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      KOROSTELI, KAZAKHSTAN

      Hawk braced himself against the special compartment nestled in the trailer of the barley truck as it rolled to a stop. The driver killed the engine, the loud rumbling replaced with nearly complete silence. Amidst the darkness, Hawk couldn’t see his own hand, let alone Alex’s face just a couple of feet away. But he knew she was there, probably just as anxious as he was about crossing the northern border of Kazakhstan and entering Russia.

      The smell of freshly cut barley mingled with the stale cigarette smoke wafting past the back of the truck. Placing his ear against the side of the truck bed, Hawk strained to hear the conversation between the Russian guard and Mansur, their truck driver. But neither of the men uttered a word. Nothing but heavy deliberate footsteps mixed with an occasional splash in the pockets of standing water.

      Hawk pressed his right eye up against a sliver of an opening to see if he could tell what was happening. After scanning the area, he spotted a guard walking toward the back of the vehicle. Alex tapped Hawk, but he remained silent, instead just patting her on the hand in a gesture of reassurance. But he was anything but reassured. He tightened the grip on his Glock 19 and prayed he didn’t have to use it. If the doors flung open, he would know that Mansur had betrayed them.

      The locking mechanism on the gate squeaked as the guard rattled it. Then almost as soon as the lock jiggling started, it stopped. More deliberate footfalls pounded the pavement, each step growing fainter than the last. Hawk eased out a breath and clicked on his gun’s safety.

      A few seconds later, Hawk heard some unintelligible conversation before two quick slaps against the side of the cab. The engine sputtered before it turned over and roared to life. With a quick jerk, Mansur shifted the truck into second gear as the delivery received approval to move forward. Hawk watched as the guard stood aside, waving them through the border.

      Alex squeezed Hawk’s hand and he squeezed hers back. Then he eased his other hand off his weapon and took another deep breath.

      “I thought he was going to betray us,” Alex said.

      “I was ready if he did,” Hawk said.

      “That would’ve blown this entire operation.”

      “This operation is going to hinge on moments like that,” he said.

      “You know I’m not used to going this far behind enemy lines.”

      “It never gets any easier, only more comfortable—if you let it. When we get comfortable is when we’re most prone to making our biggest mistakes.”

      “Should we really be doing this?” she asked.

      “It’s a little late to be wondering that now. But if it makes you feel any better, this mission doesn’t rank very high on the danger scale. It’s a simple human smuggling operation. And aside from getting the asset across the border, our main goal is to avoid detection and resist engagement, no matter how threatened we feel. The director made it clear that this better not turn into an international incident.”

      “And how do you feel about our odds?”

      Hawk couldn’t see his wife’s eyes, but he knew the look on her face all too well. He’d seen it dozens of times, those moments when she questioned their operation, whether the purpose of it or the danger associated with it. While he never made much of a distinction when it came to accepting his assignments, Alex did. Ever since John Daniel had been born, she assigned each mission a risk factor. Hawk hated it, though he’d learned to downplay some of the hazards and emphasize the benefits of succeeding. But neither one of them had to mull over a decision this time because extracting Russian General Aleksandr Litvinov would’ve been one of the greatest intelligence coups since the Cold War ended. If they could transport Litvinov from Aleysk, Russia to Korosteli, Kazakhstan and then get him safely into the United States for a debriefing, Hawk knew every detail of how this defection would be studied by aspiring CIA officers for years to come. The only question then would be what famous Hollywood actor would play Hawk on the big screen.

      “I feel like the odds are in our favor,” Hawk said. “Nothing has happened recently that would precipitate Litvinov leaving his country. He’s remained patient and focused on getting out, which has helped him avoid the scrutiny that often derails such noble pursuits. You have any idea how many extractions like these we’ve tried over the years—and failed?”

      “You see, that’s the part that makes me nervous,” she said. “The failure part.”

      “This mission couldn’t be any more straightforward if it was distilled to just a pair of steps: Get to Aleysk and grab Gen. Litvinov, then go home.”

      “That seems like three steps to me,” she said.

      Even in the darkness, Hawk rolled his eyes. He wasn’t in the mood to debate with her whether this was a good decision. Regardless of what she thought before, none of that mattered as they continued to bump along the highway toward Aleysk.

      “Are you sure that truck is going to be waiting for us?” Alex asked.

      “Stop worrying, will you?” Hawk said. “We’re going to be fine.”

      “You know what they say about the best-laid plans of mice and men?”

      “Nothing’s going awry here,” Hawk said. “We’re going to get our truck, pull up into the alley behind Litvinov’s apartment, invite him to join us, and then leave. Please, just relax.”

      “Hawk, if for some reason we don’t—”

      “Just stop right there,” he said, cutting her off. “That’s enough. We’re going to complete our assignment and you can be home with John Daniel as long as you like.”

      “I only came on this mission because President Bullock personally requested that we do this together, but these days I feel a growing desire to avoid the field. I just want to stay at home with John Daniel.”

      “It’s called motherhood,” Hawk said. “And there’s no shame in wanting to be with John Daniel over being in the field.”

      She sighed. “I suppose you’re right.”

      “Look, if this is the last time you ever enter the field, you should only ever be proud of what you’ve accomplished, not down on yourself for not wanting to stay. Countless Americans have no idea how you spared their lives with your quick thinking and problem-solving skills, never mind your sharp shooting.”

      Alex chuckled. “The way you talk about me, anyone else would think I was the reason all our missions are successful.”

      “And they’d be right,” Hawk said. “We make a great team, whether out in the field or back on our ranch. We do it all together. And we’re going to be great again once we arrive in Aleysk, right?”

      “Yeah,” Alex said before she leaned over and gave him a peck on the cheek. “If this spy thing doesn’t work out, you could be a good motivational speaker.”

      Hawk laughed and took Alex’s hand before drifting off to sleep to the rhythms of the truck bumping along the two-lane highway.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Several hours later, Hawk pulled into the alleyway behind Litvinov’s apartment building in a small white produce truck. A stiff breeze tossed a plastic cup and a paper sack down the alley. The truck bed was cordoned off with a makeshift wooden railing that raised the vehicle’s capacity for taking larger loads. A small sign was emblazoned along the sides, proudly displaying the company’s name and phone number. If anyone dared to dial the number, their call would be routed to a phone number manned by CIA personnel.

      Hawk patted the dashboard as he eased to a stop. “Told you there weren’t going to be any problems getting this truck.”

      “We’re not out of the woods yet,” she said. “Still plenty of work to be done.”

      Following the designated protocol, Hawk rolled down his window, signaling he was the pickup vehicle. He caught a whiff of freshly baked bread and the stench of urine. A man bundled up in a coat glanced at Hawk before shuffling around the corner.

      Hawk noticed some movement out of the corner of his eye. He looked to his right and saw Litvinov peeking out from behind one of the curtains and giving the signal to indicate he was ready to leave.

      In less than a minute, Litvinov was downstairs with a small suitcase. He tossed his bag into the back of the truck.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said, “but I forgot something. I need to go back and get one more thing.”

      “General—no, general—” Hawk called out after him as discreetly as possible.

      Litvinov ignored Hawk’s pleas and continued dashing toward the door.

      Hawk drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as he searched the rest of the windows in the surrounding buildings.

      “I don’t like this,” Alex said.

      “Neither do I, but what are we going to do at this point?” Hawk asked. “Ditch him?”

      Hawk noted the general, who was sixty-seven according to his file, moved with the agility of a man in his twenties. Litvinov’s fleet-footedness caught Hawk by surprise.

      “I knew the workup we had on Litvinov said he was in shape, but he doesn’t move like any sixty-seven-year-olds I know,” he said.

      “Me either,” Alex said. “But if that’s not the general, it’s a dead ringer for him.”

      Hawk checked his watch and then bit his thumbnail.

      “Be ready to help him get under the tarp as soon as he gets back,” Hawk said as he scanned the area.

      “Looks clear for now,” Alex said.

      Hawk agreed, but he was all too aware of how quickly a situation could change. He looked at his watch again and then surveyed the alley. If something were to go wrong, he noted there were two ways out. But he also couldn’t help but notice they were in a space that met the quintessential definition of a kill box.

      Moments later, Hawk heard some shouting followed by gunshots coming from the rear of the vehicle. He glanced over his shoulder to see Litvinov sprinting toward them and gesturing with his hand to start driving.

      Hawk twisted the key in the ignition, holding it for a moment to coax the engine to turn over. After a couple of tense seconds, it sputtered to life. Alex rolled her window down and started shooting at the armed men racing after Litvinov, providing him with cover. The gunfire prompted the men chasing Litvinov to take cover behind a dumpster positioned against the left side of the alley.

      Hawk kept his speed low until Litvinov reached the truck. He vaulted himself over the gate to the truck bed and dove inside. Screeching tires echoed off the walls as Hawk barreled toward the opening at the far end.

      As he neared their exit, two SUVs skidded to a stop, blocking any escape route. Hawk jammed his foot on the brake and then threw the gear into reverse. With the engine whining, Hawk raced backward toward the spot where he entered the alley. Curious onlookers poked their heads out of their windows as the action escalated. The men at the other end of the alley hustled out of their vehicles and took up positions behind the hoods before opening fire. Hawk and Alex ducked low to avoid getting shot. It only took a couple of shots before one struck the windshield and shattered it. Alex fired back at the men, granting Hawk a brief reprieve even though he was focused on the rearview mirror at the moment.

      “Hold on,” Hawk shouted as they neared the other opening to the alley.

      He stomped on the gas, launching the truck into the main street and across it before bouncing over the curve and into a park, just missing two oncoming cars driven by Russian military. Hawk turned around and saw one of the cars driving toward him.

      Alex kicked at the windshield before loosening it. Hawk peeled it aside, leaving them in an open and exposed cab. And while he needed to be able to see, he considered just how much more challenging his task was.

      “Don’t worry,” Alex said. “I’ve got this.”

      He glanced over at her and she opened fire on the two vehicles. Within seconds, one of them was demobilized, while the other continued to charge hard after Hawk and Alex. Hawk dodged an elderly woman pushing a stroller before re-entering the road that encircled the park.

      “Don’t let them catch me,” Litvinov said. “If they do, swear to me that you’ll shoot me first.”

      “It’s not going to come to that,” Hawk said.

      “Swear to me,” Litvinov shouted.

      “Okay,” Hawk said, “I swear to you.”

      Hawk veered hard left as he reached the intersection, just in time to avoid the other SUV that had nearly drawn even with them. As it parted ways, the driver was vulnerable—and Alex took full advantage. She sprayed the side of the vehicle with bullets, hitting the wheels and the driver. The SUV jumped a curve before smashing into a bakery and catching fire.

      Hawk headed south out of the city, though he was certain it was only a matter of time before Russian authorities would find the now-distinct truck.

      “We need to regroup somewhere,” Hawk said, shouting in the direction of Litvinov.

      The Russian general poked his head out from underneath the tarp. He studied the area for a moment before giving Hawk directions.

      “It’s a farm I know about. It’ll give us some time to figure out another way over the border.”

      Alex looked at Hawk and shook her head. “This wasn’t nearly as easy as you made it out to be.”

      Hawk sighed. “It never is.”

    

  







            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    




      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      Morgan May bit down on the fishing line and pulled it tight, cinching a knot that secured her weight. She carefully affixed a plastic worm to the hook on the end of her line before inspecting it. Then she put her finger in the air to determine the direction of the breeze.

      Robert Besserman, the director of the CIA, shook his head and smiled.

      “What’s so amusing?” she asked.

      “There’s no doubt that you are your uncle’s niece,” Besserman said. “You threaded that weight like you do it in your sleep.”

      “Who says I don’t?” Morgan said with a wink. “Besides, inserting earrings every morning will improve anyone’s dexterity.”

      “While I am impressed, I think you know I didn’t invite you out here so you could impress me with your skills handling a fishing line.”

      “I’m well aware of why you invited me out here,” Morgan said. “My uncle’s told me all about what a terrible fisherman you are and warned me that you might use me to catch a whole mess of fish.”

      Besserman chuckled. “Using his niece to needle me is vintage J.D. Blunt.”

      Morgan cast her line over the side of the boat and into the choppy waters. She slowly reeled it back toward the boat, unable to suppress a wide grin.

      “Now, truth be told,” Besserman said, “your uncle only says things like that because I used to out-fish him all the time. That was just his way of making himself feel better about finishing without scarcely a fish to stick in the live well.”

      “That sounds like a tall tale to me,” Morgan said. “I’ve been fishing with him plenty of times and he nearly always catches the limit.”

      “Then maybe we’re talking about a different J.D. Blunt. Because the one I know is all talk when it comes to his fishing adventures.”

      Morgan reeled in the rest of her line before flicking her wrist and sending the bait flying twenty-five yards into the water.

      “Speaking of fishing adventures, what was your reason for inviting me out here?”

      “I need you to land a big fish—someone in the senate sitting on the intelligence committee,” Besserman said.

      Morgan’s eyes widened. “That kind of fish.”

      Besserman nodded. “We’ve had three leaks recently of highly classified security cables detailing how we intended to extract information out of foreign assets that have suddenly clammed up. And to be honest, I’m not sure what’s more damning—the information that we were planning to extract intel from these assets or the way the messages claimed that we were going to manipulate these resources into giving up that intel if they weren’t willingly surrendering it to us.”

      “And you’re certain that your leaker is on this committee?” she asked.

      “Not a hundred percent certain, but it would be highly unlikely and unusual if not.”

      Morgan continued to slowly reel in her line.

      “What would make it unusual?”

      “Less than five people outside of that committee have seen the cables,” Besserman said. “We conducted a full investigation into the people who had access to the information aside from the committee members and we didn’t find anything.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Every single person was a dyed-in-the-wool patriot,” Besserman said. “We couldn’t find the slightest reason for why someone might share these secrets. Nobody was in debt. Nobody was living a secret life. Nobody was going overseas on suspicious trips. Just a small group of plain vanillas.”

      “And what’s that supposed to mean? Is that supposed to make me think that none of those people would be capable of betraying their country?”

      “More or less.”

      “You got names for me of the suspected committee members?”

      “I’ll do you one better,” Besserman said. “I’ve got full profiles on all of them.”

      He strode across the deck of his boat and returned with a handful of files before dropping them on the seat next to Morgan. Once she finished reeling in her line, she inserted her pole into a rod holder affixed to the side of the boat and sat down. She gathered all the folders in her lap and glanced up at Besserman before opening them.

      “You sure you need me to do this for you?” she asked.

      “I’m sure I could find someone else, but some of my analysts—the ones who can sit behind a desk and smell this stuff coming a mile away—are incapable of conducting the types of interviews necessary to determine if someone is divulging state secrets.”

      “What about your field officers?” she asked. “I’d be shocked if one of them couldn’t determine who’s behind this.”

      “I have a handful of officers who probably could solve this, but whoever’s behind this might be able to sweet talk his or her way into keeping my officers’ findings a secret.”

      “How so? They’re all handsomely paid, right?”

      Besserman shrugged. “Maybe. But everyone has a different definition about what the phrase ‘handsomely paid’ means. I’m sure if enough money was waved in front of an officer’s face, he or she would readily take it.”

      “And risk their entire careers?”

      “One of these six people could become the country’s next president,” Besserman said. “If you do something for the president, there might be the kind of reward promised that you can’t buy with money.”

      “Power?”

      “Or position,” Besserman said. “Suppose an officer was offered my job if they did this one thing and hid the evidence or destroyed it for this particular congressman or congresswoman. Then what? You’ve got a compromised officer.”

      Morgan stood, steadying herself as the boat rocked gently from side to side.

      “Or a compromised director.”

      “Exactly,” he said. “And as much as I do trust some of these people, I don’t want to put them in a position where they might be tempted to cash in such an offer.”

      “And you’re not afraid of me doing the same thing?”

      Besserman shook his head. “I have way more faith in you to resist such temptation. Besides, you’re not in the organization. What could they offer you that you couldn’t already get or don’t already have? Forgive me if I’m wrong, but as I read your situation, I think you’re more than happy where you’re at. In fact, you seem to be having the time of your life—just like I’d expect any relative of J.D. Blunt’s to be doing in your shoes.”

      Morgan offered a thin smile. “That’d be a damn good assessment of me. Don’t worry. I’ll handle this for you.”

      “Why don’t I handle those documents for you while you handle your line?” Besserman suggested as he nodded at her rod.

      A fish had chomped down on the bait and was taking off with it.

      Morgan rushed over to her rod and removed it from the holder before yanking back on it. Despite her best efforts to corral the fish, she quickly recognized she couldn’t do it on her own.

      “This thing is a beast,” she said, trying to maintain a bent rod while keeping the fish on her line.

      Over the next couple of minutes, she slowly reeled in the fish. Besserman crouched low along the edge of the boat and reached down into the water with a net. Once the fish got close enough, Besserman scooped it up and rushed it over to his live well.

      “Wow!” Besserman said. “That was amazing.”

      “Fish in the water or fish out of the water,” she said. “Doesn’t make any difference to me. I’ll catch what you need me to.”

      She dropped her pole back into the rod holder and returned to reading the dossiers on all the potential traitors.

      “This isn’t going to be easy,” she said.

      But she couldn’t wait to get started.
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      LOS ANGELES

      Horns blared as Mia Becker stepped out of the car outside the front of the FBI building as her rideshare driver came to a stop in the far right eastbound lane on Wilshire Boulevard. Commuters forced to stop behind the car she’d ridden in rolled down their window and shouted at her, producing a mix of middle fingers and clenched fists. Mia shrugged off the animosity, her mind preoccupied with her impending meeting with FBI special agent Jared Gabel.

