, followed so closely by the anticipation which in turn was crushed by feelings of fear, anger, and betrayal, left him feeling cold.  Every cell in his body ached and he felt as if he had been hollowed out inside.  By the time the elevator chimed its arrival, he thought he might have dozed off leaning against the wall.


David rode up to his floor and quietly entered his apartment.  Laying the flowers on the table in the hall, David walked through the darkness to the big picture window that gave such a beautiful view of the downtown.  From this distance, the train moving slowly east appeared to be gliding silently through town.  Silently, making tracks of their own, tears began to overflow David’s eyes.  So much for the big tough act, David thought.  He wanted to scream and cry like a baby over the girl who had done him wrong.  Except under all the confusion, hurt, and anger, he knew he just wanted Jane back safely in his arms.


I know the plans I have for you.


The echo of words long memorized seemed to be almost audible to him.  David lifted his view away from the receding train and saw that the moon had set and wispy clouds streamed across the dark sky studded with a million far away diamonds.


Plans for good and not for evil.


Could David even believe those sacred words after the day he had?


“David?”  The voice was so soft, he almost didn’t believe it was real until he turned around and saw the shadowy figure in the dark doorway to the room.


“Please don’t turn on the lights.”  Her plea sounded strained and it stopped his hand already reaching for the light switch.


“Jane?” David’s voice sounded like a harsh croak in his own ears.  In the shadows, her outline blurred with the doorway.  David didn’t know what to say or do or even feel.  Here was Jane, standing in his dark apartment.  Hesitantly, he moved closer to her in the darkness.  Should he treat her as the woman he cared for or as an espionage suspect.  “Jane, I ….I don’t know what to say.”


“I know, David, I understand.  I am sure by morning everything will be much clearer.”  Sadness laced Jane’s tired voice as the words seemed to fade away in the stillness on the room.  Even in the darkness, her cheeks shone where her tears reflected the night lights.


“You’ll have to come back to my office with me.  There are a lot of tough questions to be answered.”  


“Yes, of course.” Jane turned from him and moved silently down the hall to the kitchen with David following cautiously behind.  The green light from clock on the stove cast an eerie pale across the room as she put the bag of peas back in the freezer.  Jane felt as if her heart would break.  All the warmth was gone from his voice, the eagerness and vitality that had been so evident in every word he spoke was not present any longer to be her comfort.  He didn’t take her hand or fold her into a comforting embrace.    


“Jane?” David was peering at her through the darkness.  “Are you armed?”

The question was casual, but Jane heard the caution under his tone.  He was leaning against the counter by the door in the darkness effectively blocking her only way of escape.  David had one hand on the counter, but the other was resting on his hip just inches away from his own weapon.  
He is handling me like the pro he is, Jane thought, saddened by the fact she was now suspect in his eyes.


David waited in the stillness until Jane slowly raised her right hand.  Jane held the gun by the trigger guard so it dangled unthreateningly from her finger.  David took a paper towel from the rack behind him to accept the weapon.  Even in the darkness, he could tell by the weight and feel of the weapon that it was identical to the two others found in Jane’s apartment. 


“Who was in your apartment tonight?”  He asked as he set the gun down beside him on the counter.


“Radoje.”


She almost choked on her answer.  In the dark, she could tell that the answer didn’t even cause David to flinch so he had already suspected as much.  It wasn’t hard to imagine what conclusions might have been draw from what she had to leave in her apartment.


“Jane, why did you come here?”


“I needed to make sure you were safe.  I thought Radoje might come here after you.”


“Why would he come after me?  Jealousy?”


The bitterness in his voice as he said it stunned Jane, and she refused to answer.


“Did you use me, Jane?”


The hurt in his voice broke her heart.


“Yes, but not in the way you think. I…”


She reached out to touch his arm while she pled her case, but he must have assumed she had intended something else.  David moved quickly to trap her hand which caused Jane to stumble against him.  He grabbed her shoulders thinking to stop her, but was halted by Jane’s gasp of pain.  She was close enough that he could look into her eyes for the first time that evening just in time to see them roll back as she fainted.


