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About Hunting The Kobra

No one is who they seem to be. No one at all…

When her lover and partner, Denis, dies in a random terrorist bombing, Quinn craves answers no one can give her.

An international businessman, Elijah Aslan, who says he once knew Denis well, seems to need the same answers. He alone understands Quinn’s pain.

Yet Aslan is not the simple businessman he appears to be. Flagged by the CIA, Aslan’s contact with Quinn sends up alarms and thrusts Quinn into the middle of an affair with unseen roots in Denis’ past, and with world-shaking consequences if Quinn doesn’t play her part perfectly…

This romantic thriller is the first book in the Project Kobra series.

1.0: Hunting The Kobra
2.0: Inside Man
3.0: Heart Strike
…and more to come!


 

Praise for Hunting the Kobra

Bestseller, Espionage Thrillers Hot New Releases

Just when you think you know exactly where the story is going she steers it in the opposite direction.

Wow! A thoroughly engrossing intrigue with an enthralling love thread.

With so many books to read, I don't usually re-read novels but I was delighted to do so with this one.

I am hooked. Action-adventure, romance, intrigues this story has it all. Prepare to get addicted.

Seriously, I really hated this book. I could not put it down once it started rolling. I dreamed about this doggone book for heaven's sake! You can't tell who's good or bad because they keep you spinning around. This one is good! Nope, he's bad! Nope he's...........I'm so confused!

I'm so in love with this book that I will be buying that actual book to put in my collection at home.

Good luck trying to put this book down!

Definitely twists that I didn't see coming!

She sucks you right into the story and gets your heart pounding!

Tracy brings serious competition to the big boys of spy thrillers.

If you like John LeCarre, Lee Childs and John Grisham, you will absolutely love this book. It far surpassed my highest expectations.

Every time I thought I had it figured out another twist or turn would make me second guess and start to suspect someone else.

Had me going to an ending I did not entirely expect.

The twists are non-stop and I pretty much never knew who was good or bad until the end, which is a surprise.

An unbelievably good book! It is fast moving with so much going on that you will never want to put this book down.

Reminded me of the exhilarating feeling one gets from a good thriller. Twists and turns all around, a misterious death, deception, love and great action.

Ooh the suspense .... Who to trust!!

Has it all: mystery, intrigue, action, espionage AND a heroine that isn’t too stupid to live.

Opens with a bang and it's not a quiet ride - plot twists and developments, in addition to the layers of each character being built... whew!

Amazing read!!

Pulled me in from the start and I couldn't put it down (this isn't just a figure if speech, I really read it on one sitting with a few breaks in between for essential errands!)

When they say no one is who they seem to be, take it seriously. What an amazing page turning, can’t put it down, sitting on the edge of your seat book!

A page turner and a pure pleasure.
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Maryland, Four Months Ago


[image: ]



“I DUNNO, MOM…FOR A genius, you sure don’t know much about computers.” Dima’s son, Harry, leaned back in the chair and blew out his breath. “Didn’t anyone tell you not to open emails from strangers?” He looked at her over the top of his glasses.

Dima gave him a wide smile. “I believe they’ve mentioned it once or twice.”

“You downloaded a virus. A nasty one I’ve never seen before.” Harry tapped the enter key a few times. “I’ve deleted it now. If you’ve lost any data, you should probably chalk it up as a small price to pay. Far as I can tell, there’s no other damage, and no break in security.”

Dima rested her hand on Harry’s shoulder, for she had put the kitchen chair beside her office chair to watch what he was doing. “Thank you, darling one. Now, it’s late. You should be home with Melissa and the kids.”

Harry glanced at his watch then leapt to his feet. “Damn, it’s past ten. The twins will be in bed and…I didn’t realize.” He bent and kissed her cheek. “I gotta go.”

“Yes.” She stood and let him shuffle past her. He had his father’s height and his big shoulders, which Jack would have liked—had he lived to see Harry reach adulthood. Dima followed Harry down to the front door, where she handed him his car keys. He had no coat. It was June and even this late at night, the air was still and warm.

Dima kissed Harry’s cheek twice, once for Melissa and once for the children, then pushed him out the door. She trudged upstairs, her mind working.

She settled herself behind the laptop, frowning at the screen. It was a perfectly innocent screen, the same one she gazed at every day. It was her personal computer and severed from her work. The laptop had only the most basic security protocols, for she kept nothing on it but her social network accounts and photos of her children and their children.

With a dexterity and speed which would have astonished Harry, had he seen it, Dima pulled up the command prompt and ran a file list. She sorted the list so the most recent files appeared first.

“Well, hello…” she murmured, staring at the list.

The very top file was new. The timestamp was after she had opened the interesting email which had caused her to ask Harry to use his tech tools to wrest back control of her laptop.

Dima shut off the network, Bluetooth and the Wi-Fi card, then opened the file. She stared at the image. Several men and one woman cavorted in shallow seawater. The waves were small, the beach sand white. Everyone in the background wore as little as possible.

Then she spotted it. Dima leaned forward, as if getting closer to the screen would refine the resolution and give her more detail. “No…!”