      During her years operating under the handle Helenos-9, Mia had managed to hack nearly every security firewall on the internet. And if she couldn’t hack it remotely, she would travel to the server’s location and do it on site. As her reputation grew, she became skilled at disguising herself, using her brother as the front man of her operation. Mia worked tirelessly to keep her identity a secret, careful not to leave behind vain signatures within her hacking work, just in case she was ever caught. Only fools would want to stamp all their illegal activity with a name that could be tied back to them. For Mia, she decided to let her talents stand on their own, confident that delivering requested objectives would serve as sufficient proof to her clients. And that decision had proven to be lucrative.

      Mia’s client list grew exponentially in concert with her lore. With every big score—every downloaded tranche of information, every dark secret exposed from supposedly untouchable CEOs, every military atrocity swept under the rug—governments scrambled to discover the identity of Helenos-9. And they’d all failed to uncover the truth until she revealed it herself and decided to work in the white hat sector, leaving behind a life of what she considered to be altruistic crime. Signing up for the Magnum Team was an easy choice for Mia, yet she just had her first doubt about trying to help the U.S. government’s top secret organization as she settled into a chair across from Gabel.

      Appearing to be in his mid-forties, Gabel embraced his role as a federal agent. His thick hair was sufficiently greased back, his face clean shaven. He seemed comfortable in his dark suit accented with a navy blue tie. Mia glanced at the aviator sunglasses folded neatly on the corner of Gabel’s desk and then back at the man whose hands were clasped and resting on top of a manila folder with her name on the tab.

      “I appreciate you taking the time to meet me here and talk,” Gabel said.

      “You made it sound like I didn’t have a choice,” Mia said.

      Gabel shifted in his chair. “Based on everything I know about your current employer, I didn’t think this would be a chore for you.”

      “I’m a busy man, Special Agent Gabel. But the fact that you even know where I work makes me a little uneasy, if I must be completely honest with you.”

      “Hopefully, I can set your mind at ease.”

      Mia tucked loose tendrils of her brown hair behind her ears.

      “Depends on what this is about,” she said.

      Gabel fiddled with his watch while locking eyes with Mia. “We know what you’ve done, which is why your presence in a government entity—one that operates outside the bounds of the law at times—is a little disturbing to some people.”

      “As far as I know, I’ve—”

      Gabel held his hand up. “No, no, no. Let me finish. We work with people all the time who’ve scribbled outside the lines of the law, some more so than others. And that’s not an instant disqualification for working with us, obviously. However, there are certain details of your previous illegal activities that have caused concern.”

      “I wasn’t an angel,” she said. “And if you’re going to make me promise to be one, I don’t think I can—at least in terms of always doing what I’m told. But I do get the job done, which is what I believe is what’s most required of me. How I get that job done is up to me.”

      “Again, that’s why we’re concerned. Your track record suggests—at least to some people in the bureau—that you pose a security threat.”

      “If you really know who I work for, you should ask them about my performance as well as my trustworthiness. I think such a conversation should put you at ease regarding whose side I’m on now.”

      “Ultimately, this isn’t about what I think,” Gabel said. “I’ve merely been assigned to gather information and to warn you.’

      “Warn me about what?”

      “That you’re here on a green card, one that can be revoked on a moment’s notice.”

      “I’m here at the request of your government.”

      “And I see that you’ve grown quite comfortable here.”

      “If by comfortable you mean that I have a house and a car and all the other large payments for material possessions that accompany the American dream?”

      “You have friends too.”

      “Get to your point,” she snapped.

      “We can send you back to Germany or any number of countries, right into the hands of their authorities who would love to exact a pound of flesh from you for what you’ve done.”

      “And you don’t because I’m helping your government do things it can’t do without me.”

      Gabel nodded. “True—for now. But not everyone sees it that way. Some people view your presence here as something more akin to a Trojan horse.”

      “I’ve had more than enough opportunities to download a treasure trove of information regarding the U.S. government. But I haven’t. That ought to be proof enough for you that I’m here to help, not harm.”

      “Yet it’s not,” he said. “And that’s why I wanted to warn you that you are being considered for deportation.”

      “Does my director know about this?”

      Gabel shook his head. “Nothing needs to be said at the moment—and I trust that you will keep our discussion quiet. It’s merely a formal review process.”

      “And you bring in everyone who’s undergoing a formal review to conduct a little conversation like this?”

      “Not always. Just the ones we like.”

      “So, you’re telling me that you want me to be on my best behavior until I achieve permanent citizenship?”

      “That’s the gist of it, mostly because there is one particular person with the power to expel you—and he isn’t so enamored with your skills. It’s up to me to pass along the details of our discussion today and shape his opinion.”

      “What do you want?” she asked, sensing that Gabel was about to ask her to do something—and likely something illegal.

      “Nothing other than your promise to not give me any reason to recommend deportation.”

      Mia arched an eyebrow. “Have I given you any reason yet?”

      Gabel offered a thin smile. “This is just a friendly heads up, Miss Becker. You can take this however you wish, but you must know that we’re on the same side here.”

      “It sure doesn’t feel that way, now does it?”

      Gabel looked at his watch and then stood. He offered his hand.

      “Thank you for coming down, Miss Becker. I trust you’ll take what I’ve said to heart.”

      Mia followed his lead, standing and then taking his hand. She still didn’t trust him, much less believe him. After years of working with deceptive people, she could spot a ruse a mile away. However, her read on Gabel was murky at best.

      She stepped into the elevator. He held the doors open with his left hand while using his right to swipe his keycard in front of the panel before selecting the lobby.

      “I’ll be in touch,” Gabel said, maintaining eye contact with her until the doors closed.

      The elevator hummed as it began its descent, Mia’s mind whirring with it. She was already formulating a plan. She just hoped it wouldn’t cost her job—or her new life.
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      ALEYSK, RUSSIA

      Hawk pulled into the barn and hopped out as Alex and Litvinov scrambled to help him close the doors. Even in the darkness, Hawk could tell the wooden structure needed a paint job and more than a handful of repairs. The doors creaked as they secured them. Then Hawk raced across a hay-strewn floor to the side of the barn facing the house and the highway to see if there was any movement. He eased open an awning window and peered through it. Alex joined him, as did Litvinov.

      A porch light flickered on and a bearded man with a paunch lumbered outside in his long underwear. He scanned his property for a moment. The barn sat at such an angle that he would’ve only been able to tell the doors had been shut if he ventured closer. But satisfied that the commotion he’d heard was nothing to worry about, he turned off the light and returned to the house. Moments later, he also extinguished the light inside as he went back to bed.

      Hawk barely had time to let out a sigh before police cars roared by on the highway, nearly a quarter-mile away. The six-inch snow pack muted the noise, giving off a sense of serenity, a feeling Hawk knew nothing about at the moment. He took a deep breath and started to think about how they could get across the border. With the border being a two-and-a-half-hour drive away, reaching Kazakhstan seemed almost inconceivable in their circumstances. Given the identity of the man Hawk and Alex were helping escape, FSB agents would surely be combing the entire woods around Aleysk by sunrise.

      “Those officers will be back here soon,” Litvinov said. “We need to keep moving.”

      Hawk nodded his head in agreement, though he was still contemplating how they could evade capture.

      “If you’ve got ideas, let’s hear them,” Alex said as she eyed Litvinov. “Hawk would’ve said something by now if he’d come up with something.”

      Litvinov sighed and shook his head. “I was under the impression that all I would have to do was show up and that the Americans would be sending me a team capable of getting me across the border. I could’ve plotted my own escape if I’d known it was going to be like this.”

      “But you didn’t,” Alex said. “And we’re all here right now in this thing together. So, I suggest you stop lamenting your poor decisions—including the one to go back into your house to fetch a picture—and help us figure out a way to safety.”

      Litvinov eyed her carefully. “You are what they call a spicy woman, are you not?”

      A smile flickered around the corner of Alex’s mouth.

      “That’s one name for her,” Hawk said. “And I suggest you be careful about making disparaging remarks against us. Sometimes operations go south, but it’s how you deal with those kinds of problems that determine just how good of an agent you are.”

      “And how good of an agent are you?” Litvinov asked.

      “I guess you’re about to find out,” Hawk said. “Now, like this beautiful woman asked, do you have any ideas? This is your area, not ours.”

      Litvinov rushed over to the other side of the barn and stuck his head out of an awning window. Hawk followed the Russian and studied the surrounding landscape while waiting for a reply.

      “What is it?” Hawk asked.

      “I’ve been here before,” Litvinov said. “I think I might know a way to get us out of the area.”

      “How far out of the area?” Hawk asked.

      Litvinov pursed his lips before responding. “Depends on what you have the stomach for?”

      “Just what exactly would we be getting ourselves into?” Alex asked, her head cocked to one side.

      “There are some tunnels not far from here, a twenty-minute walk depending on how we navigate the snow. They were designed as a bunker for Soviet soldiers during the height of the Cold War as well as a method of escape. They go on for miles and miles with a number of exit points.”

      “And what’s inside these tunnels?” Hawk asked.

      “Could be nothing at all or—”

      Litvinov paused, letting his words hang.

      “Or what?” Alex asked.

      “Or it could be a fight to the death.”

      “What kind of fight to the death?” Hawk asked.

      “The kind where we’d be outnumbered—by a lot.”

      Hawk shook his head. “Forgive me if I’m not very eager about wading into those kinds of fights.”

      “At this point, Agent Hawk, your options are severely limited. If we stay here, they will find us. You and your spicy woman will be tortured for information and either killed or worse.”

      “Worse than death?” Alex asked.

      “Ah, death is most preferable to a life condemned to the gulags,” Litvinov said. “You can choose to stay here if you like, hope you aren’t found by the police or turned in by the poor farmer who wouldn’t mind receiving a few benefits from his government for being a good citizen.”

      Hawk rubbed his forehead. “Do I want to ask who we might meet in these tunnels that will want to fight us?”

      “I doubt you’ve heard of Redan PMC, a gang based out of Novosibirsk. They’re ruthless, the kind of people who blockade highways and attack you with baseball bats, beating you senseless and leaving you without a single ruble in your pocket or any dignity either.”

      “Do they have guns?” Hawk asked.

      “I’m not sure about what they have in the tunnels,” Litvinov said. “But the real question to ask is, do I have enough bullets? Because eventually you will run out but not likely before the gang runs out of people to send after you.”

      Hawk looked at Alex, his eyebrows raised in a gesture that asked for her input.

      “Are we basing this decision on luck?” Alex said. “Are we just hoping that the gang won’t be in the tunnels tonight?”

      “They’re always in the tunnels,” Litvinov said. “We just don’t know how many and where.”

      “Between that and hiding out to avoid detection and potentially a lifetime punishment of working in the gulags,” Alex began, “I’m not sure there is much of a choice. So—”

      “So, what?” Hawk asked.

      “I say we fight.”

      Litvinov’s eyes widened. “Spicy and brave. You truly are one of a kind.”

      “That’s what he said,” Alex said, nodding at Hawk, “when he proposed to me.”

      Hawk grinned and collected the rest of their gear out of the car. They had a long hike ahead of them—and he wasn’t looking forward to it.
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        * * *

      

      Hawk cinched his rucksack and eased open a side door facing away from the house. He turned on his headlamp and looked at the landscape in front of him. Barren trees with limbs bending due to the weight of the snow dotted the immediate area. To the south, a vast empty field. To the north, a thick wooded section.

      Hawk looked back over his shoulder at Litvinov.

      “Which way?”

      “North,” Litvinov said. “We need to go through those woods.”

      A light snow began to fall, morphing into a heavier one by the time they reached the entrance to the woods. Slogging through snow would definitely slow them down, but if the powder continued falling, it would at least cover their tracks.

      Every cloud has a silver lining.

      Hawk took Litvinov by the arm and pulled him forward until he was leading the trio. They walked in a line, attempting to step in one another’s tracks, disguising their numbers. With Hawk’s foot being the biggest in the group, he stayed at the rear, covering up their footprints.

      Their progress slowed even more as they entered a thicker section without any discernible path. If there had been one, Hawk guessed several days had passed since anyone last used it. All obvious traces of it had vanished under the most recent snowstorm.

      Hawk finally broke their silent trek with a question.

      “So, General, why leave right now? What’s driving your urgency to escape?”

      Litvinov stopped. He pulled out a cigarette and lit it.

      “General, that’s not a good idea,” Alex said.

      He looked at her, his brow furrowed. Hawk doubted she could see Litvinov’s face given that he shined his light right at her.

      “The smell,” Hawk said.

      “Oh, right,” Litvinov said. “My apologies.”

      He dropped the cigarette into the snow and tapped it, snuffing out the flame.

      “So, why now?” Hawk repeated.

      As Hawk waited for a reply, he wondered if they hadn’t been led straight into a trap. Litvinov knew these woods, and he likely knew a couple of U.S. agents would jump at the chance to venture behind enemy lines for an opportunity to reel in an asset possessing a treasure trove of information. Hawk eased his right hand into his pocket and slid his finger onto the trigger of his gun, bracing for the Russian to spin around with a weapon in his hand. But instead he turned slowly, his hands raised chest high in a gesture of surrender.

      “I just couldn’t take it anymore,” Litvinov said. “The lying, the threats, the provocations.”

      “Toward your family?” Alex asked.

      “Toward the world,” he answered. “Our country’s military leaders want war—and they’re going to get it. I just didn’t want to be around to be part of it.”

      “That’s what we’ve heard,” Hawk said. “But why right now?”

      “I always kept making excuses about why it was never the right time to leave,” Litvinov said. “But I came to realize that it’s never the right time to leave. You just have to find the gumption to do it.”

      Hawk eased his finger off the trigger. Either Litvinov was an incredible actor or he genuinely believed what he was saying.

      “You realize you’re taking an incredible risk today, if what you say about Redan PMC in the tunnels is true,” Alex said.

      Litvinov shrugged. “When you have nothing to lose, there’s no risk involved.”

      Hawk gestured for Litvinov to continue. The Russian turned around and continued to trudge through the snow.

      They plodded along for a half-hour in silence until they reached what appeared to be a large door nearly buried all the way into the ground.

      Hawk knelt next to the door and yanked on the hand wheel, spinning it around until the latch gave way. He tugged open the portal and found a steel ladder that stretched about twelve feet to the ground floor. Hawk stepped back and gestured toward the opening.

      “After you, General,” Hawk said.

      Litvinov hustled down the ladder and then looked up.

      “It’s clear,” he said.

      Alex went next followed by Hawk, who paused to shut the door before descending.

      “Which way?” Hawk asked.

      Litvinov nodded south.

      “Be prepared,” he said. “This isn’t going to be easy.”

      Hawk eased his Sig P226 out of his pocket and slipped up next to Alex as they followed Litvinov. They continued quietly for a few minutes before Alex spoke.

      “All I can think about is John Daniel,” she said.

      “We’re going to get through this,” Hawk said. “Just stay focused.”

      “This wasn’t how this job was supposed to go. We had it all planned out.”

      Hawk put his arm around her.

      “You know that’s how this job is,” he said. “When does anything go perfectly as we planned it?”

      “I know, I know. It’s just that—”

      She slowed her pace before Hawk urged her forward.

      “We’re going to get out of here alive,” he said. “We just need to keep moving and be prepared for whatever is around the next bend.”

      The tunnels wound one way and then another, their rounded walls covered with symbols in some sections, rusty and dank in others. Rats squeaked as they scurried across the ground, surprised by the sudden beams of light.

      “Did you ever use these tunnels?” Hawk asked.

      “A couple of times for training purposes,” Litvinov said. “One time I rode the entire length of the tunnels in a golf cart. I wanted to see where it ended.”

      “And what’d you find?” Alex asked.

      “It opened into a cave near the base of a craggy hill,” Litvinov said. “If you didn’t know it was there, I doubt you’d go looking for it.”

      “Do the authorities know it’s there?” Hawk asked.

      “It’s not a question they’d be asking unless they knew we were in these tunnels. And even then, I’m not sure they’d want to be here.”

      “Why’s that?” Hawk asked. “Because of the gangs?”

      Before Litvinov answered, a flashlight turned on, illuminating the face of a man with a knife. He snatched Alex by the arm and dragged her close to him. Within seconds, more than a half-dozen lights turned on. A burly man with tattoos covering his face held a knife to Alex’s throat.

      “What do you think you’re doing here?” the man asked in Russian as he glared at Hawk and Litvinov.
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      Morgan May strode down the steps, disappearing from F Street and descending to the entrance into Benson’s Liquor Bar. She tugged her shawl over her shoulders as the hostess glanced around the room for a spot.

      “There are a few tables you could stand up at and drink,” the woman said. “But no booths are available.”

      “A table will work,” Morgan said.

      The hostess handed Morgan a drink menu and gestured for her to enter the lounge, which was already packed with Capitol Hill pages looking to hook up with a sugar daddy. Morgan rolled her eyes.

      Does anyone have any self-respect left?

      She knew the answer to that question, at least as it pertained to young women in their twenties. They were all hovering around the bar, hoping to get a chance to speak to Will Hawthorn, the attractive young congressman from Tennessee, who found himself in the news on a near daily basis because it gave media sites an excuse to run his handsome mug. Hawthorn often remarked in interviews how surprised he was that women didn’t care that he had a prosthetic arm, something he’d found was a drawback to landing a date when he was in high school. Getting elected had changed all that, according to Hawthorn.

      Morgan found a free table and a drink menu. She’d only managed to look at half the menu before she felt a warm hand caress her back.