David hit the switch for the kitchen lights with one hand as he held Jane slumped against him with the other.  As the fluorescent bulbs hummed on, he lowered her gently to the floor.  Anger flared inside him again when he saw the bruises on Jane’s face.  He pushed her hair back from her face to take a closer look.  The bruise on her cheek went from her split lip up to her black eye.  Her nose was swollen and purple.  At least now he knew that she didn’t stage the attack.  He got a washcloth out of the drawer and ran in under the cold water.


David lifted Jane’s feet onto one of the kitchen chairs to get the blood back to her brain and knelt down next to her on the floor.  Jane slowly began to come around as he wiped the cool cloth over her face.


“Where else are you hurt, honey?”  David asked her when she opened her eyes.  Jane wondered if he realized he had slipped by calling her honey.  It wasn’t exactly an appropriate appellation for a dangerous spy.


“My ribs.  My left shoulder.  I think it may be dislocated.”  Jane gasped again even though he tried to be gentle as he felt where she had sloppily bandaged her ribs.  The top button of the shirt she was wearing was undone so he pulled the material out of the way to look at her shoulder.  It was swollen and bruised, but he wasn’t a doctor so he couldn’t tell the extent to which it was damaged.


“You need to be in the emergency room.  After that, I will have to take you in for questioning.”  Jane thought he sounded as if he almost regretted it as he gently lifted her up from the floor and helped her stand.  David took a moment to put her gun into a Ziploc bag before carefully guided her out of the kitchen to the front door. 


The rattling elevator stopped in the basement garage level after they had rode down in silence.  David’s car hadn’t even had time to cool down as he guided Jane out with his hand lightly resting on the small of her back.  At least he didn’t insist on handcuffs, Jane thought, although it was probably out of consideration for her damaged shoulder.  


“David, I’m so sorry.  Maybe someday you’ll be able to forgive me.”


She looked so contrite that he almost believed her, but she would still have a lot of explaining to do. 


“I am sorry things turned out this way, too, Jane, but please don’t say anything more.  I haven’t read you your rights. I want you to have a lawyer, a very good lawyer, before things go any further.”  


With his right arm resting on the window frame of the passenger side door, he gestured wearily for her to get in the seat, afraid he would break down in tears if he had to say anything more.  She took a deep shaky breath as she continued to look at him as if there was something else she wanted to say, but couldn’t.  She had spent the whole afternoon anticipating the moment she could tell him about her discovery of faith, but Radoje had intervened.  If she tried to tell him now, he wouldn’t believe her.  He would think she was just trying to manipulate him again.


The roar of an engine suddenly gunning up the parking ramp interrupted whatever Jane might have wanted to say.  David and Jane both turned their heads at exactly the same time to see the blue pickup speeding in their direction.  Instantly, they both knew what was about to happen, but Jane reacted first.


“Down!” she screamed as she slammed the open door back into David’s chest knocking him off his feet and throwing him back against the concrete wall behind the next car just as a volley of shots rang out.  He kept his wits enough to remember to tuck his chin so the back of his head didn’t bounce off the concrete floor and give him a concussion.  He rolled backwards to his knees behind the cover of the car.  He tried to reach for his gun, but his right hand was limp and aflame with pain and he thought he must have cracked his elbow against the wall while trying to protect his head.  He drew his weapon with his left hand instead and awkwardly thumbed off the safety.


Leading with his weapon, David came up over the trunk of the car he was using as a shield to return fire.  The gun felt unnatural in his left hand and his first two shots went wild breaking the windshield of a white BMW and deflating the tire on a Ford.


When the driver of the pickup truck heard David firing at him, he pressed the gas and peeled out of the garage.  The driver sprayed the cars surrounding David with the semi-automatic weapon he held.  David was somewhat protected behind the tank-like Volvo as he was showered with flying shards of glass and chipped concrete.  He could feel the razor-like edges tearing the back of his neck and arms as he covered his head.


As the truck passed the place of David’s concealment, David was more accurate with his next shots.  He managed to break the driver’s side rear view mirror as well as put several slugs into the side and tailgate of the truck.  From his protective cover, he couldn’t aim low enough to take out a tire, but he tried to do the most damage possible as the vehicle turned the corner and was out of sight.


In two steps, he was around the beige Volvo to find Jane crumpled next to the still open door of his Suburban.  She was laying face down in a spreading pool of blood; her legs were twisted at crazy, unnatural angles.  