She opened the photo in an editor application, then scaled the image until all she could see was one tiny section. She re-sampled the image, to clean it up.

The details were still blurry. With a hiss, she got to her feet. She took three steps away, steaming. Then she turned back. Her breath caught. Standing on the other side of the room from her desk gave her a long view. She stared at the section of photo she had enlarged. Her heart beat harder with rare excitement.

“Allah save us…” Dima whispered.

She glanced at the time read-out at the bottom of the screen and frowned. She reached for her cellphone and hesitated with her hand hovering over it. She decided quickly, snatched the phone up and pushed it into her jeans pocket. She closed the laptop with a snap and tucked it under her elbow, then hurried downstairs and picked up her car keys.

She flipped on the security, turned on the lights and locked both deadbolts as she left. She didn’t bother taking the Glock with her. There was another one in the car and besides, this wasn’t that sort of occasion.


 

[2]
Saturday, October 19th
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WHEN THEY SNEAKED TO THE jazz bar, Quinn and Denis concentrated on the music to give the musicians their due. It would dismay their colleagues and Denis’ students to learn they enjoyed jazz. Their guilt made them appreciate every single note, extracting as much pleasure as possible before returning to the hallowed halls of classical music.

Tonight though, they barely heard the music. It had been a stressful day for both. Denis spent the first set telling Quinn about the political machinations involved in gaining a permanent position at the Conservatory. He was only a visiting professor, yet everyone loved him. The students adored him, he got along with all the professors and he loved his work. It should have been simple.

“Has this anything to do with the fact that you are Austrian?” Quinn asked him. It was the obvious conclusion. He wasn’t a visible minority, he wasn’t female, and he wasn’t American.

As usual, when she mentioned his background, Denis closed down. He didn’t talk about Austria much.

Instead, he shifted the conversation to her problems. She was only a music librarian for the Boston Symphony, yet somehow, she had become entangled in the potentially explosive issue of beta-blockers and who was supplying them to the orchestra members. Today, the lead viola had collapsed during rehearsal, after screaming at Quinn for giving him the wrong score.

Quinn had supplied the viola reduction, as usual, while he insisted he must work from the full conductor’s score.

As she spoke, Denis tucked behind her ear the long locks of hair which always came free of her messy bun. He picked up her hand and held it. His blue eyes were steady upon her face and he nodded in all the right places.

By the time she was done, she felt like the world’s most ungrateful woman. Quinn gave him a rueful smile. “Listen to me rattle on.”

Denis shook his head. “At least you got to listen to Mahler today,” he said. “I love how the Symphony plays the Seventh. My students slaughter it.”

The jazz band finished their tune. There were perhaps two hundred people in the bar and everyone clapped and cheered and whistled.

Quinn grimaced. “I don’t think I heard a single note.”

“Let me get you another glass of wine,” Denis said. “Then we can sit back and enjoy the next set. It won’t be a wasted night, then, no?”

Quinn pushed her fingers through his thick hair, where it shadowed his forehead. “I can think of something which will make sure it’s not a wasted night. In fact…” She looked around, then leaned closer, for there was no music to mask their conversation. “Maybe we should skip the next set?”

The corner of Denis’ mouth twitched. He didn’t leer or raise his brow, yet she recognized the heat in his eyes. “I don’t know…” He managed to look reluctant. “I have been looking forward to hearing this trio for a week.”

Quinn sat back. She kept her gaze steady. “One five-foot-nine redhead with breasts and perfect pitch, or three sweaty, overweight musicians, including one who empties his spit valve onto the floor. Take your pick, Denis Fabian, and pick wisely.”

He actually sat for thirty seconds more without moving a muscle. Not even his expression changed.

Quinn rolled her eyes. “You know, when you tease like that, you’re supposed to give at least a hint you’re not serious.”

“Who says I’m not serious?”

She laughed.

The horn player hit a sour note and Denis winced. “That does it.” He stood and picked up her hand.

Happily, she followed him through the tables toward the exit. They were only three feet from the door when the world lit up and the earth shifted beneath her.

Quinn wasn’t afraid. Not yet.

That would come later.
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When she next opened her eyes, Quinn found the world had stopped moving. The sounds were different. The soft beeping to her right was off-key.

Then she recognized the beeping and her heart fluttered. The beeping picked up speed.

Quinn blinked until she could make sense of what she was seeing. Everything was taupe and bland. Or white. She had never been here before, yet she knew exactly where she was.

The glass door of the ward slid open. A nurse in dark green scrubs hurried in. She came up right up to Quinn and smiled. “You’re awake. How do you feel?”

“What happened?” Quinn’s heart hurried even harder.

“What do you remember?” The nurse flicked her fingernail at the IV tube and glanced at the monitor, her gaze not meeting Quinn’s.

“Jazz,” Quinn said. “We were listening to jazz. No, wait… We were going home. We were going home.”

The nurse nodded. Her expression was warm, but sober. “No one is entirely sure what happened yet. The building you were in collapsed.”

“Collapsed?” Quinn felt starched sheets beneath her fingers and gripped them. “Denis! Where is Denis?”