      “Excuse me,” Morgan said, eyeing the man carefully.

      The man took his hand off her back and held his hands up in a gesture of surrender.

      “I didn’t do anything,” he said.

      Morgan eyed him closely. “You touched my back.”

      “Maybe I couldn’t help it,” he said. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen a single woman with such a sculpted back standing alone in this place.”

      “Flattery doesn’t impress me,” she said.

      “It’s not flattery,” she said. “It’s the truth.”

      Morgan shook her head, shooing the man away with the back of her hand. Fortunately, he received the message and acted accordingly, shuffling to another table where a single woman stood, nursing her bottle.

      After Morgan ordered a Hemingway daiquiri, she surveyed the room, scanning for Barbara Nelson, a senator from Massachusetts. Nelson was on Morgan’s short list of potential leakers from the senate’s intelligence committee—and she was conducting a campaign to run for president. While most people regarded Nelson as a dark horse candidate, she couldn’t be ignored, not with the sixty million dollar campaign chest she’d amassed and her stunning good looks. At 52, Nelson’s well-documented trips to the plastic surgeon made her look fifteen years her junior, maybe even more. Her full lips and bottled-blonde hair were arresting for most men. And while her experience as a politician was lacking, such requisites weren’t listed in the U.S. Constitution, a point she often made while tearing apart her detractors on social media. Aside from eclipsing the mandatory age and citizenship requirements, Nelson recognized her ability to lure in other men, maybe even doing enough to convince them to vote for her. After years of having boring old men in the White House, Nelson’s handlers believed she could win an election simply off of her good looks. And based on the low standards set in the more recent presidential elections, the sentiment wasn’t an outlandish one.

      Nelson fluffed her hair and sipped on her drink through a straw. Two men shared a booth with her, both trying to woo her. Judging from her body language, Morgan wasn’t sure either man stood a chance. She remained disinterested for several more minutes before another man approached her table. In an instant, a wide smile spread across her face as she nudged the man next to her to get up so she could get out of the booth. She hugged the newcomer and whispered something in his ear before she hooked arms with him and shuffled off to another table. The two jilted men scowled and then shrugged before scuffling up to the bar. Meanwhile, Morgan maintained her gaze on Nelson and her rescuer.

      Morgan couldn’t get close enough to hear their conversation, but given how Nelson was nuzzling up next to him, they appeared to be more than casual acquaintances.

      “Can I buy you a drink ma’am?” came a baritone voice from behind Morgan.

      She had grown accustomed to men hitting on her at a bar. After all, that was one of the reasons why most people went—drown their sorrows, unwind over drinks and conversation with a friend, or find a romantic interlude. However, if Morgan ever went alone, it was strictly for business. Whenever she was with one of her girlfriends, Morgan embraced the fact that men would be hitting on her. But when she was at a bar conducting surveillance, unwanted passes annoyed her.

      “As long as conversation isn’t included,” Morgan said without even looking at the man.

      “I see you’ve got your eye on that man in the corner,” he said.

      Morgan, in fact, was looking at the middle booth. But the stranger’s assumption made her smile, confirming her surveillance skills were sharp enough to throw off casual bystanders, including a man who’d likely been studying her for more than a minute.

      “So what if I do?” she asked. “He’s the one I’d rather offer to buy me a drink.”

      “Ma’am, a simple ‘no, thank you’ would suffice.”

      Morgan suppressed a smile—and fought with everything in her against replying. After a short battle, she let the thought die a quick death in her head.

      Men are way too soft these days.

      While there was an attractive man in the corner, one who continued to be approached by bar patrons—both men and women alike—Morgan found him a mere sideshow to the bar’s main attraction: Barbara Nelson.

      Back in the center ring, Nelson discreetly brushed her hand up against her rescuer’s. He wore a ring. She did not.

      A couple of more minutes passed before Nelson scanned the room. Morgan would’ve barely noticed if Nelson’s eyes hadn’t immediately drifted downward. The man next to Nelson slipped her a bulging unsealed envelope. A few stray bills slipped out before Nelson scrambled to scoop them up and stuff them back into the envelope. Then she tucked it away in her purse. An easy smile returned to Nelson’s face as she looked around the room. She became more relaxed over the next half-hour before she got up and parted ways, exiting the bar alone.

      Morgan discreetly snapped a photo of the man, who sat at the table alone for ten minutes before also leaving.

      While Morgan was past ready to leave, she remained affixed to her barstool to avoid looking like she was indeed only there to spy on Nelson and her date. Just as she slid off her stool, the bartender garnered Morgan’s attention.

      “Ma’am, that man over there would like to buy you a drink,” the bartender said, pointing at the table in the corner of the room.

      “He looks familiar,” she said, squinting as she tried to place the man’s face. “Where do I know him from?”

      “Do you watch the NFL?”

      “Not if I can help it.”

      The bartender shrugged. “He’s the quarterback of the Baltimore Ravens. His face is plastered all over billboards in Washington, Virginia, and Maryland. If he’s buying you a drink, it’s definitely a story you’d want to tell your friends about.”

      Morgan scrunched up her nose and nodded. “You know, I do remember seeing him play a couple of times, now that I think about it. He was always begging for a penalty from the referee. Too soft for my taste.”

      “There’s a defensive end for Washington in that corner over there,” the bartender said.

      Morgan glanced in the other direction. “He looks like he’d tear my head off. Maybe something in the middle.”

      “Then I think you just missed your guy.”

      “Did I?”

      “Yeah, he was sitting in that middle booth with Senator Nelson. Word around here is that he’s a spy.”

      Morgan arched an eyebrow. “A spy?”

      “I don’t know,” the bartender said. “That’s just what I’ve heard. He’s some diplomat or embassy attaché. But I don’t even know what country.”

      Morgan pushed a twenty-dollar bill across the counter toward him. “You’re better than any dating app I’ve ever used.”

      The man chuckled. “You sure you don’t want that drink from the quarterback?”

      “Why not? Give me another Hemingway daiquiri?”

      Once Morgan got her drink, she wandered over to the quarterback’s table. He invited her to stay, but she said she was running late for a prior engagement, but she could sit for a few minutes.

      Morgan learned the quarterback’s name was Brad Hampton. He spent the rest of the time talking about himself, an immediate turnoff for Morgan. But she’d learned long ago from her uncle J.D. to never pass up an opportunity to network in Washington.

      “You never know when an unlikely person might be just the one you need to get you the information you want,” she recalled her uncle saying on more than one occasion. She got his number and shrugged off his attempts to convince her to stay longer.

      Once she left the bar, she texted the picture of the mysterious embassy attaché over to Mallory Kauffman, her friend at the CIA, who was Director Besserman’s most trusted ally at the agency. A few seconds later, Mallory replied.

      Handsome. Is he available?

      I was hoping you could tell me about him, starting with his name.

      Is this work related?

      Yes.

      Morgan smiled as she climbed into a cab and awaited Mallory’s response. Several minutes passed before she received a brief note.

      That’s Yuri Mulkovic, a Russian diplomat and suspected FSB agent. What’s this about?

      We’ll talk later

      Morgan hated texting and didn’t want to spend the rest of her ride explaining with a note hammered out by her thumbs. And at that moment, she looked up and realized the cab driver had yet to pull into the street.

      “Excuse me, sir?” Morgan said as she tapped the plexiglass separating the front seat from the back seat. “Is there a reason why we’re not moving yet?”

      The man nodded toward the front of the car where a burly man stood, arms folded across his chest.

      “Back up and go around him,” Morgan said.

      The driver didn’t budge. Then the back passenger side door flung open and another large man climbed inside, forcing Morgan to slide across the bench. She reached for the door handle but the man grabbed her arm, giving it a squeeze.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” she said, slipping her hand into her purse and fingering her Sig Sauer P226.

      “Giving you a warning,” the man said with a thick Russian accent.

      “A warning?” she asked with a scowl. “For what?”

      “Don’t play dumb with me,” the Russian growled. “We know you who you are and we know you were spying on Yuri tonight. It is highly recommended for your safety to back off.”

      Morgan eyed him closely. “Is that a threat?”

      “I don’t make threats.”

      Then the man exited the vehicle while the man in front of the cab stepped onto the sidewalk.

      Relieved she didn’t have to kill him, Morgan sighed.

      What have I just stumbled into?
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      LOS ANGELES

      When Mia entered the Magnum Group headquarters, she was still pondering how to handle the news that the FBI was looking into her. As the threat of being deported hovered over her, she formulated several ways to respond. The thought of losing her new life in the United States where she was working with a team that had given her a new sense of purpose was suddenly terrifying. A few years ago, her old self would’ve mocked her for thinking she needed others. In such a short time, she’d gone from a loner black hat hacker to a team player for a different team. She still hadn’t determined if the team was good but had decided it was at least a little more altruistic in its motives than most of the people who contracted her services.

      Trust no one, she often reminded herself.

      However, if there was one person she was willing to bend that rule with, it was Dr. Z, the always entertaining and somewhat zany brains behind the Magnum Group’s technical division. And when she found him in his lab, he didn’t disappoint.

      As soon as Mia entered the room, Dr. Z started downward as he rushed over toward her. His antics weren’t any stranger than usual, but she glanced at her feet to see if she was missing anything. A small puppy with large droopy eyes nuzzled up against her leg.

      “What are you doing, Bandit?” Dr. Z said as he scooped up the puppy. “I told you not to try and run away.”

      Bandit, a brown and white Cocker Spaniel, started to lick Dr. Z’s face.

      Dr. Z smiled before the dog fell limp.

      Mia stared gaping at what had just happened.

      “What the—”

      “It’s so good to see you, Mia,” Dr. Z said, offering his hand.

      She shook his hand, eyes still locked on the puppy that appeared dead.

      “What did you just do?”

      “Oh, Bandit?” Dr. Z asked holding up the dog. “He’s just an AI robot dog. See?”

      Dr. Z turned over Bandit and revealed a small control panel hidden by faux fur. Mia rubbed the animal’s back, which felt surprisingly real to her.

      “What did you use to make this?” she asked.

      He shook his head and clucked his tongue. “Now, now, Miss Becker, I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you. Not with my own bare hands, of course, but I’d probably just use my demon locust swarm that I’m working on. They can either hit you with pulses that would electrocute you or inject you with poison. Either way, you’d be struggling to survive, and—”

      “Dr. Z, Dr. Z,” Mia said, snapping her fingers in front of his face as his gaze had drifted elsewhere.

      “Oh, yes?”

      “It’s okay,” she said. “I don’t really want to jeopardize my life just to know what kind of life-like material you used on Bandit.”

      “I’m just messing with you,” Dr. Z said, breaking out into a hearty laugh. “It’s a substance comprised primarily of collagen. Feels pretty real, doesn’t it?”

      “And the hair?”

      “That’s real Cocker Spaniel dog hair, donated to research. And it’s one of the cooler things about an AI robot dog—it doesn’t shed.”

      “If only you could create something to accomplish that for actual pets.”

      Dr. Z sucked in a breath through his teeth and winced.

      “That’s actually an interesting story, one that ended with me coming up with a creative way to tell my daughter Stephanie that it’d be six months to a year before any more hair appeared on her pet collie. And while the story has a happy ending from the standpoint that my daughter’s dog was okay, I’m still not allowed to visit Stephanie’s children unsupervised. As if I would apply my patent-pending hair removal system on any of my grandkids. In fact, if I was allowed to be with my grandkids unsupervised, I’d have additional eyes on them like the sparrow or the spider over there.”

      Dr. Z indicated toward a shelf that contained an assortment of animals, most of which appeared realistic. Then he grabbed a controller off the table behind him and activated the bird. Its feathers twitched before the bird took flight in an almost seamless motion. If Mia hadn’t known it was a robotic bird drone, she would’ve sworn someone left the front door open and the little fellow had flown right inside.

      Mia watched the robot flit around the room. She nodded approvingly as her plan continued to formulate inside her head.

      “Are these field ready?” she asked.

      Dr. Z cocked his head to one side. “Why do you ask?”

      “It’s a long story, but if you’ve got a minute, I’ll fill you in.”

      Dr. Z guided the bird back to its perch and then sat down on a stool. Mia proceeded to explain her summons to the FBI and the details of her meeting with Special Agent Gabel.

      “I’m not a big fan of the bureau,” Dr. Z said as he adjusted his bowtie. “My experience with them is that they’re often driven by politics, and not necessarily of the partisan kind. They like to use what I would consider to be unethical pressure to coerce people into doing things for them. It’s almost as if—”

      “The power had gone to their heads?” Mia offered.

      “Precisely.”

      “Do you have any suggestions for me?”

      “Are you familiar with the English phrase, ‘turn the tables on them’?”

      Mia nodded.

      “Good. Because that’s exactly what I want you to do. And I know just how you can do it.”
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        * * *

      

      UNDER THE GLOW of the street lamps, Mia wedged her car into a tight spot along a side street three blocks away from Jared Gabel’s apartment. A light breeze pushed a paper cup and a crumpled cigarette pack across the sidewalk in front of her. She pulled up her hoodie and jammed her hands into her pocket.

      Her target, the third-floor balcony of Gabel’s Spanish villa-style apartment, wasn’t as easy to reach as she initially believed it would be. The stucco siding made it difficult for her to scamper up the side of the building without significant help. Using a grappling hook and ropes would attract unwanted attention, even just before the stroke of midnight. She wanted to utilize the more permanent listening device Dr. Z had given her, but it would have to be hand placed, which seemed to be out of the question given the structural challenges.

      Good thing Dr. Z gave me a backup.

      The second option Mia had was another Dr. Z special creation, a bug that was a bug. She hoisted the small pressurized cannon onto her shoulder and took aim at the eave of Gabel’s balcony. Then she fired, catapulting a makeshift web and spider that clung to the surface just beneath the roof. Unless someone knew what they were looking for—and knew where to look—it would just appear to be the result of lackluster house cleaning.

      Satisfied that Mia had hit her mark, she activated the device and tested it with an app on her phone. However, she didn’t expect the soft thump the device made when it hit its target to draw Gabel’s attention.

      He shuffled onto the porch with his phone up to his ear, appearing to be in the middle of a conversation. Mia ducked behind a Mission Manzanita shrub lining the walkway separating Gabel’s building from the one on the adjacent lot.

      She slipped an earbud into her ear and crouched low, attempting to hear Gabel’s conversation. Mia sighed as Gabel discussed the Lakers’ latest loss with a friend. Moments later, he retreated inside—but she could still hear everything he said. She tweaked the receiver in the app until she was able to steal both the incoming and outgoing signal from Gabel’s phone.

      Mia hustled back to her car, pleased that she’d executed her mission.

      Then just as she arrived at her vehicle and prepared to leave, the app alerted her that Gabel was placing another phone call.

      She stopped and decided to listen in again, hoping this time Gabel might talk about something more important than a basketball game.

      “Yes,” Gabel said. “I’m handling things.”

      “Are you?” the man on the other end of the line asked. “It doesn’t sound like you’ve made much progress based off your last report.”

      “Don’t worry,” Gabel said. “I’ll get it done.”

      Mia raised an eyebrow.

      Special Agent Gabel, just what are you up to?
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      ALEYSK, RUSSIA

      Hawk discreetly fished his knife out of his pocket, palming the weapon before gesturing for the man to calm down. Watching the fear flickering in Alex’s eyes made it difficult for Hawk to restrain himself. The unpredictability of the situation made it even worse. These men could see a couple of Americans as an opportunity to secure a ransom—or to ingratiate the gang with Russian intelligence by handing over prized prisoners. Hawk saw both of those scenarios as slow death sentences.

      Better to take my chances now while I still have them.

      Hawk glanced at Litvinov, eyes wide and mouth agape.

      “Don’t hurt her,” Litvinov said nervously in Russian. “We’re only trying to avoid getting arrested. I’m sure you understand.”

      “Arrested? What did you do?” the man asked.

      “Nothing,” Litvinov said. “You—you know how it is.”

      The man nodded as he placed the blade flat against Alex’s neck.

      “I know exactly how it is, which is why I asked what you did.”

      “Maybe I—maybe I know some things our government doesn’t want me to share.”

      For the first time since the thug had taken Alex hostage, Hawk took his eyes off her and glanced at Litvinov. The steely gaze should’ve been sufficient to silence the Russian general, but he continued.

      “I—I know some things that would make you want to fight your own government,” Litvinov said.

      “Or maybe I just hand you over to the government,” the man said with a hint of a smile.

      With the thug’s gaze fixed on Litvinov, Hawk realized the next action the man took could doom their opportunity to escape. Once more men were summoned, Hawk knew it would be a fight they couldn’t win. But at the moment, he liked his odds.

      Hawk gave Alex a knowing nod before he flung his knife in an underhand motion at the man’s knee. Instinctively, he grabbed for the wound, his leg now searing with pain. Alex jammed her elbow into the man’s gut, knocking him off balance. He teetered for a second, trying to maintain his balance without dropping his knife. Alex didn’t give him a chance, sending him sprawling to the ground with a roundhouse kick to his side.

      Hawk rushed toward the man, who moved more nimbly than anticipated. He rolled back and popped to his feet, exchanging his knife for a gun.

      But so had Hawk. He didn’t want to attract the attention that a fired weapon would draw, but he had no choice. A quick double tap finished off the man—and it also resulted in shouting in the distance.

      Alex grabbed the man’s gun and the radio clipped to his belt. Litvinov stood frozen, still staring at the lifeless body of the man who’d attacked them just minutes ago.

      “You look like you’ve never seen combat,” Hawk said.

      “I haven’t,” Litvinov said.