David knelt beside her and forced his still tingling right hand to move so he could check her pulse.  She moaned when he touched her and that was answer enough for him.  He tossed his gun onto the seat of the Suburban so he could have both hands to turn Jane over.  When he did, he had to force himself not to vomit.  The white shirt that she was wearing was completely soaked with blood.  There was so much blood David didn’t know where he should begin to apply pressure and try to stop the garish flow. Pink bubbles on her lips told David she had taken at least one shot to her lungs.  Her eyes were open, but they were unfocused and full of tears.


His hands sticky with blood, David fumbled with his phone as he dialed 911 and identified himself.  He shouted his information into the phone not realizing that the operator heard him just fine when his own ears were still ringing from the hail of gunfire that had echoed through the concrete parking garage.


“Jane? Jane? Stay with me,” David pleaded as he pushed against the holes torn in her abdomen where the most blood seemed to be coming from.  She whimpered in pain against the pressure of his hands. “I know it hurts, Jane, but I have to stop the bleeding.”


He thought he saw her head nod ever so slightly in agreement.  She licked her lips and tried unsuccessfully to spit out the bloody bubbles in her mouth.  When her eyes closed, David shook her shoulder roughly.


“Open your eyes, Jane.  You can sleep later.”


“Hurts….” 


Just speaking the single word seemed a tremendous effort.  Jane wanted to close her eyes and rest.  She could not make out the face floating in front of her.  He was speaking to her, but his voice sounded like it was far away – too far away to understand what he was saying.  Unconsciousness would be a gift, she thought, a pleasant void to escape the searing pain that racked her entire body. 


“I know it hurts, but you have to help me.  Be strong just a little while longer, then you can sleep.”


David heard the wail of the approaching sirens, hoping it was not already too late.


“No…..Radé….”


Her plaintive voice was whisper thin and as weak as a newborn kitten’s. The sound of her crying Erdemović’s name filled David with both agony and jealousy.  David didn’t know if she was calling to him or accusing him.  He just wanted her to live long enough for him to find out.

Chapter Forty-Six
[The flashbacks while Jane is unconscious continue from sections earlier in the book and fill in details of her frightening and secretive past]


Searing pain shot through Camille’s side from where the bullet had hit her hip up to her ribs and all the way down her left leg.  The firing of the guns in such a small space nearly deafened her and she could barely hear the muted screams of the people outside over the painful ringing in her ears.  She pushed and squirmed her way free from under the heavy weight of the dead soldier.


Abdul stood stunned, his face florid and his mouth agape, at Camille’s quick response.  He hesitated a moment too long before lunging down to grab the soldier’s weapon that had clattered across the pavement when he fell.  Camille rolled up to her knees taking quick, but steady aim, putting one shot through his chest and another through his neck.  Abdul clutched at the hole in his neck, trying to stem the flow of blood before sinking first to his knees, then falling to his face as his life drained away.


Struggling through the pain, Camille pushed to her feet with a gasp.  She grabbed the small box off the crates and slid it into the pack beneath her abaya.  It was surprisingly heavy for being so small, not much bigger than a pack of playing cards.


With the sharp pain in her side, Camille stumbled out of the hidden recess past the curtain into the smelly fishmonger’s booth.  Abdul’s two sons were clearly stunned to see her emerge from the back.  They had obviously expected a different outcome.  They scrambled over each over to flee the booth away from her even as she heard the muffled shouts of approaching soldiers.  Whether the soldiers were insurgents loyal to the commander she had just killed or Iraqi regulars, she wasn’t going to stay around to find out.


“They’re shooting!  They’re shooting!  Run! Run!”  Camille had not taken more than a few seconds to escape the market booth, but the streets were already full of people running from the scene not needing the encouragement Camille shouted at them.  Unlike the West, where rubberneckers and gawkers are entranced by the misery and tragedy of others, no one here had any desire to witness or participate in what was happening behind the crates full of fish.  

Limping out into the street, Camille joined the surging throng of the fleeing crowd.  She pressed one hand against the agony in her side, but her abaya was already becoming wet with blood fortunately not easily visible because of the dark color.  Behind her, however, a splattered trail of blood marked her path pointing any careful pursuer directly towards her.

If she could just get to her driver parked at the prearranged meeting spot several blocks away near the riverfront, she could have him deliver her to a hospital.  Supplies were limited, but most of the doctors had received Western-style medical training.  However, if she was late or failed to give the all clear signal indicating that no one was following her, her driver, a local man with questionable loyalties had instructions to leave.  If he left, Camille would have to hope to run into one of the roving coalition patrols.