“Denis is a friend of yours?”

“My boyfriend. More than that…” Quinn swallowed. Her dry throat clicked. “Is Denis here? Is he all right?”

The nurse smoothed the sheets over Quinn’s knees. She picked up her wrist and took her pulse, even though a perfectly good electronic monitor was doing the same job.

The evasion made Quinn’s heart screech. Fear gripped her throat. “Please… Tell me what happened.”

The nurse shook her head. “There were many people in the club,” she murmured. “They’re still trying to figure out who everyone is.”

Quinn stared at her. A soft shriek sounded in the back of her mind, getting louder. “They’re still trying to identify the bodies,” she interpreted.

The nurse put her wrist down gently. “Someone will come and get your details, then you can tell them about your Denis. Don’t worry, the answers will come. You must give everyone time to recover and get themselves sorted out.”

As it turned out, it took three days for them to identify Denis’s body. He was just one of twenty-five victims.

Quinn disobeyed her nurse’s orders. She worried the entire time. Once she knew the truth, though, she wished she could go back to worrying again. Only, no one was left to worry about, anymore.


 

[3]
Saturday, November 9th
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LIKE QUINN, DENIS HAD NO family. It was one factor which had brought them together, although it had nothing to do with why they stayed together. It gave them common ground. That, and music.

Because Denis had no family, the preparations for the funeral and the wake fell to Quinn. She focused fiercely on the arrangements for they gave her something to do, and something to think about other than the yawning emptiness in her life.

The day of the simple graveside ceremony was the first freezing day of the season. The overcast sky fit her mood.

Quinn managed to not break down while the priest said his few words. Nor did she cry on the way back to their small apartment on the edge of Mission Hill. Even though she couldn’t smile, she managed to be polite to the surprising number of people who stopped by the apartment to pay their respects. Most of them were University staff, or members of the Symphony and the orchestra’s administration members. They knew Denis from the numerous times he attended orchestra social events with her.

Everyone spoke in soft voices. People she barely knew took her hand and squeezed her fingers. They all murmured about how much they had liked Denis.

After two hours, Quinn couldn’t stand another moment. She hurried up the stairs and paused with her hand on the bedroom door handle. This would be the first place people would look for her.

She whirled about and stepped across the corridor to the opposite door and pushed it open. The tiny apartment came with two bedrooms, although the second room was so small, squeezing a bed into it would be problematic. However, it was big enough to hold a desk with Denis’s music editing equipment.

A music stand sat under the mean little window. His violin was propped on the chair as usual. It should be tucked away in its environmentally secure case. Only Denis could treat a Stradivarius with such disrespect.

Quinn stared at the gleaming wood of the violin. All the usual rebukes and admonitions which rose to her lips whenever she saw the violin leaning or lying about came to her now. She even opened her mouth to speak them.

She ground her teeth together. Her eyes ached. For a moment the ground moved, just as it had when the jazz club exploded.

Quinn sank to the carpet, shuddering. She couldn’t catch her breath. The sobs jammed in her chest, squeezing her ribs, creating a unique pain. Quinn put her back against the wall and pulled her knees up against her chest to ease the agony. It didn’t help. She still couldn’t draw her breath, except in shallow panting gasps which made her sound as though she was on the verge of hysteria.

I am hysterical. The thought came to her, sounding like the voice of the stranger. A cold voice. I lost the man I loved because some asshole terrorist blew up a jazz club. Where is the sense in that?

There was no sense. None of it made sense.

The realization let Quinn draw a breath. It released her tears. She covered her face with her hands and gave into them.

Sometime later—she didn’t know how long—when the ache in her chest eased enough for her to make sense of where she was, the bedroom door opened with a fast thrust.

The man who looked in opened his eyes wide. Clearly, he was not where he thought he should be.

His dark honey blonde hair was swept back neatly. A square, solid jaw. He was in his late thirties or early forties, perhaps even older. He was a big man. His head was only a few inches below the top of the door lintel. His hand on the door was big, too.

His eyes were a soft blue, an unexpected color in such a large and powerful man.

Behind him, voices lifted. “She’s been gone far too long. I just want to check on her and make sure she’s okay.”

“Maybe she’s lying down for a bit,” came another voice.

“Excuse me. Have you seen Quinn up here? Do you know Quinn?”

Quinn didn’t recognize the two women who were speaking. All she knew was they were about to find her. She shook her head at the man, trying to convey that she did not want to be found.

The man shut the door. As he shut it, he said to the two women, “This is not the bathroom. No, I’m afraid I don’t know Quinn. I haven’t seen anyone up here. Maybe you could point me to the right door?”

His voice through the door was low and deep and educated. He sounded British.

The women responded. Their voices were lighter and didn’t pass through the door, while his did. Then the voices faded altogether.

Quinn let out a breath, relief touching her. She folded her arms on the top of her knees and rested her head against her forearm. For the first time in too many days she was tired. She hadn’t been sleeping and not for a moment felt she needed to sleep. Only, now the short nights were catching up with her. Everything ached.