      “Well, now you have,” Hawk said. “And I suggest you avoid nervous rambling if we encounter any more of these punks. Understand?”

      Litvinov nodded without looking up.

      Hawk grabbed the general’s arm and gave it a firm tug as more shouts echoed down the tunnel.

      “We need to go,” Hawk said.

      Litvinov broke his stare and then started to run.

      Hawk looked at Alex, who shook her head.

      “That was close,” she said. “I knew you’d take care of that coward. He went straight for who he thought was the weakest person of our group.”

      “Sorry it took me so long,” Hawk said.

      She smiled. “Just keep motor mouth quiet and we’ll be just fine.”

      Hawk checked over his shoulder to make sure Litvinov was keeping up. The general held his own, though Hawk wasn’t sure if the older man was really in such fine shape or if it was the adrenaline coursing through his veins. Either way, the result was the same, though Hawk knew they were still far from eluding the impending danger.

      Hawk’s headlamp bounced over the ground, revealing occasional puddles and scurrying rats. Handrails constructed out of thick metal wire were secured by a series of hooks affixed to the wall.

      Shouts in the distance grew fainter before quickly growing louder.

      “We’re about to get boxed in,” Hawk said. “They’re chasing us in both directions.”

      “No, we’re not,” Litvinov said. “There’s an exit just ahead.”

      A half-minute later, Litvinov signaled for them to stop. He put his hands on his knees before pointing at a large door with a hand wheel attached to the center. Hawk rushed up to it and yanked hard.

      The wheel didn’t budge.

      “Give me a hand,” Hawk said.

      Alex and Litvinov joined him and pulled hard on the wheel, but it didn’t move.

      “Come on,” Hawk said.

      They tried again. Still nothing.

      However, the shouts from the oncoming gang members in both directions were growing louder.

      “We’ve got maybe a minute before the first group gets here,” Hawk said.

      Alex reached into her rucksack and pulled out a rope. Hawk didn’t need to ask what she was thinking, instead springing into action.

      “What are we doing?” Litvinov asked.

      “Just stay with us,” Hawk said. “We don’t have time to explain.”

      They rushed back up the tunnel to where it wound to the right. Hawk and Alex worked furiously to attach the rope to the wiry hand rail. Once he cinched his knot, he spun toward Alex.

      “Done?” he asked.

      “Got it,” she said.

      Hawk guided Litvinov over the rope that was about shin high and around the corner. Hawk and Alex turned off their headlamps and crouched low before Litvinov followed their lead.

      “Now what?” Litvinov asked.

      “We wait,” Hawk said.

      Moments later, footsteps thundered toward the trio. Hawk removed the safety from his weapon and waited for a heavy thud.

      When the first man hit the ground, he cursed. Hawk turned his headlamp back on, illuminating the fallen man. The sudden stream of light surprised two other men running with the fallen thug scrambling to get up. They stumbled over their colleague, creating a three-way pileup, resulting in shouting, a mix of anger and pain.

      Alex joined Hawk and they unloaded on the men, killing all three of them. Hawk dragged the bodies onto the other side of the rope, ensuring that anyone coming in the opposite direction would also get tripped up by the rope before seeing the dead men.

      Hawk rushed back to Litvinov and led him over the rope, retreating in the opposite direction.

      “Why don’t we just go?” Litvinov asked.

      “We need to eliminate the threat of being caught so soon,” Hawk said.

      “They will never stop coming. You have no idea how many of these men there are.”

      “We need to buy a little bit of time,” Hawk said. “Stay focused.”

      Less than a minute later, more men came from the opposite direction. They fell like dominoes over the rope before tumbling onto the dead men sprawled across the ground. Hawk and Alex repeated the exercise they’d just performed minutes ago, leaving seven dead bodies now piled in the middle of the tunnel.

      “Now what?” Litvinov asked. “Your plan is most assuredly going to get us tortured before they kill us.”

      Hawk shrugged. “Like you said earlier, it’s not like we have much of a choice.”

      Alex was already setting charges along the wall next to the door that wouldn’t budge.

      “It’s been welded shut,” Alex said as she glanced at Litvinov. “This is the only way out—unless, of course, you want to take your chances by fighting your way out of here.”

      Litvinov grunted. “The sooner we get out of this godforsaken tunnel, the better.”

      Hawk helped Alex finish the job before they all took cover around the corner.

      “Would you like the honors?” Alex asked Hawk, offering him the remote control.

      He shook his head.

      “I think the general would like to blow this place apart,” Hawk said, gesturing toward Litvinov.

      He accepted the device and pushed a button, setting off an explosion.

      Hawk’s ears rang for a moment as the tunnel filled with debris. Hawk squinted and waved away the dust that danced in the beam of his headlamp.

      “Everyone all right?” Hawk asked.

      “Never better,” Alex said.

      “I’m alive,” Litvinov added.

      “Let’s try to stay that way,” Hawk said. “General, lead the way.”

      Hawk and Alex followed Litvinov through the opening and back into the bitter cold.

      “Do you know how to hot-wire an automobile?” Litvinov asked as they slogged through the snow.

      “How much time do I have?” Hawk asked.

      “If we’re going to get out of here safely, no more than two minutes.”

      “Mission accepted,” Hawk answered as they strode up to an icy parking lot.

      “What is this place?” Alex asked.

      “It’s a military patrol outpost,” Litvinov said.

      Hawk furrowed his brow. “A patrol outpost? What’s your military protecting out here?”

      “I’ll tell you all about it once we get over the border.”

      Hawk found a truck with an extended cab and an empty bed.

      “I think this one will do,” he said.

      Hawk jimmied open the car door with a tool from his rucksack.

      “Time me,” he said to Alex.

      Forty-five seconds later, the truck’s engine rumbled to life.

      “Not bad,” Alex said. “Still haven’t topped my time of twenty-five seconds.”

      “That was an old Subaru Impreza,” Hawk said as Alex and Litvinov climbed inside. “That’s about as fair of a comparison as Spud Webb to Shaquille O’Neal. While they both played professional basketball, they were not created equal.”

      “Fair enough,” she said, “even though I have no idea who Spud Webb is.”

      Litvinov chuckled. “He was a little dude who could dunk the basketball.”

      Hawk scanned the area as he eased out of the parking lot. If any of the guards were pursuing them, they hadn’t reached the site of the explosion.

      “You’re a basketball fan?” Hawk asked.

      “Not really,” Litvinov said. “I just like rooting for the little guy.”

      Hawk pulled onto the highway and headed south for the border.
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        * * *

      

      TWO AND A HALF hours later, they arrived at the checkpoint. The Russian military guards held out a gloved hand. Alex sat calmly in the passenger seat, while Litvinov laid on the floorboard beneath a large blanket.

      “I need to see your documents,” he said in Russian.

      Hawk handed the papers to the man. They had already been stamped, as if they entered the country legally.

      Another guard sauntered up to them and used a mirror to check beneath the truck. He then climbed into the bed of the truck and peered beneath a tarp.

      A voice crackled over the radio, delivering a description of General Litvinov’s appearance. Hawk stole a glance at Alex, whose eyes bulged upon recognizing what the person had said.

      “What was your business in Russia?” the guard asked as he returned to the driver’s side window.

      “We were delivering produce,” Hawk said.

      “What kind of produce?”

      “Barley.”

      The man stroked his chin and resumed his walk around the truck. After circling the vehicle another time, he held up the passport as if he were preparing to hand it back to Hawk. Then the other guard approached the man and pulled him aside for a short discussion.

      After a moment, the guard strode back to Hawk, still safely situated in the truck cab.

      “I’m sorry, but you’re going to need to wait here,” the guard said. “I need to get permission to let you cross the border.”

      Hawk swallowed hard and watched the two men retreat into the guardhouse. He fought every impulse he had to race toward the gate.

      “What’s going on?” Litvinov asked from beneath the blanket.

      “They’re talking,” Hawk said.

      Litvinov grunted. “They’re going to kill us.”
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      As Morgan May stood outside the lobby of her hotel room, she considered waiting until the morning to confront Senator Barbara Nelson. Some type of exchange between her and Yuri Mulkovic had obviously happened at Benson’s Liquor Bar. Even more puzzling for Morgan was just how brazen of a handoff it was. The envelope she’d taken from Mulkovic teemed with money, something Nelson wouldn’t be able to deny given that Morgan had a picture of it as proof.

      Instead of retiring to her room for the night, Morgan called Mallory Kauffman again.

      “You do realize that some of us in Washington sleep after midnight,” Mallory said as she answered the phone.

      “I know,” Morgan said. “And I really hate to bother you so late again, but I need your help.”

      “And it can’t wait until the morning?”

      “I could wait to get the information, but my plan hinges on doing it right now.”

      Mallory sighed, followed by a long pause.

      “Mallory? Are you still there?”

      “Yes,” Mallory said. “I’m still here, unfortunately.”

      “I’ll owe you one. I’ll buy drinks next time we go out.”

      “Drinks? That’s all you’re willing to give me after waking me up?”

      Morgan heard a man’s voice in the background.

      “I’m not sure I’m waking you up,” Morgan said. “Want to talk about what you’re really doing right now?”

      “Buying me a drink will be fine. What do you need?”

      “I need the home address of Senator Barbara Nelson.”

      “Don’t say another word,” Mallory said. “I want to be able to plead ignorance on this one if anyone asks me about it.”

      “You keep your secret, and I’ll keep mine.”

      Morgan waited as Mallory tapped on her keyboard. Less than a minute later, she read off Senator Nelson’s address.

      “You’re a peach,” Morgan said.

      “If you weren’t J.D. Blunt’s niece, I swear—”

      “Have a good night, Mallory.”

      Morgan ended the call and eased up to the valet stand, which was unattended at the moment. She used a nail file to jimmy open the poor excuse of a lock and snatched the first key fob she put her hand on. She strode to the valet lot and hit the unlock button. The lights to a Cadillac Escalade flickered on.

      Perfect.
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        * * *

      

      MORGAN SCALED THE STONE wall and hustled across the lawn of Senator Nelson’s sprawling estate. Her Tudor home was nestled near the back of a property tucked away in a secluded neighborhood on the Virginia side of the Potomac River. Dormant rose bushes surrounded the house, and a pair of rocking chairs swayed in the wind. Several lights illuminated the picturesque home, giving it the air of a Thomas Kincaid painting.

      Morgan rang the doorbell and then clasped her hands behind her back.

      Moments later, Senator Nelson’s voice came through the intercom system.

      “Who’s ringing my doorbell at this time of night?” she asked.

      “Senator, I have a few questions for you,” Morgan said.

      “Oh, God, are you a reporter? I absolutely hate you people. I just want to—”

      “I’m not a reporter, Senator. But I do know one who might be interested in these pictures I have of you exchanging money with Yuri Mulkovic.”

      Silence.

      “Senator, are you still listening?”

      Nelson didn’t reply, but seconds later, she opened the front door.

      “Who the hell do you think you are?” Nelson asked.

      “I’m just a curious woman looking for some answers,” Morgan said. “And I was hoping you might be able to clear some things up for me.”

      Nelson had removed all her makeup, making her look closer to her actual age. She was also wearing a pair of pink fleece pajamas and clutching a glass of liquor.

      “You’re interrupting my nightcap,” Nelson said with a growl. “And your insinuation is just pissing me off.”

      “Based on what I saw at Benson’s Liquor Bar, you don’t need another drink,” Morgan said.

      “Benson’s Liquor Bar? Tonight?”

      Morgan nodded. “Would you like to see some pictures?”

      “I most certainly would because I was at the bar mitzvah of a friend’s son tonight. Perhaps you missed all the photos splashed on social media.”

      “Then maybe you can explain this,” Morgan said.

      She opened the pictures app on her phone and scrolled to her most recent photos. Instead of finding the images from earlier that night, Morgan only had pictures of her at a birthday party for Dr. Z she’d attended just before departing for Washington.

      “Honey, that looks a helluva lot like you, not me,” Nelson said. “You better be lucky that I’m not in a mood to fight tonight or I’d have your ass on the ground.”

      “They were right here,” Morgan said, half talking to herself, half talking to Nelson. “I was there at the bar. I saw you meet with Yuri.”

      “Apparently, you saw no such thing.”

      “How is this even possible?” Morgan said. “I checked the photos myself. They were all here.”

      Nelson walked back inside her house and returned moments later with her phone. She held it up, displaying pictures of her at the bar mitzvah which were time stamped on social media.

      “You were at Benson’s earlier than that,” Morgan said.

      “Honey, this was posted by someone my age, not someone from your generation. We don’t just snap a picture and rush off to share it with the world seconds after it happens. We do it later. Wherever you think you saw me, you were mistaken. Now, because I’m a generous woman and a little tipsy at the moment, I’m going to give you about ten seconds to start heading down my walkway. And I better never see you again. Are we clear?”

      Morgan nodded, her forehead still clenched in a scowl.

      “But I—”

      “Run along, missy,” Nelson said. “I already put Duke in his kennel, but he might not mind a little late night exercise. What do you think?”

      Morgan didn’t know what kind of dog Duke was, but she wasn’t interested in finding out. She spun on her heels and hustled down the walk. Once she neared the gate, Nelson buzzed it open. Morgan exited the gate before closing it behind her. Then she was left alone with her thoughts.

      I know what I saw. What happened to those photos? And how did she show up at a bar mitzvah?

      Morgan pondered this and Nelson’s connection to Yuri Mulkovic as she drove back to the hotel. She knew what she saw.

      And Morgan wasn’t about to let it go.
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      LOS ANGELES

      Mia stopped atop Mulholland Drive, getting out of her car to enjoy the scenic view off the famed road. She leaned on the fence as she drank in the sprawling canyon below. Through the smog in the distance, she could see the hills of West Hollywood and a faint outline of the Los Angeles skyline. Mia thought for a city teeming with millions of residents, Los Angeles hadn’t fully relinquished the beauty that initially attracted settlers years ago, a fact that drew almost as much awe from her as the picturesque setting itself.

      Bonhoeffer, Mia’s Yorkshire Terrier, barked at her through the cracked window before gaining her attention.

      “Are you ready to get to the dog park?” Mia asked Bonhoeffer as she walked back toward her car.

      Bonhoeffer jumped down from his perch in the backseat and scrambled back and forth.

      “I think someone’s excited,” Mia said as she opened the door and eased behind the wheel.

      Bonhoeffer yipped, dashing around in circles as if she understood every word Mia said.

      “Just be patient. We’ll be at the dog park before you know it.”

      Mia zipped back onto Mulholland Drive and continued to descend along the twisty roadway until she reached the Laurel Canyon Dog Park. After Mia parked, she positioned herself directly in front of the door before unlatching the handle. If Bonhoeffer made a run for it, she’d never catch him—and it seemed like he knew it too.

      He put his paws on the arm rest along the side of the door and barked.

      “Listen, Bon. Today is not the day to go racing—”

      Mia couldn’t even finish her sentence before the small crack she’d made in opening the door was split wide open as the Yorkie made a mad dash for the exit. He squirmed through Mia’s waiting arms and then hit the ground in full stride. He kicked up dirt as his paws swept across the ground, barely touching it as he barreled toward the park entrance.

      Bonhoeffer knew exactly where the gate was as this was a near daily routine. And almost every time, Mia swore she wouldn’t let Bonhoeffer escape, yet he always managed to outsmart her one way or another.

      “I swear, Bon, one day you’re going to meet your match at the gate,” she said, scolding him as she hustled after him. “There’s going to be a dog here who isn’t so kind and you’re going to regret not sticking with me.”

      Bonhoeffer, tongue panting and tail wagging, turned to look in the direction of Mia’s voice.

      “That’s right,” she said. “I know you can hear me.”

      The dog looked away, instead lunging toward the gate and demonstrating not an ounce of contrition.

      “Now you’re ignoring me,” she said. “If you start listening to me now, one day you’ll thank me. If not, you’re going to regret it.”

      Bonhoeffer tilted his head back and unleashed a flurry of yelps, nervously twitching as he waited for Mia to open the gate and allow him access to his favorite play area. Once she unlatched the gate, Bonhoeffer wormed his way through the opening and hit full stride within a couple of seconds.

      Mia’s scowl gave way to a smile as Bonhoeffer raced up to another Yorkie, running circles around it before the two dashed off together to play in a corner of the park. A man wearing a baseball cap and glasses approached Mia. He stopped and stood next to her, hands on his hips as he surveyed the fenced in area nearly devoid of any grass that belonged to the dogs.

      “Which one’s yours?” he asked.

      She smiled and nodded toward the far corner of the park. “The hyperactive Yorkie over there by the fence.”

      “Name?”

      “Bonhoeffer.”

      “Interesting,” he said, his gaze still trained on the animals barking and yapping and nipping at each other in the center of the park.

      “You a fan of Bonhoeffer?”

      “The theologian or your dog?”

      She shrugged. “Either one.”

      “Well, I haven’t watched your dog enough to determine if he merits my fandom yet, but if he’s anything like the theologian, I’m sure we’ll get along just famously.”

      The man held his hand out.

      “Chet Daniels,” he said.

      “Maggie Holbrook,” she said, giving him her favorite alias.

      “Maggie—now that’s a very beautiful name,” he said as he drew close enough to her that his shoulder grazed hers.

      Mia forced a smile, a sudden uneasiness washing over her. Most of the other owners were either engaged in text conversations. Mia took a side step, edging away from the man.

      “I’m sorry,” Daniels said. “I wasn’t trying to make you feel uncomfortable. I was just trying to be polite.”

      Mia continued shuffling until the message she wanted to send was clear.