As police and emergency vehicles neared, sirens wailed in an attempt to push a path through the fleeing crowd.  Camille turned down a narrow alley, the blood loss and pain beginning to make her feel weak and dizzy.  Men, women, and children filled the narrow alley pushing and jostling their way from the market chaos.  Camille was jarred as someone slammed her against the stone wall.  She felt hampered and tied by the long abaya and she was desparate to get air through the thick veil.  She felt pressed in on all sides, people poking and pushing her and stealing her breath.

David was pushed back as the paramedics knelt by Jane on the concrete floor of the parking garage.  He was amazed her pulse, though thready and weak as it was, still beat a reassuring rhythm.  Jane’s blood was splattered across the walls and floors -- even on the inside of David’s truck.  His blue shirt, khaki pants, and the favorite tie he had picked out so carefully before their evening together was destroyed were completely ruined.  His hands were warm and sticky with her blood.

The paramedics moved efficiently, one applying a pressure dressing while the other worked to assist her breathing by bagging her.  While David retrieved his gun and cell phone from the seat of his truck, they deftly lifted her limp body onto the stretcher securing her with foam blocks and tight straps to immobilize her for the fast ride to the hospital.  They pushed her quickly through the open doors of the waiting ambulance where the first paramedic started an IV.  David climbed up behind the paramedic who was attaching the bag of saline and blood expanders to a hook above his head.  He was nearly thrown off the bench seat as the doors were slammed and the driver threw the powerful engine into gear.

David held Jane’s limp hand in his own, frightened by how cold her skin already was.

“Oh, God,” he pled, silent or aloud, he didn’t quite know.  “Please spare her life.”

Only a few more steps until she would be able to turn out onto the street that ran along the muddy, swift moving river.  Lightheaded and limping more with each agonizing step, Camille lurched from the alley into the red glow of the sunset shimmering along the river to see the place where she expected her car and driver vacant.

The crowd had taken on a mob-like air, yelling and cursing in several dialects, pushing and shoving as more gunfire erupted.  Whether the soldiers were insurgents or regulars corrupted by greed or fear, Camille knew her options were running out.  She had narrowly cheated death too many times.  Her past transgressions were finally catching up with her.  Guilt over the lives she had mercilessly taken seemed to finally crush into her.  Anger, fear, and revenge, only slightly laced with patriotism, had driven her to commit acts most people only imagine in the comfortable darkness of a movie theater.

I deserve this, Camille thought ruefully.  A bitter, violent end. I always knew this would be the end of the path I have chosen to walk.  Have I done any good at all?  Or have I only created more pain?
The sirens from the police cars arriving at the scene to try and control the crowd screamed in Camille’s spinning head.  An American patrol was also responding with troops in full body armor and weapons raised and were standing in front and beside three up-armored HMMWVs.  They were blocking the street that led to the Green Zone in a defensive posture looking mainly the keep the danger away from the diplomatic and foreign press personnel behind them.  The gunners had the heavy machine guns pointed toward the crowd forcing most of the mob to continue forward across the bridge or turn the other way along the river road.

Camille weakly turned toward the American soldiers separating herself suddenly from the protection of anonymity.  She felt as if each step was more difficult than the last.  Stubbornly, she continued on finding it difficult to catch her breath even moving slowly as she was.

The soldiers, seeing her approach, trained their weapons in her direction, watching her from beneath darkened glasses.  At the command to halt, shouted in both English and Arabic, Camille stood on shaking legs and raised her bloody hands above her head.  She was still some distance from the patrol who obviously wanted to maintain the space suspecting her of more evil intentions as a suicide bomber.

Help me!  Her mind shouted, but her voice was barely above a whisper on the breeze.  Hear me, please.

Camille slowly removed the niqab and hijab hoping the sight of her pale face and honey blond hair would bring her the help she needed.  Pulling off the veil, Camille drank hungrily of the first rush of clean, cool air.

The paramedic adjusted the oxygen mask over Jane’s face, the ambulance supply opening up the flow of pure, sweet oxygen to assist her to gain her shallow breaths.  David watched as he imagined seeing the color in Jane’s face slowly fading.  With sirens and lights, the trip to the Valley, the nearest level one trauma center, would take less than five minutes.  David sat helplessly watching as the medics battled the save Jane’s life.