The bedroom door opened once more, this time slowly. The Englishman leaned in enough to see her around the edge of the door. He held out his hand. A heavy whiskey glass was in it, holding three inches of brown liquid.

“You look like a woman who likes wine,” he said, “but given your state, scotch will do you more good. I guarantee it.”

Quinn swallowed, her throat dry. “You’d better come in, then.”

He stepped into the room and shut the door with his elbow. A second glass was in his other hand. It held just as much scotch in it.

He held the glass toward her. She took it. Then he moved back to the desk in the corner, as far away from her as the room would let him get. “Given the circumstances, you have to be Quinn.”

Quinn sipped the scotch. She rarely drank hard liquor. The peaty bite of the scotch seemed appropriate, right now. Wine was too ordinary for this moment. She let the scotch slide down the back of her throat, which eased the ache.

“Thank you.” Her voice was rough. She didn’t care.

Apparently, neither did he. He didn’t comment about her voice or her face. Surely her makeup was smeared everywhere. Her cheeks were wet. He didn’t seem to notice.

“You knew Denis, then?” she asked, injecting the polite tone of inquiry into her voice which she had been using all day. Why else would he be here, if not for Denis? He was a stranger to her.

He sipped his scotch. “I knew Denis,” he said at last. “I am sure the last thing you want to do is have a polite, meaningless conversation. Instead of me explaining to you how I knew Denis, which won’t help you a single jot or tittle, why don’t we say nothing? You look as though you need time to just sit.”

She would have thanked him, except even that required too much energy. He was fine with her silence, so she let the silence grow. It didn’t feel awkward.

Her gaze swung back to the Stradivarius. It was sitting on the chair under the window, which would expose it to sunlight and the heat of the day. Even though it was a chilly day, something as simple as a rain shower against the window could throw off the tuning.

Still, she didn’t have the energy to move. She sipped the scotch and let her thoughts wander.

Her gaze returned to the violin.

“It’s Denis’ Stradivarius, isn’t it?” the man said.

“Yes.” She sipped. The scotch spread warmth through her chest and everything relaxed.

The man drank the last half inch of his scotch and put the glass on the desk beside his hip. “I see in the news they think the bomb was made in Afghanistan. Something to do with the ingredients in the C4.”

“The government hasn’t said it was terrorists.”

“What else could it be?” He shrugged. “Terrorists make sense. If terrorism ever makes sense. If it’s terrorists, then it’s sort of understandable. Unforgivable, of course. But understandable in this whacked-out world we live in.”

She looked at him, startled. It hadn’t occurred to her until this moment that other people might want explanations, just as she did.

“Unforgivable,” she repeated. “It’s a good word.”

The silence built again. It was comfortable, which surprised her. There was no music to fill it and no urgency to fill it with something else. Below, she heard people talking to each other. Glasses clinked. Plates clattered. Her fridge was stuffed with casseroles people brought for her. The food had bewildered her. Now, she wondered if people brought the food because it gave them something positive to do in the face of such uncertainty.

They couldn’t give her answers, but they could give her food.

“Not that I know much about music at all,” the man said, “Only, shouldn’t the violin be stored in a proper case? This one?” He nudged the nickel-plated industrial steel case sitting on the floor with his leather loafers.

Quinn considered the case. The movement of his foot made it rock. The casing flashed in the light from the window. “Denis was a slob,” she said.

The man’s soft blue eyes met hers. He said nothing.

“I have spent years telling him to put the violin away.” She tucked the lock of hair which always escaped her bun back behind her ear. “I nearly said it all over again when I came in here. Then I remembered he wouldn’t be able to hear me.” She pressed her lips together for a minute to stop them trembling. “It should be put away,” she admitted. “Only, once I put it away…”

“Then it will never come out again,” he finished.

She put the glass on the carpet and wrapped her arms around her knees. She stared at the black crepe stretched across her knees. It was the only black dress she owned.

“It was such a simple life,” she said. “All we wanted was to be happy. It didn’t take much to make us happy, either. Music. Kids, later. Neither of us was super ambitious, although we both knew Denis’s talents would push him higher on the career track. We were fine with that.”

The man still said nothing.

“He was thirty-six,” Quinn said. “He was a kind man, who was not asking anything of the world. Why did this happen to him? There are so many nasty people in the world who should have been in his place.”

The man put his hands together, his fingers interspliced. “If I could answer that, I would. I wish I had answers for you. All I can tell you is that you are absolutely right. There are bigger bastards in the world who deserve it far more than Denis did. I’m one of them. If he had asked, I would have traded places with him in a heartbeat.”

Quinn’s heart gave a little jolt. She stared at him. For the first time she wondered who he was. He hadn’t given a name. Until now, it wasn’t needed.

He shifted his posture on the desk, his long legs re-crossing at the ankles. His gaze returned to the violin on the chair. “Do you think…? Would it make it easier, if I helped you pack the violin away?”

If he had asked three minutes ago, she would’ve been appalled. Embarrassed. She would have told him no. Now, though, it seemed to be a perfectly reasonable suggestion.