      But Chet persisted, edging closer.

      “So, how long have you had Bonhoeffer?” he asked.

      Moments later, Special Agent Gabel nuzzled against a Bichon Frisé as he strode over to Mia.

      “Is this man bothering you?” Gabel asked.

      Chet turned toward Gabel and laughed. “Dude, you think I’m going to be frightened off by any man snuggling with a little dog like that? My German Shepherd eats dogs like yours for breakfast.”

      “Is that so?” Gabel asked. “Maybe someone should’ve told you that dogs need a balanced diet, one that’s not found in cannibalization of their own.”

      “Would you just scram?” Chet said. “Maggie and I here were just having a polite conversation until you stormed over here like you own her or something.”

      “She told you her name is Maggie?” Gabel said before breaking into a soft chuckle. “That’s not her real name, which means it’s quite obvious that she’s not interested in you.”

      “Or maybe she told you the wrong name, dimwit. Now, if you’ll excuse us, Maggie and I would like to get back to our conversation while you can talk about your feelings with Fifi there.”

      “Some people just don’t know how to take a hint,” Gabel said before he drew back and punched Chet in his gut. As he doubled over and grabbed his midsection, Gabel handed his dog to Mia and then attacked the man some more. Uppercuts followed by body blows. Chet recoiled and took aim, only to have Gabel duck and dodge. Then Gabel pounced on Chet, slamming his head into the dirt and punching him repeatedly in the face.

      A curious crowd had barely started to form and walk over to them before the fighting ended. Chet slinked off, whistling and calling for his dog Sly to join him as he staggered toward the gate. He glanced over his shoulder and glared at Gabel.

      The performance from the FBI agent impressed Mia. Since Gabel served in the bureau, she knew he had to possess some formidable fighting skills. But he seemed more than adept at handling any one-on-one situations. At first, she considered it a plus. But the more she considered that fact, the more uneasy she grew about it.

      Mia cocked her head and looked at the Bichon Frisé resting pleasantly in her arms.

      “Do you bring—”

      There was a slight pause.

      “Roosevelt,” he said.

      “Do you bring Roosevelt along on any of your missions?”

      “Not if I can help it,” Gabel asked. “He’s a rather needy dog, which is redundant if you know anything about Bichons.”

      “My grandmother had one,” Mia said. “And based on my experience with them, I tend to agree with your assessment. Mix a needy dog with a grandfather who loathed taking them outside for potty breaks—and you’ve got yourself a powder keg.”

      “Really?” Gabel asked.

      Mia nodded resolutely. “My grandmother waited until she and my grandfather had been married fifty-five years before she went out one day and bought herself a dog, much to the chagrin of my grandfather. Six months later, they went through a nasty divorce.”

      “All over a dog?” he asked.

      She nodded. “But not just any dog,” Mia corrected. “Her dog.”

      “Sounds awful.”

      “It was,” Mia said. “So, I’m just going to take a random guess that you don’t come out here all that much.”

      “Would you believe me if I told you I did?” he asked.

      Mia shook her head. “Not a chance.”

      “In that case, I guess there’s no harm keeping our relationship completely honest.”

      “How refreshing,” she said.

      “Look, I think we got off on the wrong foot the other day,” Gabel said. “I didn’t intend to come across as threatening. I just wanted to let you know what was happening, out of courtesy, of course.”

      “If you wanted to be courteous, you could’ve made sure my paperwork got lost.”

      Gabel scratched behind Roosevelt’s ears. “Believe it or not, that’s quite difficult to do at the bureau.”

      “I don’t believe it,” she said flatly, her gaze still on Bonhoeffer.

      “Regardless, I think there might be a way we can help each other out.”

      “Help each other out?” she asked. “I’m not sure I like the sound of this.”

      Gabel sighed and jammed his hands into his pockets.

      “What do you really want?” she asked.

      “I’ve got a job for you,” he said.

      “No thanks. I already have a job.”

      Gabel chuckled. “No, no, no. Not like that. It’s more of an assignment, a mission, if you will.”

      “And if I do this assignment for you, what’s in it for me?”

      “I’ll do the hard work of making sure that your paperwork is permanently lost.”

      She eyed him carefully. “I’m listening.”

      Gabel reached into his coat pocket and produced an envelope before handing it to her.

      “All the details are in there,” he said. “And I think for someone with your skill level, this shouldn’t be too difficult for you.”

      “Then why not hire someone else who could do this job?”

      “I didn’t say it wouldn’t be difficult,” he said. “I just said it shouldn’t be too difficult for you.”

      Mia stared down at the envelope before pocketing it.

      “I’ll take a look at it later,” she said.

      “Call me and let me know what you think. And then maybe I can give you a better status report on your paperwork.”

      Mia turned her focus back toward the dog park, scanning the area for Bonhoeffer, who was circling a growling golden retriever.

      “I’ll be in touch,” she said as she went to retrieve him.

      After saving Bonhoeffer from a clash that wouldn’t have ended well for him, Mia led him back to her car and put him inside before opening the envelope. She unfolded the piece of paper inside and scanned the assignment.

      When she read the name and glanced at the attached picture, she swallowed hard.

      Gabel wants me to do what? Not a chance in hell.
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      RUSSIA-KAZAKHSTAN BORDER

      Hawk palmed the handgun tucked underneath the front seat and clicked off the safety. As soon as he did, Alex gently placed her hand on top of his arm. She gave him a little squeeze.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” she asked in a hushed tone.

      “You got a better one?” he whispered back.

      She smiled. “As a matter of fact, I do.”

      “Care to share it with me?”

      Alex plunged her hand into her pocket and retrieved a stack of cash.

      “Where the hell did you get all that money?”

      “I read Huckleberry Finn,” she said. “That book taught me that the best people to rob are dead ones.”

      “Unless Tom Sawyer’s lurking around the corner.”

      “You tell no lies, though Tom never got his hands on a wad of cash like this.”

      Hawk held out his hand and Alex slapped the money into it. He raised an eyebrow as he looked at the stack.

      “U.S. dollars?” he asked.

      “They’re good everywhere in the world,” she said. “And easier to launder over here.”

      He divided the bills in half and waited until one of the guards strode up to the driver side window.

      “We’re going to need to thoroughly search your vehicle,” the man said in Russian.

      “I don’t think so,” Hawk replied.

      The guard sneered.

      “If I tell you to get out of the truck, you better get out of the truck.”

      Hawk eased his hand out of the window and discreetly gave half of the money to the guard.

      “Like I said, I don’t think so.”

      The guard frowned.

      “But there’s two of us,” he said.

      Hawk handed the man the other half.

      “For your comrade—or for you to keep. It’s your decision.”

      The guard stroked his chin with one hand as he took the cash with the other. He glanced at the truck, studying it for a moment before signaling for the other guard to raise the gate. Meanwhile, the guard stamped Hawk and Alex’s fake passports then waved them through.

      Hawk shifted into drive and rumbled through the gate, glancing in his rearview mirror in time to see the guard pocket the second stack of cash.

      “Figures,” Hawk said.

      “Is it clear to get up?” Litvinov asked.

      Alex chuckled. “Of course, General. We just wanted to test your stamina first.”

      The general grumbled, muttering several Russian words that would make even the saltiest mamochka blush.
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        * * *

      

      AN HOUR LATER, a private plane took off from the quiet airfield on the outskirts of Korosteli, Kazakhstan and headed straight toward Washington. Hawk leaned back in his seat, relaxed for the first time since the operation to extract Litvinov began. As Alex reclined, she leaned over and put her head on Hawk’s chest before closing her eyes.

      Litvinov sat facing them while nursing a glass of vodka, sitting in silence for about five minutes before he spoke.

      “Is this normal behavior for American operatives?” he asked, glancing at Alex.

      Hawk smiled and shook his head. “It shouldn’t be, unless, of course, you’re married like we are.”

      “Oh,” Litvinov said, his eyes widening, “I was beginning to wonder.”

      Alex sat upright and opened her eyes.

      “Welcome back,” Litvinov said. “I heard American agents can operate on a minimal amount of sleep per day. Maybe it’s even less than I thought.”

      “I need a full day’s worth of sleep to catch up on my rest,” she said. “I’ll need every ounce of energy I have when I get home and start taking care of John Daniel.”

      “Your son?” Litvinov asked.

      Alex nodded. “He’s quite a handful.”

      “How old?”

      “Seven.”

      Litvinov grinned. “He’s the same age as my daughter, Tatiana.”

      “You have a seven-year-old?” Hawk asked, a bit surprised. He’d read the file on the Russian general and knew that he had a family who’d gone on vacation before U.S. agents escorted them to Washington, but Hawk had glossed over the children’s ages.

      “I know I’m a little old to have such a young child,” Litvinov said. “Most men in their sixties are thinking about retirement, finding a nice home on the shore of a lake or beach. But not me. I still have plenty of years of raising a child ahead of me. Fortunately, my wife Natasha is still full of energy.”

      “I read your file,” Hawk said. “Must’ve been tough to be widowed when you were.”

      Litvinov shrugged and took a long pull on his glass of vodka.

      “It was extremely difficult. Trying to raising two teenage daughters on my own while also working for a top position within the Russian military. Fortunately, that’s when I found Natasha. She was twenty-five and I was fifty, but it didn’t matter. We were in love—still are, actually.”

      “How did she feel about leaving her homeland?” Alex asked.

      “I don’t think she cared that much. As long as she has Kira and Sasha with her, she will be happy.”

      “And you?” Alex asked. “Will you be happy?”

      Litvinov grunted. “Happiness is overrated. But I will be alive. And right now, that is all that matters. I want to see Kira and Sasha grow up—and grow up in a place that doesn’t intend to make war with its enemies.”

      “And your other daughters?”

      “They’re all grown up now and have little interest in doing anything but partying at clubs in Moscow. It’s not what a father dreams of when he thinks about the life his children will have. But they’re adults now and haven’t visited me in almost five years now.”

      Hawk shifted in his seat and then stroked Alex’s hair.

      “There are no guarantees in the United States either,” he said. “We have crooked politicians with big ambitions, too. And some of them wouldn’t be opposed to going to war either.”

      “Your politicians want to go to war for money. And when the money runs out, so does their thirst for war. But in Russia, it’s not that way. Many of our military leaders want to go to war because they want to go to war. It’s depressing to think about—just like so many other things in Russia.”

      “One thing that’s not so depressing is your willingness to help us prevent any looming military attacks. No matter what happens in the future, at least the information you promise to provide to our government will stop the Russian military from attacking us and others.”

      “I hope so,” Litvinov said. “And I know you are both tired, but can we do it now? I’d like to tell you everything before I forget.”

      Hawk nodded. “I don’t see why not.”

      He eased Alex upright before he unbuckled from his seat and stood, directing the Russian general to the plane’s galley. They gathered around a small table used for meals. Hawk sat on one side and invited Litvinov to the side opposite of him. Alex joined them, sitting next to Hawk, who quickly set up a tripod and used a recording device to capture the conversation.

      Once Hawk was ready, he signaled to Litvinov. With his hands clasped together on the table in front of him next to his glass of vodka, Litvinov began.

      “My name is General Aleksandr Litvinov—and I am here to tell you about an impending attack on the United States from my country, one that’s designed to invoke the Keystone Protocol.”

      Hawk raised an eyebrow. Hardly anyone knew the name of the program designed to protect certain government leaders in the event of an imminent military attack on U.S. soil, let alone the details of it. But Litvinov did—and likely so did dozens of other high-ranking Russian officials.

      Over the next hour, Litvinov explained the Kremlin’s plans for creating such a situation and how they would leverage it to eliminate the U.S. president. The revelation chilled Hawk. Even more disturbing was the way Litvinov talked about the Keystone Protocol. This wasn’t some secret memo he found squirreled away on another general’s desk—this was an action plan that could’ve been implemented at a moment’s notice. Hawk knew the minute Pentagon officials viewed Litvinov’s disclosure, they would draw up a new plan. Yet Hawk wondered if they would have enough time now. Would Russian military leaders suspect that Litvinov’s disappearance would result in an exposure detailing a long-awaited attack? Hawk could only hope not.

      Litvinov detailed how Russia had placed a nuclear sub in the Atlantic, patrolling off the Eastern Seaboard of the United States. It was equipped to fire two nuclear missiles at two major U.S. cities. That would be the event that would set the plan into action.

      “So, is the nuclear sub off the coast just to initiate the Keystone Protocol?” Hawk asked.

      Litvinov shook his head.

      “Killing millions of Americans and decimating two of your cities is a byproduct of the plan. There are some generals who are just as thrilled about that as they are enacting the Keystone Protocol.”

      He glanced at Alex as Litvinov concluded talking.

      “Thank you, General,” Hawk said, returning his focus to the Russian. “This information will go a long way in endearing you to Pentagon brass. You likely saved the president’s life.”

      “When will they receive that footage?” Litvinov asked.

      “As soon as we land, I’ll send it to the people who need to see it,” Hawk said.

      “You can’t send it any sooner?”

      Hawk furrowed his brow. “Do we need to?”

      Litvinov shook his head subtly. “I don’t know. But I do know that something was planned very soon. I’m afraid I’m not privy to just how soon.”

      “I’ll try to give them a heads up now,” Hawk said.

      Alex glanced at her phone as it started buzzing. She stood up and looked at Hawk.

      “It’s John Daniel,” she said in a hushed tone, a faint smile spreading across her lips.

      Hawk nodded knowingly and watched her ease to the front of the cabin for some privacy. Then he pulled out his phone and dialed Morgan May’s number. When she didn’t answer, he hung up and dialed Director Besserman’s number. He didn’t answer either.

      Before Hawk could determine what to do next, he noticed Litvinov on his phone. Hawk grabbed the Russian general’s wrist and gave it a firm squeeze.

      “What are you doing?” Hawk said.

      “I’m—I’m calling my family,” Litvinov said.

      “No phones,” Hawk said. “That was one of the conditions of our extraction for you and your family. Do you know how easy it is to be tracked on one of these things?”

      “Perhaps, but not at thirty-thousand feet.”

      “Trust me. You can be tracked at any altitude,” Hawk said.

      He snatched the phone from Litvinov and removed the SIM card. Then he took out the battery.

      “Let’s just hope they weren’t trying to track you,” Hawk said. “You just might have endangered all our lives.”

      Litvinov put his head down, burying it in his hands. “I’m sorry. If I would’ve known, I wouldn’t have done this.”

      Hawk’s scowl felt permanent to him as he held a steely gaze, lines still etched firmly in his forehead, some out of bewilderment, others out of anger.

      “It won’t happen again,” Litvinov said in a measured tone.

      Hawk pocketed the SIM card and battery before handing the rest of the phone back to the Russian general.

      “You must be more careful, General,” Hawk said. “This isn’t a game.”

    

  







            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    




      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      Morgan took a long pull from her coffee cup as she studied the documents stuffed inside the manila folder resting on her steering wheel. Dvorak’s Symphony No. 9 played softly over her car’s speakers as she formulated her approach to obtain the information she needed from the conversation between Senator Nelson and Yuri Mulkovic. While Morgan had witnessed an exchange, she needed details. She’d been in the espionage business long enough to know that mere observation wasn’t enough to earn the designation of actionable intelligence, which was what Besserman needed to plug national security leaks.

      She glanced around the area before easing out of her car. F Street, which had been bustling with activity the evening before as the Washington Wizards basketball team hosted Boston, was relatively quiet. Paper food wrappers and an empty beer can tumbled along the sidewalk as she strode up to the building that housed Benson’s Liquor Bar. Despite the business hours displayed on the door indicating that opening was still a few hours away, Morgan tugged on the handle. It didn’t budge. She pressed her face against the window and noticed a man wiping down the bar. Morgan tapped on the window, garnering the man’s attention. He tossed the bar towel over his shoulder, sighed, and then shuffled over to the door.

      “We’re not open,” he said, gesturing toward the hours painted on the glass.

      “I know,” Morgan said, “but I need to speak with you.”

      The man rolled his eyes. “Come back later.”

      Morgan pressed an FBI badge against the window and cocked her head to one side, giving the man a stern look.

      “What’s this about?” he asked.

      “Just open the door and I’ll tell you all about it,” Morgan said.

      The man paused for a moment before unlocking the door and inviting Morgan inside.

      “Ma’am, I’m not sure what this is all about, but I’m really busy and—”

      “Yeah, this place is really hopping,” Morgan said as she glanced around.

      “There’s more to managing a bar than serving drinks,” he said. “Can you please keep this short?”

      “That depends on you.”

      The man ran his towel across a table to his left and then gestured for Morgan to sit down.

      “I was here two nights ago and witnessed a conversation between two people,” she said.

      “It’s a bar, ma’am. That’s just about what everyone does here.”

      Morgan ignored the man’s comment and continued. “This wasn’t just any conversation. And I need to review your security camera footage from that night.”

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t let you do that,” he said. “We have a strict policy about that, for obvious reasons as I’m sure you understand.”

      “And I’m sure you understand that I’m not asking you for access to that footage without good reason.”

      “Sorry, but if you want to see anything, I’m going to need to see a court-issued warrant.”

      Morgan re-opened her file and glanced at the picture and then at the man across the table. The document detailed the criminal history of the man in front of her, Chris Ackerman. She spun it around and pushed it across the table.

      “This you?” she asked.

      Ackerman scanned the page before looking up at Morgan.

      “What’s this all about?” he asked with a scowl.

      “I’m just wondering if your boss knows he’s hired a felon,” Morgan said. “I mean, it was a long time ago, but—”

      “You’re right. It was a long time ago. And I’ve kept my nose clean since then.”