The patrol of soldiers had lowered their weapons slightly at the sight of the young, obviously Western woman in the abaya.  She wavered slightly as she held her blood-streaked hands out with visible compliance.

Behind her a cry went up as three men, most likely tied to the soldier Camille had shot, recklessly burst out of the crowd with their weapons up and ready to fire.  The American patrol refocused their weapons to the new threat as Camille used the last of her strength to dash to the concrete barrier that separated the street from the river bank and hauled herself over.

The distinctive thpwt-thpwt-thpwt sound of the large automatic weapons rose above the renewed noise of the crowd.  Camille heard the clatter of small arms fire quickly dissipate as the American patrol easily overpowered her pursuers.  

Camille held onto a rusty metal rebar that extended from the damaged concrete wall.  Her feet felt like lead, nearly unresponsive as she tried to find a foothold on the steep rock-covered riverbank.

The ambulance driver pulled to a stop directly in front of the automatic doors leading to the trauma center.  The doctors and nurses stood anxiously at the curb in their scrubs, masked and gloved, ready to receive their new patient from the ambulance coming in hot.

Jane moaned faintly when the trauma team jerked the stretcher out of the ambulance, locking the wheels in place when they hit the ground.  They were through the doors and out of his sight before David could jump down to follow.

Her strength was gone.  The gunfire had stopped and Camille heard men shouting, in English, and the sound of heavy boots running towards her.

It’s too late.  I can’t hold on one second longer.

Camille’s hands tingled and grew limp, and she felt the rusty rebar slide through her fingers just as the first soldier reached the barrier.  She heard him shout and saw him reach for her too late, his dark face etched with concern.  Without a foothold, she tumbled down the rocky incline into the cold, muddy water.  She tried to turn onto her back so she could float in the swift current.  She could see several soldiers on top of the embankment pointing in her direction, but she could no longer hear what they were shouting.

The cold water closed over her face startling Camille and urging her to kick her way back to the surface.  The thick abaya, already wet with blood became quickly saturated and began to pull her under again.  She kicked weakly at the garment which was billowing around her and tangling her legs.  Her hands seemed sluggish and inept at trying to release the ties that held her trapped in the heavy, black cloth that was pulling her down like an anchor.

David arrived at the door to Trauma 1 just as the alarms started sounding.  He didn’t need to be a doctor to understand what the flat line streaking across the screen meant.  The trauma team working frantically around Jane never slowed their work, but continued in the single-minded effort to repair her broken body.  They stepped back and her body arched off the table as they tried to shock her heart back into rhythm.  A nurse, seeing him standing there, pulled the curtain closed, effectively cutting David off from the drama unfolding in the little room.

“Sir, you can’t be here,” the beefy orderly said politely as her stepped in front of David as soon as he saw where he was headed.

“No, I’m with her,” David said as he stood his ground.  The alarms continued to ring and the voices of the doctors behind the curtains were raised as they shouted orders to the well-trained staff.

“You can’t go in there.  You’ll be in the way,” the orderly said resolutely as he crossed his arms across his chest looking more like an offensive lineman than an orderly.  “And you can’t stay here because you are dripping all over my floor.”

How could she lose so much blood and still live?  David said looking down and seeing the blood dripping from his fingertips onto the bright white floor.  How odd, David thought as he looked numbly at his left hand and saw that the blood on his hand and sleeve had already started turning a rusty, sticky mess while the blood dripping from his right hand was still bright red.

“Sir? Sir? Are you alright?” the orderly reached out to steady David as the color drained from his face.  “That’s it, you’re coming with me.  Nurse!”

David hoped that the noise that escaped his throat when the man grabbed his elbow with a vise-like grip was a dignified, or at least manly, grunt.  But as David felt the room begin to tilt and his knees begin to buckle, he was pretty sure that he heard himself screaming like a girl.

A lightness came over her, and Camille knew she was about to pass out.  With the blood loss from the bullet wound in her hip and the weight of the soaked abaya, Camille understood she was no match for the rushing current of the Tigris.  The next time the water closed over her head, Camille welcomed it, relaxing into the cool, quiet darkness and sinking deeper into the flow.