She nodded. She pushed on the carpet with her hands to lift herself to her feet. He got to his and held out his big hand.

Quinn took it and he hauled her to her feet. Then he bent and picked up the case.

It left the violin to her. She took the two steps to the chair, then picked the violin up by the neck. Warm wood under her fingers. Slick polish.

The bow was propped against the chair. She picked it up. Her fingertips caught on the coarseness of the horsehair. Denis refused to use any of the man-made substitutes, especially with the Stradivarius.

The man had the case open. He stepped out of the way and she moved over to the desk and dropped the violin into the deep, velvet-lined recess which was made for it. The bow fitted into the clips on the lid. She had done this dozens of times. Hundreds of times. Now it felt as though it was the first time. Every movement was deliberate.

Her vision blurred. Her fingers lingered on the body of the violin.

“Shall we close the case?” he asked.

Quinn drew in a breath. She nodded. They each put a hand on the lid and lowered it. They closed the lid. She fastened the left clip. He did the right-hand one.

Quinn held her breath, waiting.

The man looked at her. “Nothing happened.”

A hysterical little giggle escaped her. She slapped her fingertips to her mouth to shut it off.

“Nothing has changed,” he added.

She nodded. No, nothing had changed. Denis was still dead. He was still with her, too.

The man straightened, his fingertips brushing the case as he lifted his hand toward her. “My name is Elijah Aslan.”

She took his hand. It was warm and dry. And big. “Quinn Sawyer,” she said.

“Hello, Quinn Sawyer.”

“Yes, hello.”

He picked up the empty glass from the desk, moved over to the wall and picked up her glass, too. He paused at the door. “Okay?”

Quinn nodded. She would be okay. Somehow.

He gave her a ghost of a smile, then left.

When Quinn went downstairs five minutes later, Elijah Aslan was nowhere in sight. This time, when everyone spoke to her in their soft voices, fumbling to express their regrets, Quinn gave them the comfort they needed. It helped her get through the rest of the day.

It didn’t give her any answers, though.
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The next day, Quinn cleaned up the apartment. There wasn’t much to do, because everyone had scurried about last night and cleaned up for her. A few glasses and the odd paper plate. Otherwise the apartment was as it normally was.

Enough food was stacked in the fridge to last her for months, which gave her no excuse to go shopping.

Quinn stood at the window, gripping her elbows and staring at the pale blue sky. She didn’t need to go back to work until tomorrow, at least. For an insane moment or two, she considered going to work today. Now. Only, as she had learned yesterday, it wasn’t just her who needed time. To turn up for work the day after Denis’s funeral would unsettle everyone else.

She thought about putting on music. Denis had digitized their entire collection, which was vast. She could raise her voice and request any track, and it would issue from the speakers throughout the house.

Only, what would she play? Music, which was usually a comfort to her, was now a bewildering chaos of choices. Each choice was strewn with pitfalls. So many pieces of music were associated with Denis. They had eaten together while listening to dozens of tracks. They had made love to even more. They had listened in the darkness, only their silhouettes showing, yet had been closer than a couple with their arms entwined around each other.

There was music Denis had played or conducted. There was music the Symphony had played which they had both listened to and got lost within.

So many choices. Denis’ presence overlaid all the music she owned before she met him. She had shared everything with him and now, no music did not carry his fingerprints.

When the front door buzzer sounded, she was relieved. It took away the need to choose. Quinn hurried to the door.

The woman waiting at the door had shoulder-length, fine, soft brown hair, a narrow-pointed chin and clear eyes behind black-rimmed glasses. She wore jeans and Keds and a striped Breton T-shirt. She looked as preppy as any student on the University campus.

Quinn blinked. “Leela! Oh… I missed class, didn’t I?”

Leele shook her head. “I told the yoga studios you wouldn’t be in for a while, and why. They said they would suspend your membership until you’re back on your feet. That isn’t why I’m here.” Her jaw worked. “I’m sorry, Quinn. Denis was a great guy.”

Quinn nodded. She didn’t bother searching for words of comfort. She was tapped out in that regard. She suspected Leela didn’t need support, anyway.

Leela glanced over her shoulder. The apartment was on the first floor and each apartment had its own small front courtyard. Theirs faced the street, which was a low-traffic road. A green Escalade sat at the curb with the engine running. It wasn’t Leela’s car, which was a beat-up Mini Cooper.

“What’s going on, Leela?” Quinn asked.

“I need you to come with me, Quinn,” Leela said. “We need to talk.”

“What about?” Quinn frowned. “Why don’t you come in? I was about to put the kettle on. I want a cup of tea. I’ll make you some of that disgusting coffee you like.”

Leela shook her head. “I can’t.” She glanced over her shoulder once more. “Please just come with me.”

Suspicion stirred in Quinn’s chest. “Why?”

“I can answer all your questions if you come with me. If you don’t, I can’t answer any of them.” Leela gave her a stiff smile. “It’s all right. You’re not in danger.”

“Should I be worried that I might have been?” Quinn asked, her voice rising.