      “Then I’m sure it wouldn’t be a big deal if he found out one of your convictions was for drugging a customer while working at a bar in rural West Virginia.”

      “Look, ma’am, I don’t know what you’re trying to do here, but that was a long time ago and I’m just trying to live a good life.”

      “And I’m just trying to get some information,” she said. “Now, if you want to make my job more difficult and make me get a warrant, that’s fine. But that’s a two-way street. I can make your life very difficult. Is that what you want?”

      “No, but—”

      “Good,” Morgan said. “Besides, I’m not asking you to break any laws. I’m just trying to do my job as efficiently as possible, and if I can’t look at that footage right away, people’s lives could be in danger. You don’t want that, do you?”

      The man sighed and looked up at the ceiling.

      “Fine,” he said as his eyes met Morgan’s. “Come with me.”

      Morgan followed Ackerman, who put his shoulder into a swinging door and pushed his way into a storage room. They wound their way down a cramped hallway, narrowed by cases of liquor and empty kegs stacked against both sides. He fumbled for his keys as he stopped outside a door. Once he unlocked it, he motioned for her to enter. He sat down at his desk and hammered away on his keyboard. A few seconds later, a digital folder opened up with a list of files.

      “Do you know what time you’re looking for?” he asked.

      “Somewhere between nine and ten,” she said.

      He hovered the mouse over a file and clicked. A window popped up with four different views of the bar. He showed her how to speed up or slow down the footage then yielded his seat.

      Morgan thanked the man, who muttered something before exiting the room. She scooted closer to the monitor as she doubled the speed and watched. After a few minutes, she noticed herself enter the bar and sit down. She studied herself for a couple of minutes, if anything to check her craft techniques. Satisfied that her actions wouldn’t raise an eyebrow, even if someone was scrutinizing her every move, she turned her attention to the rest of the room.

      As the footage rolled, she saw Yuri Mulkovic enter the bar. He scanned the room before striding toward a table—and then he disappeared from view.

      Morgan furrowed her brow as she searched the other camera views for Mulkovic.

      Nothing.

      Where did you go?

      She sped ahead to the moment when Senator Nelson entered the bar. And then she too disappeared.

      Ackerman poked his head in the room.

      “Find everything you were looking for?” he asked.

      Morgan glanced at him and set her jaw.

      “Is this every available angle?” she asked.

      He nodded. “We have four cameras, which gives us full coverage of the bar.”

      Morgan wagged her finger.

      “It’s not as full as you think,” she said before pointing at the screen. “Look here.”

      She returned to the point in the footage when Mulkovic entered the room.

      “Watch this gentleman come into the picture here—and then poof. He’s gone.”

      Ackerman shrugged. “Maybe it’s a glitch and stopped recording for a few seconds.”

      “Is that normal?”

      “I don’t know. I only check the footage if there’s a fight. And we rarely have those around here. Our clientele is a little more sophisticated than most bars.”

      Morgan moved ahead in the footage.

      “Well, that doesn’t explain how this woman also disappears,” she said.

      “It’s probably something weird with the cameras.”

      “Or maybe you have a blind spot,” Morgan said.

      She sped ahead to the point where Nelson and Mulkovic both reappeared in the footage before leaving a few minutes apart.

      “Explain that,” Morgan said.

      “Could just be an anomaly.”

      “Or maybe you have a designated blind spot so some strange activity can take place here. Now, are you sure there isn’t another camera that provides footage of this area?”

      The man shook his head.

      “I’m sorry, but that’s all I’ve got. If you want to get a court order to review it more in-depth with a team of digital forensic analysts, I’m sure the owner won’t object. But you’d only be wasting your time. This is all we’ve got.”

      Morgan sighed and rubbed her face with both hands. Then she slapped the desktop.

      “Then I guess I’m done here,” she said before standing. “Thanks for not making this any more difficult on me than it had to be.”

      Ackerman muttered something under his breath.

      Morgan understood his frustration. She would’ve preferred to have taken a different tack with him, but he forced her hand. If Nelson was as connected as Morgan believed her to be, navigating all the red tape would’ve resulted in nothing, if anything had been there on those security cameras. But now Morgan’s investigation had been reset again without any other actionable intelligence to move on. Despite her best efforts, she knew that Besserman wouldn’t be happy with the results. Someone was still out there leaking national security secrets with impunity—at least for the moment.

      She stopped and eyed him carefully for a moment.

      “One more thing,” she began. “Who else was working the bar that night? I remember there being another guy popping in and out helping make drinks, but I don’t recall his name.”

      “That would’ve been Ricky Lyles,” Ackerman said. “He sometimes does double duty tending bar and waiting tables when we have a no-show on our staff.”

      “Got an address for him?”

      Ackerman shook his head. “Can’t give out that information either without a court order. But you seem to be connected well enough to find him on your own. And he should be at home tomorrow since the bar’s closed on Mondays.”

      Morgan sighed as she collected her files and exited the bar. Upon reaching her car, she tossed all the documents onto the passenger seat and pressed the ignition button. Before she put the car in drive, her phone rang with a call from an unknown number. She answered it anyway, bracing for a robocall either soliciting her to purchase a repair warranty for her car or inviting her to participate in a political survey.

      “Miss May,” said a man with a thick Russian accent, “I thought we had an understanding.”

      “Who is this?” Morgan asked.

      “You were warned to stay away,” the man said. “You won’t be warned again.”

      The line went dead.

      What the hell?

      Morgan was going to wait to tell Besserman about her failed mission but decided to let him know immediately after receiving yet another threat. While she didn’t appreciate the threat, she knew it would soften Besserman’s disappointment over not finding anything, other than a significant gap in the bar’s security camera coverage, something she thought was more of a feature than a bug.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “But I’m pissed. Whoever we’re dealing with is very well connected. I mean, not five minutes after I walk out of the bar, someone calls me and threatens me.”

      “I can see if one of my people can trace who called you,” he said.

      “That’d be nice, but I doubt you’ll be able to track it anywhere,” she said. “We’re not dealing with amateurs here.”

      “I know, but let’s do our due diligence,” he said. “It can’t hurt.”

      “But it won’t help,” she said.

      Then she paused as she had an idea.

      “I’m not completely done yet,” she said. “There’s one more angle I want to pursue with this.”

      “Be careful, Morgan.”

      She chuckled. “You’re starting to sound like my uncle.”

      “I told him to be careful all the time, too.”

      “And how’d that work out?”

      He laughed. “Let’s just say it made me feel better, even if it didn’t change anything.”

      “Exactly,” she said. “I’ll be in touch.”

      Morgan felt a smile creep across her lips as she hung up. She shouldn’t have been so optimistic after experiencing another setback. But she wasn’t about to give up. The threats only made her more determined.

      I’m definitely coming for you now.
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      LOS ANGELES

      Mia crouched low and cinched her laces on her running shoes before inserting her earbuds and going for a run. She needed to clear her head and consider how to deal with the threat looming over her. Grant Phelps was one of the most skilled hackers she knew. But when it came to his ethics, he considered himself amoral. Black hat, white hat, gray hat, purple hat—the only color that mattered to Phelps was that of the money. And it had served him so well that he’d managed to construct a legitimate business out of all the funds he’d amassed, providing him with a solid tax shelter through which to protect his earnings. But now it appeared that his commitment to accepting any substantial paying job had made him the target of an FBI investigation.

      Or had it?

      Mia wasn’t confident that Gabel was trustworthy. She knew there were plenty of other competent hackers. However, she couldn’t deny that her relationship with Phelps had to be a key factor in why she’d been singled out. And she understood why. Putting herself in the same situation, Mia figured she would’ve taken a similar approach, hiring someone with a prior relationship to Phelps. Such a person provided more ways to hack him, a task that wouldn’t be easy for even those with elite skills.

      Before she did anything, she needed to find out if he was involved in something that would’ve drawn the ire of the FBI. Nothing would surprise her, but she needed to make sure first—and the only way to do that was to ask him.

      Mia stretched and then cranked up a playlist packed with her favorite German pop band, No Angels. She pumped her arms as she raced along the sidewalk, the L.A. skyline tinted yellow by the thick layer of smog hovering overhead. An electric city bus sped past her, packed with passengers holding thousand-yard stares as they sat in silence. Mia was grateful that she hadn’t fallen into such a listless existence. She had many things to be thankful for. But her situation with Gabel and the FBI wasn’t one of them.

      Sweat beaded across her brow before streaking down her face. With each passing block, she increased her pace until she reached her goal of five-and-a-half-minute miles. Twenty minutes later, she rounded the corner in front of her apartment, lungs burning, legs on fire, endorphins coursing through her body.

      She stifled a smile. In a half-hour, she’d managed to get in a vigorous workout and plot a way to navigate the situation she’d found herself in.

      Perfect way to start the day.

      After showering, she got dressed and then dug her burner phone out of her desk drawer. Then she went for another walk. Working for a secret U.S. black ops outfit had taught her that someone somewhere could always be listening. And she wasn’t about to take any chances with the call she needed to make.

      As she strolled along the same path she’d just raced past, she veered into a nearby park lined with palm trees and packed with moms and nannies alike watching young boys and girls squeal with delight as they climbed over a sprawling playground set. For a fleeting moment, she wondered if she’d ever join their ranks. Then she dialed a number she’d committed to memory belonging to one of the world’s most notorious hackers.

      Phelps answered immediately.

      “Grant,” she said, “this is Mia Becker.”

      “Schatzi,” he said in his smooth voice, “I was beginning to wonder if you were still alive.”

      She hated it when he called her by his little pet nickname he’d given her.

      “They haven’t killed me yet.”

      “They?” he asked. “Is someone after you?”

      “Not exactly, but I didn’t call to talk about who might be after me. I called to talk about who might be after you.”

      “That’s an extensive list,” he said with a chuckle. “But so far, I’ve managed to remain out of sight.”

      “You come by your handle honestly.”

      “Given the number of people who want to exact some measure of revenge on me, I think I’d rather be something like ‘The Ghost’ than ‘Vapor-14’.”

      “Vapor-14 fits your personality better,” she said. “Still hard to see but with a little bit of personality.”

      “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were flirting with me, Mia.”

      In the hacker community, which was teeming with young men who didn’t live in buildings with windows—or mirrors—the lack of attention to personal appearance showed. Phelps’ signature look consisted of horn-ribbed glasses and disheveled brown hair, the totality of fashion sense seemingly hardwired into male hackers the world over. If Phelps even bothered to comb his hair, she might have considered him moderately attractive. But he still would’ve been far out of her league in the looks department.

      “You do know better,” she said. “I don’t know how many times you’ve asked me out—three or four times—and—”

      “Eleven, actually,” he interrupted. “I’ve asked you out eleven times and I’ve been denied eleven times, twelve if you’re counting this pre-rejection that you seem to be issuing before I even officially asked again, though I promised I wouldn’t ask you out again.”

      “You know I still love you, Grant—which is actually why I’m reaching out.”

      “What did I do now?”

      “To be honest, I was hoping you could tell me,” she said. “I just know that you’re on the FBI’s radar—and they’re trying to use me to get to you.”

      “And you thought it would be a good idea to call me?” he said tersely. “I’m going to get up in ten seconds if you don’t have a good explanation.”

      “Don’t worry. I followed protocol. You know I’m reaching out to you on my burner—and I’m not in my house or anywhere that the feds can listen in on this call.”

      “Don’t be naive, Mia. If they want to listen to what we’re saying, they can.”

      “I know you’ve got a lot to answer for, but don’t be so paranoid,” she said. “But there’s more to the story.”

      “Then let’s meet to discuss this in person,” he said. “I’m in Vegas now and will be here for a few days on a job. It won’t take me long to finish it, so I’m building a little downtime into my trip.”

      “Okay,” she said. “I’ll get on a flight this evening. But before I make the effort to see you, I just need to know one thing.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Did you really do it?” she asked.

      “Really do what?”

      “Don’t tell me you don’t know why the FBI is after you.”

      “I’d run through several reams of paper if I printed out all the things it could possibly be.”

      “And there isn’t one that just stands out?” she asked.

      “Not off the top of my head.”

      “Okay, then we’ll have to talk about this in person. But I must admit that it’s got me questioning everything about you.”

      Phelps sighed. “Well, I hope that I can clear it all up for you.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      “I’ll be in touch,” he said before ending the call.

      Mia pocketed her phone before returning to her apartment and packing a carry-on bag for a short trip.
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        * * *

      

      LATER THAT AFTERNOON, she drove to LAX, navigating the airport’s maze of construction detours amidst a sea of passengers hustling to make their connecting flights. She wore a wide-brimmed sunhat and oversized sunglasses, accessories that would make her stand out anywhere but in Los Angeles. Hiding one’s fame was almost as popular as flaunting it in the city of angels. If you did neither, everyone knew you were a commoner—and Mia needed to blend in with a different sort of crowd if she wanted to remain incognito.

      As she wove her way toward the security checkpoint, she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching her. Several times, she pretended to check her lipstick with her phone’s forward-facing camera, using it instead to check for anyone paying too close attention to her.

      There was that one man behind her.

      Probably just a regular dude checking me out.

      Ever since she started hacking government entities and computer systems of hardened organized crime syndicates—something she had a difficult time telling apart most days—paranoia was a necessary evil of the job. Someone somewhere could be plotting their revenge for what she’d done. It’s why her brother had insisted on him being the front man of their two-person operation. She hadn’t objected either, though she always felt a twinge of guilt when she thought about the fact that she’d never see him again due to this arrangement. She usually dismissed her hunches as paranoia, but this time, she couldn’t shake it.

      Or is that dude keeping an eye on me?

      As she studied the prospective spies lurking in the shadows behind her, she wasn’t quite sure who it was. She just knew the general feeling wouldn’t go away.

      Mia refreshed her lipstick several times, double checking her artistry in her phone’s camera. Once she made it through security, she gathered her carry-on and then strode toward the gate.

      As she walked, she considered what she’d done to put herself in the situation she was in.

      It wasn’t that bad, was it?

      Mia strove to live what she considered to be a morally good life, working hard to stay between the guardrails she’d established both personally and professionally. She’d ventured close to the edge on more than one occasion but never went careening over it, at least according to her own moral code.

      Maybe not everyone agrees with me.

      Mia pondered just how she’d stumbled into this predicament, the kind of decision she might not live long enough to truly regret. If she did what was asked of her, the FBI still might have her shipped away. Or they could just kill her.

      That thought sent a shiver down her spine—and it made her take a quick peek over her shoulder to see if any of the potential lurkers were still tailing her. Then she swore softly to herself.

      One of the men looked away when she turned around. She needed to do something quickly.

      She scanned the travelers ahead for a potential escape. About fifty feet in front of her, she noticed a woman wearing a puffy black North Face vest, nearly identical to the one she was wearing. As they rounded a corner, she hustled up next to the woman and held out a hundred-dollar bill.

      “This is yours if you wouldn’t mind wearing this hat until you get to your gate,” Mia said.

      “You don’t have to ask twice,” the woman said as she snatched the money and the hat.

      Then Mia handed over her glasses too. She thanked the woman before darting into the restroom.

      A few moments later, she poked her head around the edge of the entrance and watched with delight as she saw the man trailing the other woman. But Mia wasn’t about to get on that plane. Instead, she exited the terminal and waited until she was in the safety of her car before sending a text to Phelps.

      
        
          
            
              
        Decided not to fly … driving instead … talk to you when I get there

      

      

      

      

      

      She pulled out of LAX and turned onto the 105 for the four-hour drive. It’d give her plenty of time to think about what she’d done, something she wasn’t looking forward to. If anything, Mia would’ve preferred to ponder other things—weighty ideas, things she’d heard on her favorite podcast that challenged her worldview. But instead, she was going on a solo road trip under the cloud of guilt.

      I don’t really deserve this … do I?

      Mia spent the next four hours debating whether she should simply do penance for her transgressions against the U.S. government—even though she was unclear about what it was—and move past it.

      And by the time she arrived in Vegas, she decided there had to be another way out of her predicament—she just wasn’t sure how … yet.

    

  







            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    




      LANGLEY, VIRGINIA

      Hawk and Alex peered through the tinted glass at General Litvinov seated in the interrogation room, feet crossed at the ankles, fingers clutching a cigar. The Russian took a long drag before opening his mouth to release a ring of smoke. His eyes twinkled as he watched the ring drift across the room before dissipating, almost as if he’d just succeeded for the first time.

      Besserman opened the door. “Don’t be so mesmerized by that parlor trick.”

      His voice snapped Hawk and Alex back from their quiet observation.

      Hawk turned and looked at the CIA director.

      “Can you blow a ring of cigar smoke like that?” Hawk asked.

      “I’ve never been so bored that I’ve wanted to learn,” Besserman said. “Then again, I’ve never been stationed in the hinterlands of Russia on a base so isolated you can barely find it on the map.”

      A smile flickered on Hawk’s lips. He glanced at Alex, who was still entranced by Litvinov’s talents. The Russian had just unleashed another ring, and she was watching it spin toward the ceiling.

      “It’s all about how you hold your mouth,” Besserman said.

      “That’s what Blunt said was the secret to catching fish,” she said, eyes still transfixed on Litvinov’s diminishing creation.

      “Well, why don’t you pick your jaw up off the floor and catch me up to speed before I go in there and try to figure out if I made the right call in risking your necks to extract this guy,” Besserman said. “And I must admit from what I’ve read in your reports so far, I’m not impressed.”

      “Think he was just trying to land a nice retirement?” Hawk asked.

      Besserman shrugged. “Too early to tell.”

      “Based on our conversation on the plane ride back, Litvinov certainly didn’t seem like he was feeding us rehearsed lines,” Alex said, breaking her gaze on Litvinov for the first time since Besserman entered the room. “Everything he said came across as if he sincerely believed it and was truly wanting to help.”

      Hawk nodded in agreement. “If he’s lying, he needs to teach a master course in it. And I’m a natural cynic when it comes to these types of people.”

      “You’d never sell out your country for thirty pieces of silver, would you?” Besserman asked as he slapped Hawk on the shoulder.

      “Not my country,” Hawk said. “A crooked politician or a rogue commander? Now, that’d be a different story.”

      “We’re a stone’s throw away from their breeding grounds,” Besserman said. “At least it provides us with job security.”

      Hawk sneered and shook his head. “This is one job I wish I could work my way out of.”

      “And I wish there was world peace,” Besserman said. “But there are some things which are just never going to happen.”

      “Then let’s talk about what is happening,” Hawk said, nodding toward the other room. “You’ve got a Russian general in there who’s eager to talk. And we both believe he’s got some good intel, intel I might even classify as critical.”

      Besserman arched an eyebrow. “And you’re sure about that?”

      “How else would he know about the Keystone Protocol?” Alex asked.

      “The existence of that plan isn’t a secret,” Besserman said. “It might even be one of the worst kept secrets in Washington.”

      “But what about its exact plan?” Hawk asked. “Because the details he gave us were what sold me on him being an asset your agency could really exploit.”

      “I guess we’re about to find out,” Besserman said before he spun on his heels and exited the observation room.
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        * * *

      

      BESSERMAN TWISTED his wristwatch before checking the time as he stood outside the door to the interrogation room. He grabbed the handle and put his shoulder into the heavy door, giving it a little extra shove to open it. Inside, he found General Litvinov with a satisfying smile on his face as he’d just unleashed another ring of smoke. It drifted right into Besserman’s path. He closed his eyes and dodged Litvinov’s latest creation. Besserman had always despised the smell of cigarette smoke, mostly due to the fact that his father chain smoked every time they rode in the car together. But Besserman couldn’t deny he enjoyed the sweet tobacco aroma that accompanied thick cigar smoke—and the air of importance that usually accompanied it.

      “Impressive, General,” Besserman said as he eyed the ring of cigar smoke.

      Litvinov shrugged. “I’d much rather have a cigarette, but one was not available. What do you say here, ‘Beggars can’t be choosers?’ Besides, when you spend as much time as I have in the middle of nowhere preparing for a war that you knew would never arrive, you learn to pass the time any way you can. So, I picked up smoking. It’s a nasty habit, I know. But it does pass the time.”

      “Nasty habit or not,” Besserman said as he offered his hand, “I do appreciate your willingness to speak with us.”

      Litvinov took Besserman’s hand. “Your agents have been more than accommodating and nothing less than professional.”

      “I would expect nothing less.”

      As the two men settled into chairs opposite one another, Besserman dropped a file folder on the table situated between them.

      “I read the report on your debriefing—and I must admit that there are some bits of intel that I would consider eye openers,” Besserman said.

      “If your eyes aren’t wide open, you’re asleep—that’s what I always say,” Litvinov said. “Your enemy is always plotting and scheming, preparing all the pieces so it can strike when the opportunity arises.”

      “Or you can make your own opportunity, right?” Besserman asked.

      “That always seems to be an option, too. And one that my country is very familiar with.”

      “Would you say that’s what’s happening now?”

      “Most definitely. The Kremlin has eyes and ears everywhere, even within your own government. And you have no idea that Russian war planners are the ones pulling the strings, manipulating the board so that when the opportunity arises they will have everything in place to launch a strategic strike.”

      Besserman stroked his chin as he studied Litvinov. Every line on his face seemed to tell a story—a true story. With all of Besserman’s training, he couldn’t detect even the hint of a lie in Litvinov’s response. The CIA director had long since learned that despite the adage that the most obvious explanation is usually the right one, in the world of espionage, situations couldn’t always be distilled with such simplicity. Litvinov gave off an aura of truth, but Besserman wasn’t sure he trusted his training. What the general was doing was unprecedented, let alone what he was saying. A cabal inside the Kremlin usurping President Kazakov’s power? Besserman struggled to believe it could be true.

      Litvinov unleashed another ring as he blew toward the ceiling. Smoke swirled upward until it butted against the ceiling tiles and disappeared.

      “I sense your skepticism, director,” Litvinov said.

      Besserman shifted in his chair.

      “I must admit that it all sounds a bit fanciful, almost too made up. You’ll have to pardon me if I’m looking for the Trojan horse on this one.”

      “I understand, but do you think I would risk my life and the life of my family over something like this?” Litvinov asked. “I was a general in the Russian army with the world at my beck and call. I wouldn’t be doing this if I didn’t believe it was all true.”

      “But why?” Besserman asked, tilting his head to one side. “Why give it all up, even if you knew it was all about to happen? Why risk it all?”

      Litvinov sucked in a long breath through his cigar before expunging his smoke in a more traditional manner.

      “A few months ago I was putting my children to bed as I read them a bedtime story,” he said. “There was nothing special about it. Talking animals, magic, beautiful pictures. I kissed my daughter on the top of her forehead and realized moments like these would be few and far between if our world was embroiled in a battle for supremacy. I can’t let that happen—not just for my children, but for all the children everywhere.”

      “Your motives are altruistic?”

      Litvinov shrugged. “I wish I could say they were completely so, but I must be honest, director. Have you ever lived in my country during the winter months? I don’t think I could endure another harsh Russian winter—and neither could my wife.”

      Besserman nodded knowingly. He hated Washington winters more than the divisive politics that permeated the city like a thick haze. And he refused to dismiss Litvinov’s disdain for living in such a place. Extreme cold could turn a sane man into an irrational one.

      Besserman tapped the folder in front of him.

      “Would you mind going over with me what you told our two agents?” he asked. “I’d like to hear from you personally the extent of the Kremlin’s knowledge of the Keystone Protocol as well as the way Russia intends to invoke it.”

      “You mean the nuclear subs sitting right under your nose?”

      “Especially that,” Besserman said, tapping the table with his index finger.

      Litvinov extinguished his cigarette on the heel of his shoe and then leaned forward on the table.

      Over the next few minutes, Besserman’s eyes widened again as he listened to the Russian general give a near flawless recitation of the protocol’s precise directives—and how a nuclear sub was going to start it all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      AFTER BESSERMAN HEARD enough, he thanked Litvinov and informed him that someone would be along shortly to escort him to another room as part of the integration process. Besserman exited and then retreated to an empty office down the hall to call President Bullock.

      “This better be important,” Bullock said. “I was meeting with some advisors about how to handle the situation brewing between China and Taiwan.”

      “How about if you ignore what I’m about to say, in six weeks nobody will care about China or Taiwan.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Because you’ll be dead and the world will be at war.”

      Bullock grunted. “I’m listening.”

      Besserman recounted in painstaking detail how the Russian general knew every detail of the Keystone Protocol. The moment the Secret Service enacted the plan, Bullock would be little more than a dead man walking, a point Besserman stressed while explaining the gravity of the situation to the Commander in Chief.

      “I’m not buying it,” Bullock said. “He’s up to something else.”

      “Sir, I don’t think you—”

      “Forget about it,” Bullock snapped. “I’ve been close paying attention to every national security briefing we’ve had for the past six months, and not once has anyone mentioned a nuclear sub might be churning just off our coast. So, forgive me if I’m not going to let a defector’s story change my safety protocols. I want you to find out what he’s really hiding.”

      “But, sir, I don’t think you understand,” Besserman said.

      “I understand what you think I should do, but that’s it. You’re just making a mere suggestion—and I’m rejecting it.”

      “You can’t do that. You have a duty to uphold, which will be damn near impossible if you’re dead.”

      Bullock waved dismissively. “Don’t talk to me about duty or honor or the impossible. I’m not interested. This whole thing smells fishy.”

      “With all due respect, Mr. President, it’s our job to sort through all this,” Besserman said. “I’m just warning you that our protocol has been compromised. Someone outside the bounds of the Secret Service and National Intelligence knows what happens if your life is in danger. I don’t think we should be so quick to dismiss this information. And I certainly don’t think you should carry on with business as usual, at least until we’ve been able to make a better threat assessment.”

      “Running and ducking makes me look weak,” Bullock said.

      “There’s a fine line between looking weak and being smart.”

      “And I think you’re about to cross the line between informing me and insubordination,” Bullock said. “If you need to change protocols, go ahead. But I’m not going to be cancelling any events on account of the intel you’ve received.”

      The line went dead, leaving Besserman alone with his thoughts.

      Why does every politician in this town have to be so damn hardheaded?

      Besserman pocketed his phone and took a deep breath. He walked back down the corridor and poked his head into the empty observation room. Litvinov still sat in the interrogation room, staring at the ceiling.

      There was something about the Russian’s eyes that seeded doubt in Besserman.

      Maybe Bullock’s right and Litvinov is simply trying to lay a trap.

      There was no manual for how to handle such a scenario, just intuition and experience. And Besserman wasn’t sure either one of them were serving him well enough to make the right decision about how to proceed.
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      Morgan took a sip of her overpriced coffee and then pushed her sunglasses up on her nose as she weaved her way through the bustling pedestrians scrambling to get to their jobs at the start of another busy workweek. She tugged a baseball cap low across her brow and readjusted her ponytail. With a subtle scan of the area, she waved her Metro pass in front of the scanner and waited for the turnstile light to turn green. When it flashed an emerald hue, she charged ahead, striding toward her train.

      Union Station was the city’s great leveling ground. Multi-millionaires and wealthy lobbyists packed into subway carriages next to janitors and garbage truck drivers, federal intelligence operatives seated next to foreign spies. And for that reason, Morgan found the city’s Metro system to be one of the most dangerous places for her to be. Hundreds of pairs of eyes hiding behind sunglasses. Curious intelligence agents casting furtive glances at their target while staring at cell phones. She also found it to be one of the most helpful.

      Morgan stepped onto one of the trains and wormed her way through other passengers to the far side before exiting on the other platform. She hustled up a set of stairs and crossed a pair of tracks using an overhead walkway.

      Darting into one of the cars just before the doors closed, she grabbed a pole and caught her breath. The train whirred as it sped out of the station. But she didn’t have much time to relax. As soon as she reached the next stop, she doubled back and returned to Union Station before finally getting on the line she needed in order to pay Ricky Lyles a visit.

      Twenty minutes later, she walked casually along the sidewalk leading into the apartment complex where Lyles lived. Upon reaching his door, she found it with a sticky note attached.

      
        
        I’m on the rooftop going for a swim — come on up

      

      

      Morgan hadn’t contacted Lyles, so she was certain the note wasn’t for her. It just meant she’d have to keep her conversation brief and to the point.

      While Morgan didn’t have time to get a complete workup on Lyles, she found out enough to devise an approach. Lyles was former military, serving in the Marines for a decade. He retired upon returning home after three stints in Afghanistan. According to his profile on a dating app, he started working at Benson’s Liquor Bar because he wanted a job that was more people-oriented and “didn’t involve getting shot at.” Morgan chuckled when she read the comment because two of her high school classmates had been killed in gunfights occurring in Texas saloons. The only thing Morgan couldn’t predict was how Lyles might react to a request for help, one that might jeopardize his job.

      When Morgan reached the roof of the six-floor apartment building, Lyles was wiping away the water from his eyes. He finger combed his hair, slicking it straight back. A hint of a smile flickered across his lips as he made eye contact with Morgan.

      “Is the water warm?” Morgan asked.

      “Depends on if you’re going to get in or not,” he said with a grin.

      Morgan resisted the urge to roll her eyes.

      With pickup lines like that, no wonder he has to look for women online.

      She forced a smile and meandered over to his side of the pool. After removing her shoes, she sat down on the edge and eased her feet into the water.

      “That’s not exactly what I had in mind,” Lyles said as he slogged closer to her.

      “Is your girlfriend going to be upset when she sees you flirting with me?” Morgan asked.

      The grin vanished from Lyles’ face, replaced by a scowl.

      “Girlfriend? Who told you I had a girlfriend?” he asked.

      “You did—just now.”

      “Or did I?” Lyles asked. “You sure you’re just not seeing what you want to see?”

      Morgan placed her palms flat against the concrete and leaned back, closing her eyes and basking in the warmth of the morning sun.

      “She’s gonna be pretty upset if she sees you flirting with—”

      “Over here,” Lyles shouted.

      Morgan directed her gaze toward the door and opened her eyes. Instead of seeing another woman, she saw a man wearing a black polo shirt and khaki shorts with untied tennis shoes scuffling toward them. Both his hands supported a bulky red bag that he held out in front of him. A mop of brown hair leaked out around his black mesh hat.

      “You can just put it down on that table right there,” Lyles directed.

      Morgan shook her head, disappointed that she’d misread Lyles’ note. Her stumble made her wonder if she’d misread everything else about the Marine.

      Lyles tilted his head to one side and smiled.

      “Want a breakfast burrito?” Lyles asked. “They’re pretty good.”

      Morgan bit her lip and then glanced at the food.

      “That note was for the delivery guy,” Morgan said. “Gotta say that’s not what I was expecting.”

      “If you’ll do me the honor of sharing one of these delicious burritos with me, all will be forgiven.”

      Morgan shrugged and smiled.

      “How could I resist?”

      Lyles walked up the steps and grabbed his towel off a lounge chair next to his table. He dried off before grabbing one of the burritos and tossing it at Morgan.

      “Do you always invite strangers to breakfast by the pool?” she asked.

      Lyles grinned sheepishly but didn’t say anything.

      “I guess I have my answer,” she said.

      He peeled back the layer of foil encasing the burrito and then studied Morgan.

      “You’re not a stranger.”

      “Is that so?” she asked. “Because you’re going to have to jog my memory on where we’ve met before.”

      “I saw you at the bar the other night. But something tells me this isn’t a social call.”

      “No?”

      “Not a chance,” he said before taking a big bite. He chewed his food and then swallowed before continuing.

      “What makes you so sure?” Morgan asked.

      “We don’t have to do this dance unless you really just want to,” he said. “We both know you’re a federal agent. Which branch? That’s the only mystery. But I will say that your approach was solid.”

      Morgan sighed. “Guilty as charged. Once a Marine, always a Marine.”

      “Damn straight. Now, why’d you really track me down? I know it wasn’t for the burritos.”

      “If you can promise me these burritos will be here next time, I might visit you again.”

      Lyles grunted. “You didn’t answer the question.”

      Morgan took a deep breath and then lifted her feet out of the water. She stood and joined Lyles at his table.

      “I need your help with a little matter concerning something that happened at your bar the other night.”

      “Did it have to do with that Russian and the senator lady?”

      “Good intuition.”

      “They acted like they thought nobody was watching them. So, what do you wanna know?”

      “I spoke with your pal Ackerman.”

      “He’s not my pal,” Lyles snapped.

      “Well, he wasn’t exactly helpful when it came to the information I was after.”

      “He’s never helpful.”

      Morgan nodded. “I found that out the hard way. But he did mention that you might have seen something that night.”

      “Such as?”

      “An exchange of an envelope. I’m looking for something to nail Senator Nelson on. She seems to be hiding something—and she won’t talk.”

      “Unless you have something on her.”

      Morgan pointed at Lyles and winked. “Exactly.”

      “And let me guess—Ackerman wouldn’t show you any of the security camera footage?”

      “Actually, he did. But the senator and the Russian were sitting in a blind spot.”

      Lyles stared at his burrito. “Everyone thinks there’s a blind spot there—but there isn’t really.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Lyles held up a finger as he finished chewing a large bite.

      “If you zoom in on one of the cameras, you can see the so-called hidden booth in the mirror behind the bar. It’s a reflection of a reflection kind of thing. But if you zoom in enough and can enhance the image—which I imagine whatever agency you work for can do—you can see it.”

      “Think you can help me get that footage?”

      “Of course,” he said. “I have a shift this afternoon. I’ll make a copy of the footage and then give it to you at the bar after you order a drink.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “Of course, Miss—”

      “May. Morgan May. And thanks for the burrito.”

      She balled up the foil and tossed it to Lyles, who snagged it with one hand. He winked at her and then stood.

      Before he could say another word, a bullet whistled through the air and tore through his chest. He fell backward, his momentum pushing him into the chair. It toppled over as he tumbled out onto the ground.

      Morgan dove into the pool as bullets sprayed the patio. She swam deeper, her arms straining against the water. Bullets raced toward her but struggled to reach her as she sat at the bottom of the pool. She made out two masked men, who stood near the pool’s edge and fired more rounds at her.

      But then something happened that startled the men. She heard muffled voices shouting and then the shooting stopped.

      Morgan relaxed as she held her breath. She checked her watch and a minute passed before she contemplated whether she should surface. With her hand clutching her gun, she kicked off the bottom and swam upward. She gasped for air once she reached the top, her gun trained in front of her. Then she glanced at the table where she’d been sitting with Lyles. He was gone.

      Where the hell did he go?

      A man in a blue jumpsuit shouted with surprise at her appearance.

      “Did you see two men with guns around here?” she asked the man.

      He just stared at her without saying a word.

      “Which way did they go?” she asked.

      He glanced toward the stairs, but still remained silent. She noticed a gun in his hand and hoped she wouldn’t have to use hers on him.

      Morgan scrambled out of the pool before walking backward toward the stairwell and then racing toward the ground floor. When she exited the building, she tucked her gun in the back of her pants and tried to act casually as she walked along the street. Moments later, she heard a sickening thud behind her followed by the shrieks of several pedestrians.