Leela’s smile was wide. As far as Quinn could tell, it was genuine. Warm. Amused—the dry amusement Leela often showed. “Now you worry about that?”

This was the Leela Quinn knew. She didn’t relax, though.

Leela stepped to one side and lifted her chin to look at the Escalade. “A ten-minute ride, then you get answers. Then I’ll bring you home. Promise.”

Answers. The magic word.

Quinn reached back and hooked her denim jacket off the coat rack and her keys out of the dish on the shelf beneath. “Okay,” she told Leela.


 

[4]
Sunday, November 10th
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AT THE END OF THE ten-minute drive, which was silent, the Escalade pulled into a strip mall Quinn knew well. She bent to peer through the window, scanning the fashion store, the coffee shop, the comic store, and the 7-Eleven which drew most of the traffic. At the opposite end to the big 7-Eleven store was an equally large storefront which had once been a real estate office. For over a year, the big glass panes at the front of the store had been covered in white paper. A formal notice on the door announced the closure of the real estate office.

Leela, who was a small woman, bounced out of the Escalade and over to the door of the real estate office. She put her hand on the push bar and looked back at Quinn, as Quinn stepped out of the Escalade. Leela raised her brow above the rim of her glasses. “We even have tea,” she told Quinn.

“Who is ‘we’?” Quinn demanded. She followed Leela into the store, her heart stirring uneasily. Only the promise of answers kept her moving forward. This moment was a replica of every suspense movie she’d ever seen. She didn’t think this happened to normal people.

When she moved inside and the glass door swung shut behind her, Quinn was not surprised to see cheap, battered office desks and people. Only, the people were sitting on the desks, all of them holding paper coffee cups and talking in low voices. A carton of doughnuts sat in the center of the desk in the middle of the group, beside cardboard carry trays with more cups pushed into the holders.

Everyone looked up as Leela and Quinn entered.

Quinn came to a halt three steps inside the door. Leela moved on. She lifted one of the coffee cups out of the cardboard tray and hooked a cruller out of the box of doughnuts with a soft sound of pleasure. She lifted herself up onto a desk beside a man with black hair and brows and a widow’s peak at the top of his high forehead.

Quinn knew the man. His name was Lochan, and he was Leela’s boyfriend—or so Quinn had believed. The two of them had eaten burgers with Quinn and Denis a week before the explosion. It had been a fun evening, with lots of laughter and teasing about music nerds versus computer nerds, which Leela and Lochan were.

The one person not sitting on a desk was a middle-aged woman with black hair which waved and curled down to her shoulder blades. The woman wore a dark purple business suit and a white T-shirt. She had beautiful dark eyes.

She came toward Quinn, with her hand raised. It was automatic for Quinn to take her hand and let the woman shake it.

The woman smiled at Quinn with a smile which seemed genuine. “My name is Dima. I’m so pleased you came to speak to us.”

“I was promised answers,” Quinn said.

Dima nodded. “And you shall have them. There are some things we cannot tell you, of course. What we can, I will share with you freely. Would you like to sit down? Would you like tea? Leela tells us you like Irish Breakfast tea. I didn’t think it would be difficult to find, although this is Boston, isn’t it?”

As she spoke, the woman drew Quinn toward the center desk where the cups waited. She didn’t lay a hand on Quinn yet by gesture and body movements, Quinn was shepherded farther into the room.

Even though she didn’t remember agreeing to it, Quinn found the last of the cups in her hand. The strong aroma of Irish Breakfast tea rose from the opening in the lid.

The box of doughnuts was thrust toward her. She shook her head.

“I told you we should have got bagels,” Leela’s voice was muffled by a mouthful of doughnut.

Quinn considered the group. “Who are you?”

“Who do you think we are?” Dima asked.

“FBI? Homeland Security? Undercover detectives? How would I know?”

Dima leaned against the center desk, not quite sitting on it, with both hands curled over the edge as if she was popping herself up. Her pleasant expression didn’t shift. “And if I tell you we are CIA officers?”

Quinn’s heart fluttered. “Are you telling me that?” She shifted her gaze to where Leela was sitting on the desk, munching. “Does that mean you are not a student and not interested in yoga, then?” The question emerged with a sarcastic note which Quinn did not intend. It was a measure of her building fear.

“I like yoga just fine,” Leela said. She grimaced. “I was a student, once,” she said. “I kinda exaggerated that.”

Quinn looked at Dima. Dima waited patiently. “You’re really CIA?” Quinn asked.

“We really are CIA,” Dima replied. “I can show you my shield and my ID. For now, though, I’d like to keep this just on a first name basis. Please, sit down, Quinn. This may take a moment or two.”

Quinn didn’t move. “Why has the CIA been observing me? Has this got something to do with Denis?”

“Denis, like you, Quinn, was an innocent bystander.” Dima frowned. “At least, we think so. You can help us with that.”

Quinn’s gut roiled. “Help you decide if Denis is innocent or not?” Her voice rose. “Of course he is innocent!”

Dima nodded, her expression sympathetic. “How much do you know about Denis’s life in Austria?”

Quinn hesitated. “He was a music professor there, too. He was invited to the Conservatory for a three-year teaching assignment. That was two years ago.”

“You met Denis the week he arrived in America,” Dima said. “You began dating immediately. We have learned about Denis since he arrived in America. It seems we know more than you about his life in Austria, though.”

“He didn’t like to talk about it,” Quinn murmured. Her innards shifted. “He was a professor at the Vienna School of Music and Performing Arts. He completed his undergraduate studies there, too. Denis is a musician. That’s all he is. Was.” Quinn closed her mouth and resisted saying anything more.

Everyone in the room watched her, not with suspicious gazes, but with open interest. She could’ve been introducing herself to a new set of orchestra members. It was the same level of collegial politeness.

Quinn shook her head. “Whatever it is you’re trying to lead up to, why don’t you just spit it out? Denis is dead. There is nothing you can say which is worse than that.”

“Are you sure there is nothing worse?” The question came from one of the men. He had short hair, mousy brown. A closely trimmed beard and a simple business shirt with no tie and the sleeves rolled up. He had blue eyes and full lips and an intense stare. He was also carrying an extra thirty pounds.

“Scott has a point,” Dima said. “What do you know about the explosion at the jazz club?”

Quinn had to clear her throat before she could speak. It felt as though someone was squeezing it with their fingers. “I’ve heard all the usual crap everyone is saying on the Internet. C4 from Afghanistan, maybe the Taliban. None of it makes sense.”

“Oh, it wasn’t the Taliban,” Dima said. “It wasn’t any terrorists we know.” Her expression softened as she looked at Quinn. “We are fairly certain the explosion had only one intended victim.”

“Because the Russians don’t mind taking out an entire city block just to kill an ant,” Scott said, his voice dry, his tone disgusted.

Quinn wasn’t aware of sitting down yet found herself propped upon the nearest desk. Her heart thundered. Her hand trembled enough to make her put the cup down, afraid she might spill it. She gripped her hands together. “They blew up a whole club just to get to Denis?”

No one said anything. It was answer enough.

“Why?” Quinn asked, bewildered. “I don’t understand.”

Dima sighed. She pushed her hair away from her eyes. “We are still trying to understand, too. We were hoping you could help us with that.”

“Me? Why would anyone want to kill Denis?” She couldn’t move beyond the idea that someone wanted Denis dead badly enough to kill twenty-four other people. “What have Russians got to do with it? Denis has never been to Russia.” The questions piled up upon themselves, one after another, making her head hurt.

Dima lifted her hand as if she sensed the frenzy of questions in Quinn’s mind. “I can tell you a little,” she said. “It won’t be all the answers you want, but for now, until you agree to help us, I can only give you a glimpse of the problem we’re facing.” She put her hands together, the fingers extended, as if she was praying. She rested them against her legs. “There is a man we have been investigating for several months. He came to my attention via… Well, it doesn’t matter how I learned about him. When we investigated him, we learned of the man’s association with a Russian spymaster called The Kobra.”

Quinn resisted the urge to giggle. No one was laughing. There wasn’t even a smile in evidence. The entire room of people watched her, assessing how she received the news. It told her they meant it.

“Who is The Kobra?” Quinn asked.

Dima nodded, pleased, as if the question was the right one. “The Kobra has been directing a section of Russian intelligence operations for nearly thirty years. No one knows who he is. We have no photo of him. He only uses his alias. Everyone in the intelligence community has heard of The Kobra. He has done more to dismantle American security and intelligence affairs than a dozen other countries put together. After thirty years, we are certain that whoever The Kobra is, he is high in Russian politics. It makes him powerful, a brilliant strategist and deadly to American security. My unit, this unit, is charged with finding the Kobra. It is our single mission.”

Lochan swirled his coffee cup, peering at the liquid inside. “We know next to nothing about him except for the effects he leaves behind—like the trail of a worm.” He grimaced. “Every American intelligence officer who has investigated him has either died or disappeared.”

“Yet you’re investigating him,” Quinn said. “Doesn’t that bother you?”

“We are being careful,” Dima said. “We are not directly investigating him. As he leaves trails, we are following those trails.” She smiled. The expression was full of mischief. “If he is human, he can be found. I will find him.”

“And what does this Kobra have to do with Denis?” Quinn asked.

“Directly, nothing.” Dima gave a small shrug. “Indirectly, we think there is a connection there—even more so, now.”

Quinn gripped her elbows. She was cold. “You mean now that Denis is dead?”

“The Kobra has a habit of cleaning up after himself,” said the honey blonde woman sitting on the desk beside Leela. She looked to be in her early forties and was dressed like a soccer mom. Quinn saw a dozen versions of her in the supermarket every day. She would be just another mom rushing around to buy tonight’s dinner ingredients before picking up the kids. “We are wondering if this is what is happening now,” the soccer mom added.

“The man who came to my attention four months ago,” Dima said, “we suspected to be directly connected to the Kobra. We have been watching the man and checking into his background and what we found has convinced us there is a strong possibility he knows the Kobra. That’s when life got interesting.”

Quinn rolled her eyes. “Does this mystery man have a name?”

“He does,” Leela said. She pushed her glasses up her nose. “He is called Elijah Aslan now.”

Quinn stared at them. Elijah Aslan. The Englishman. The man at the funeral.

The one who had known Denis.

Lochan, the man who had pretended to be Nina’s boyfriend—or perhaps he actually was Leela’s boyfriend—Lochan spoke as if he was recalling data he had memorized. “Elijah Aslan was born in Ukraine. His parents died when Chernobyl blew up. In the aftermath, Ilya Miroslav Aslanov was pushed into one of the state orphanages and disappeared off the Russian radar. It was chaotic, back then. There are no confirmed records of his life until 1989, which likely means he was with the Ukrainian Mafia. In 1989, he paid a lot of money for a student visa and full tuition at Cambridge.” Quinn didn’t recognize Lochan’s accent. He had used the same accent when they shared hamburgers. Perhaps it was genuine. Quinn didn’t know. She was questioning everything, now.

“Aslanov lived in Britain for the next eight years,” Lochan continued. “He earned advanced degrees in chemistry, business and politics. While he was there, he built up a useful network of contacts.”

“While he was in Britain,” Scott continued, “Ukraine achieved independence and kicked Russia out. Aslan didn’t go home. Possibly because the gang he was with before he moved to Britain was dismantled or being monitored by the new government.

“Instead of going back to Ukraine after he graduated, he acquired a green card and moved to Texas. It’s possible he was still working for the Ukrainian Mafia—we’re looking into that. He set up a chemical company, bought a few others and built himself a medium-sized business empire with deep connections to the energy industry and the manufacturing industry. His chemicals supplied half the factories in North America.”

“Why do you think he was still working for the Ukrainian Mafia?” Quinn said. “Maybe he was trying to build a new life. People come to America to do that all the time.”

“Homeland Security won’t say,” Dima said. “We haven’t asked them too loudly or too often, because we don’t want to send up alarm bells in Russia. What we do know is that Homeland Security kicked Aslan out of America after 9/11. That is highly suggestive.” Her gaze locked with Quinn’s. “In 2002, Aslan moved to Austria. For the last sixteen years he has been the premier chemical agent in the world. As far as anyone can tell, he is perfectly legitimate.”

“Austria…” Quinn breathed. “Denis knew him in Austria?”

Lochan picked up the narrative with his even voice. “On April 17, 2013, a fertilizer plant exploded in West Texas. Fourteen people were killed, more than one hundred and sixty were injured and more than one hundred and fifty buildings were damaged or destroyed. At first, there did not seem to be any connection to Aslan. Then we tracked ownership of the plant through dummy corporations and shell companies. The plant belonged to Aslan.”

Scott added, “Once we figured that out, we understood why Homeland Security kicked Aslan out. Records are sealed, although it isn’t hard to presume the explosion was not an accident. A chemical fire burns hotter than anything on earth except for a nuclear fire. It’s an effective way to get rid of evidence.”

“Evidence of what?” Quinn said.

“Of the wrong sort of chemicals.”

Quinn blinked. “I avoided science in high school.”

“There are plenty of weapons in the world which do not explode,” Dima said. “We think Aslan has undermined governments and supplied chemical weapons to third world states for decades. We believe he is the world supplier of Sarin gas. We think he might be dealing with the Russians. Also, the Chinese. Only, nothing has ever been proven. There is not even a warrant against his name. Any interest the American government has about Aslan is unofficial, because everything we know about him is speculation. He might still be in contact with the Kobra. He may not be. He could also be a completely innocent businessman.” Dima’s smile was harsh and straight. “Only, I have dealt with enemies like Aslan before. Many of them. Aslan feels exactly as they did. He leaves a bad taste in my mouth.”

Quinn recalled the empathetic and gentle man who had sat on Denis’s desk and given her the only comfort anyone had provided, yesterday. In twenty minutes, Aslan had propped her up and handed her a way to cope with the day.

That man was an agent provocateur supplying chemical weapons to America’s enemies?

Quinn reached for her cup of tea, giving herself time to think. “And this man knew Denis?”

No one answered. Quinn looked up.

Dima smile was gentle. “Aslan and Denis met in 2008, when Aslan became a patron of the music school where Denis taught. They became lovers and remained together until Denis moved to America in 2016.”

Quinn closed her eyes. She put the cup down, fumbling to find the top of the desk. A high C note sang in her mind.

“There’s no evidence Denis and Aslan were maintaining a long-distance relationship of any sort,” Lochan said. “Aslan stayed away from the States until this week, when he rented a private jet and flew directly to Boston. The only thing he has done since he arrived is—”

“Come to my house and talk to me,” Quinn finished.

Lochan nodded. His expression was sober.

Dima stood. “For right now, that is all we can tell you. This man who we think has a direct connection to the Kobra has sought you out, among the thousands of people he knows here. There is an intimate connection between the two of you and he is responding to it. Which is why we brought you here today. We want you to know who has stepped into your life. And we wanted to ask you…” Dima hesitated.

Quinn sighed. “You want me to spy on him.”
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