      She spun around to see Ricky Lyles lying face down on the sidewalk.

      Damnit. This is not how I wanted to start my day.
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      LAS VEGAS

      Having traded in her baseball cap for a wide-brimmed straw hat and her jeans and blouse for a sundress, Mia strode into The Venetian as if she were an important guest. She’d learned years ago that if she acted like she was famous and dressed like she was trying not to go unnoticed, people would treat her differently. The first time she did it, the act secured her a penthouse suite. And Mia had never stopped with the ruse—only now it was a necessity rather than sheer pleasure.

      As she approached the hostess at the stand just outside the entrance to the French eatery Bouchon, Mia noticed the young women whispering to each other and trying not to stare. Mia suppressed a smile, amused at how the hostesses believed that she was famous but couldn’t place where.

      Mia decided to add to her mystique by ignoring the hostesses and striding right past them, hand in the air as she waved to Grant Phelps, who was huddled over a menu in a booth in the back corner. He wore a pair of aviator sunglasses, a mesh trucker cap with a vintage Tron patch stitched to the front, and a neatly trimmed goatee. With a black polo shirt and jeans, he blended into the background. He acknowledged her with a trace of a smile before gesturing for her to join him.

      Phelps nursed a cup of coffee as he pushed a menu across the table to her.

      “How was the drive, Schatzi?” he asked.

      She bristled at the sound of that name.

      “Long and boring,” she said.

      “Guess it could’ve been worse,” he said. “It could’ve been exciting.”

      “I’ve had plenty of excitement in my life recently—and I’d trade it all for a little peace and quiet. And when I come to Vegas, I just want to snag a lounge chair near the water and read a good book.

      “Sorry to spoil your fun,” Phelps said. “And sorry I got you into this.”

      “It’s not all your fault. Apparently, I did something too, which is why I’m involved.”

      “And what—besides knowing me—did you do?”

      Mia shrugged. “I helped a guy hack the WyCorp server.”

      “That controversial weapons manufacturing plant in Wyoming?”

      “That’s the one,” she said. “I didn’t think much about it at the time. But now that I’m in the predicament I’m in, it’s making me go through my mental catalogue of past jobs, wondering if any of the others could put me at risk in the future.”

      “And could they?”

      “No idea,” she said with a shrug. “I just wouldn’t have pegged that one for a job that would’ve come back to haunt me.”

      “Sometimes it’s the most innocuous projects that land us in hot water.”

      “You seem immune to all that with the way you insulate yourself.”

      Phelps took another long pull from his coffee mug.

      “Apparently, I’m not that immune. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be here talking about this with me right now. If someone’s determined enough, they’ll find a way to get to you. I just hate that you’ve been drawn into this whole mess.”

      Mia shook her head and gazed sympathetically at Phelps.

      “So, what did you do?”

      “Telling you might put you at further risk.”

      “In for a penny, in for a pound,” she said. “My risk has already exceeded its maximum limit.”

      “You don’t understand.”

      “Try me.”

      Phelps sighed and stared out at the sunshine-laden landscape of Vegas’s strip.

      “I don’t know, Mia.”

      “Look, I’m sticking my neck out for you. The least you can do is tell me what’s going on.”

      “Fine, but just remember that you asked for this.”

      “Risk acknowledged.”

      Phelps winced and then drew in a deep breath.

      “I hacked into Charles Marshall’s private server,” he said.

      Mia’s eyes widened. “The Charles Marshall? The late Texas oil tycoon?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “What possessed you to do such a thing?” she asked.

      “It was a job from the United Alliance for Public Trust. It’s hard to turn them down.”

      “And what did you find?”

      “Evidence of Marshall paying off three congressmen in exchange to direct a new national railroad through miles and miles of his land.”

      “How come I never heard about it?”

      “Turns out United had different plans than usual. Instead of broadcasting Marshall and the congressmen’s shady dealings, someone at the organization was blackmailing them.”

      “And you know this how?”

      Phelps looked down at his empty coffee cup.

      “The guy who hired me is dead—and no one else at the organization was aware of my assignment.”

      “And you’re sure this is why someone is targeting you?”

      Phelps nodded. “One of the congressmen involved recently acquired a seat on the esteemed committee on homeland security. He wasted no time in finding out who was behind the blackmail. The man from United who hired me died in a freak boating accident, though I’m not buying it was just an accident, especially now given how they’re using you to come after me.”

      “Well, I’m just warning you about what’s going on. I don’t want you to die in a freak boating accident too.”

      Phelps reached across the table and took Mia’s hand.

      “Look, Schatzi, I appreciate you trying to help, but I have to warn you that you’re involved whether you want to be or not now. They’re not going to stop until I’m dead—and they’re going to manipulate you and use you until that point. And then after that, who knows what they’ll do to you.”

      “Are you suggesting this isn’t an official government operation?”

      “Hell, no. This is someone weaponizing a few guys at the bureau, using their badges to put the fear of God in you. They know who has the source files and they want to make sure I don’t out them or blackmail them.”

      “Why don’t you just make the information public?” Mia asked. “It would certainly discourage them from taking action against you.”

      Phelps cocked his head to one side and squinted. “Are you aware of how many other laws I’ve broken? I like to help others shine a light on government corruption, but I don’t want the attention. I enjoy my life in the shadows, and I intend to keep it that way. Speaking of which, are you sure you weren’t followed?”

      Mia watched as Phelps’ eyes tracked across the restaurant.

      “I went to the airport and then left,” she said. “I drove here all night. There wasn’t anyone trailing me. I was very careful.”

      “Mia, these people are professionals, the likes of which you probably haven’t dealt with in your limited experience in the field. It’s one thing to be behind the desk, but out in the public? You can be a giant target if you’re not extremely careful.”

      “I swear, I made sure I wasn’t being followed.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Phelps said, “but there’s a guy who entered the restaurant five minutes ago who’s been studying us closely in the most secretive manner.”

      “Do we need to go?”

      “Without a doubt, but keep it casual,” he said. “If he follows us, we’ll know.”

      Phelps tossed a fifty-dollar bill on the table and stood. Mia joined him, following him out of the restaurant and into a wide concourse. Then he led her down a corridor full of rooms.

      After a half-minute of winding down the hall, Mia glanced over her shoulder and noticed the man hustling behind them.

      “He’s coming,” she said.

      Phelps picked up the pace, darting around a corner toward the stairwell exit. He shoved his way inside, Mia a step behind him. Another glance. The man broke into a full sprint.

      Phelps decided to go up, ascending two flights and entering another hallway. But the man, who continued gaining on them, was right behind them.

      Phelps dashed down another hallway, but Mia realized it was a mistake seconds later. They were cornered in the elevator lobby. Phelps lunged for the button to call the elevator, but the click of a gun made him freeze.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” the man said, his weapon trained on Phelps.

      Phelps and Mia backed against the wall. She swallowed hard as she stared at the gun in the man’s hands.

      “We need to talk,” the man said.
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      ARLINGTON, VIRGINIA

      Robert Besserman loosened his tie and unbuttoned the top button of his dress shirt as he shifted his weight in the plush armchair. The smell of Colombian coffee hung in the air along with the scent of a strong fruity perfume emanating from the woman seated behind a desk in the corner of the room.

      “Long day, director?” the woman asked.

      “It’s only ten a.m.,” Besserman said with a frown.

      “Well, Secretary Dawson has been in here since five o’clock this morning,” she said, nodding toward Dawson’s shut door. “Probably just a matter of when your day started.”

      “Every day is long in Washington, whether it starts at five o’clock or noon,” Besserman said. “Every shift seems to last a lifetime when you’re in this business.”

      The woman, whose wrinkles around the corner of her eyes betrayed her best efforts with hair and makeup to appear twenty years her junior, looked over the top of her glasses at him.

      “I work eight to five—and the minutes just fly by.”

      Besserman glanced at the picture behind her, the glass reflecting her computer monitor.

      “Playing solitaire all day probably makes the day go faster than having to sit through endless meetings with grumpy bureaucrats and politicians,” he said.

      “Excuse me,” she said. “Are you suggesting that I’m playing solitaire?”

      She clicked a button on her mouse, turning the screen black. Besserman winked and pointed at the picture over her shoulder.

      “For someone who works in the office of the Secretary of Homeland Security, you’d think you would at least learn a thing or two about the craft of espionage,” Besserman said.

      She turned around and noticed her screen’s reflection.

      “I was just taking a brain break,” she said. “You know, doctors these days are saying that’s a great way to manage your mental health.”

      Besserman cracked a smile but didn’t say a word. A few awkward seconds passed before she glanced at Dawson’s door.

      “It shouldn’t be long before Secretary Dawson is ready for you,” she said.

      Her phone buzzed and she answered it. When she hung up, she looked at Besserman.

      “You can go in now,” she said and then mouthed, “please don’t tell him.”

      “Your secret is safe with me,” he whispered as he stood.

      Besserman entered Randall Dawson’s office and exchanged pleasantries before the two men sat down to discuss the aftermath of Litvinov’s revelations.

      “So, do you believe the Russian?” Dawson asked, tapping a pen against his chiseled jaw.

      “If I’m being honest, I have to say that I’m torn,” Besserman said. “On one hand, I want to think he’s telling the truth. After all, why else would he put himself and his family at such risk for a lie?”

      “Maybe he just wanted a better life for his kids.”

      “I can’t completely rule out that scenario, but it just seems far-fetched given how much more freedom Russians have than they did during the Cold War. Russian military members send their children abroad to study at boarding schools and universities alike. Nobody bats an eye. So, on the one hand, it’d seem a little overboard to give up his standing in the army just to live in America.”

      “But on the other hand?”

      Besserman shook his head. “I don’t know. There was just something about his story that didn’t sit right with me.”

      “So you think he’s a Trojan horse?”

      “If he is, this was an elaborate setup. My agents had quite a time getting him out of the country. With all the hands that had to be greased to make that seem legitimate, I’m just not sure it’s possible.”

      “But you still have your doubts,” Dawson said.

      “It’s just a hunch, which I know isn’t exactly actionable intelligence—and I certainly don’t want to dismiss the intel he’s given us—but I’m not sure I trust him.”

      “And you shouldn’t, but that doesn’t mean you should ignore him either.”

      “It’d be much easier if President Bullock was willing to take this threat seriously.”

      Dawson scratched the back of his head, waiting a moment to formulate a response.

      “The president relies on us to keep him safe. He’s more concerned with running the country than his own personal well-being.”

      “But if Litvinov is telling the truth, Bullock’s well-being is going to effect the entire world. The U.S. president targeted for assassination? That’s going to set off a chain of events that could plunge the entire planet into a free-for-all.”

      Dawson nodded in agreement.

      “The hawks on the other side of the Potomac,” he said, pointing out the window at the river dividing Virginia and Washington, “they will see a tragedy like that as a blank check to go to war.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of, though Bullock seems unconcerned with it all. His focus is elsewhere and he’s not interested in heeding my warning.”

      “Then how do you think we should proceed?”

      Besserman stood and paced the floor as he formulated his response.

      “If it was up to me, I’d tweak the Keystone Protocol. That shouldn’t be too difficult.”

      Dawson shook his head. “That’s a major undertaking. Are you aware of how many people would have to be trained and briefed on how to handle the new measures? It’d take weeks, which we apparently don’t have.”

      “In that case, I would install a body double and insert one into the protocol and then let the Secret Service get the president somewhere else safe.”

      “That’s also going to be problematic since part of the protocol consists of biosecurity measures. Your body double’s eyes aren’t going to grant him access to certain protected spaces that he needs to go to. And then everyone is going to know something’s up.”

      “Or we could just notify certain personnel what we’re doing?”

      “And risk another security breach without knowing who’s leaking all this intel to the Russians?”

      Besserman rubbed his forehead.

      “This is going to keep me up at night.”

      “You and me both,” Dawson said. “But we need to do something—and let as few people as possible know about it.”

      “Let’s start with Secret Service and see what suggestions they can come up with,” Besserman said. “I just know we can’t let Bullock do whatever he wants when this threat could be very real.”

      “And if it’s not?”

      “He’ll never forgive us. But I’d rather deal with that than a dead president and an imminent global conflict.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      BESSERMAN WAS LOST in thought as he walked to his car. His meeting hadn’t been quite as fruitful as he’d hoped it would be, but he left knowing that he and Dawson were in agreement about how to proceed, even if they hadn’t determined anything definitively.

      Once he settled into his car behind the steering wheel, his phone rang with a call from Brady Hawk.

      “I hope you’ve got some good news for me,” Besserman said.

      Hawk sighed. “I’m afraid it’s just the opposite, sir.”

      “What is it now?”

      “It’s Litvinov, sir,” Hawk said. “He’s disappeared from the safe house.”
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      Morgan pulled up to the curb and gestured for the woman on the corner to get into her car. After Morgan adjusted her mirror to make sure she hadn’t been followed, she glanced over at the passenger who’d just joined her.

      Mallory Kauffman, a CIA officer who worked closely with Besserman, tucked her hair behind her ears before securing her seatbelt.

      “Why does a bartender’s suicide warrant meeting like this?” Mallory asked, forgoing any pleasantries.

      “All business, I see,” Morgan said.

      “You’re the one that sent me a message and said this was urgent. I didn’t expect you wanted to start with small talk.”

      “You’re right,” Morgan said. “We can catch up later. But I need the record straight about something you just said.”

      Mallory furrowed her brow before Morgan put her car into drive and eased into traffic.

      “It wasn’t a suicide,” Morgan said. “And to be honest, I can’t believe some footage hasn’t already leaked on social media showing that the bartender named Ricky Lyles wasn’t assassinated.”

      “Assassinated?”

      “Yeah. Someone ordered a hit for sure. And they would’ve happily killed me too if they hadn’t been spooked or ran out of ammunition.”

      “You think they were spooked?” Mallory asked. “By who?”

      Morgan flicked the blinker on her car as she changed lanes.

      “That’s a good question. All I know is that I was on the top of Lyles’ apartment building when the shooting started, and I immediately dove into the pool. When I came to the surface after the shooting stopped, a man in a blue jumpsuit with a gun in his pocket was staring at me. He never said a word, just staring at the situation.”

      “Then why hasn’t he come forward to the authorities?”

      Morgan shrugged. “Maybe because he was scared shitless. I don’t have any other theories at this point. And given the level of precision and professionalism from these assassins, I doubt we’re going to ever see any video evidence of what actually happened.”

      “So why am I here?”

      “I need your help with a little break-in.”

      “Seriously?” Mallory asked. “Like a smash-and-grab?”

      “More like a break-in-and-download job.”

      “We going to a bank or a government office?”

      Morgan shook her head. “Just a liquor bar.”

      “You need to break in to a liquor bar and I was the first person you thought of? You do realize I have a job with the CIA, right? If we get caught, this isn’t the kind of thing that Director Besserman wants in the news in regards to his officers.”

      “I can handle him,” Morgan said, “but we’re not going to get caught. This place has minimal security at best. We’ll be in and out before you know it. Now, did you bring your laptop?”

      Mallory patted her backpack. “Everything I need is in here, as long as I can get on the network.”

      “Good,” Morgan said.

      Ten minutes later, they transferred from Morgan’s car to a white van with a faux utility company named plastered on the side. Within fifteen minutes, they were parked in an alley behind Benson’s Liquor Bar, both adorned with hardhats and fluorescent green vests.

      Mallory located the security feed and quickly set up loops from the various angles. Meanwhile, Morgan deactivated the alarm, giving her ten minutes to retrieve the files she needed.

      Mallory set up a remote camera on top of the truck and relayed the footage to her phone. It would alert them if any movement was detected in the alley.

      “I hope we don’t need this,” Mallory said.

      Morgan patted her side-arm holster. “I’ll cover us in case we do.”

      “Morgan, the last thing I want is—”

      “I know, I know. Just relax, okay.”

      Morgan jimmied open the lock to the door at the back of the restaurant. The two women wove through a cramped hallway before reaching the office where Morgan had reviewed the security footage with Ackerman.

      Morgan handed her laptop to Mallory, who connected to the server in the corner of the room. She used some software to gain access to the computer and then handed it back to Morgan.

      “She’s all yours,” Mallory said.

      Morgan hammered away on her computer, calling up several files. The first one she located, she reviewed the footage, identifying the mirror’s reflection that Lyles had told her about.

      “Jackpot,” Morgan said.

      “You found what you’re looking for already?” Mallory asked.

      “Not yet, but the bartender told me there was a way to gather the footage from the blind spot. And I found out what he’s talking about.”

      “But you don’t have the footage you came here for?”

      “Just be patient,” Morgan said. “It shouldn’t take me long to find it.”

      Morgan scanned the file folder for the date of the night she saw Yuri Mulkovic talking with Senator Nelson. She put her finger on the screen as she scrolled through a long list.

      After a few seconds, she felt her heart racing.

      “No, no, no,” Morgan said. “This can’t be.”

      “What’s wrong?” Mallory asked.

      “These files—they’re all missing. Someone came in here and deleted them.”

      She cursed under her breath and then slammed her first on the table.

      “Are you that surprised?” Mallory asked. “They sent assassins after you and Lyles. Whoever’s behind this was definitely operating in a no-stone-left-unturned mode.”

      “Hello?” a voice called out from the bar.

      “Damnit,” Morgan said. “Someone’s here. We gotta go.”

      The two women grabbed their equipment and darted for the alley. They were halfway down the hall when a man shouted for them to stop.

      “I’m gonna call the cops,” he said.

      Morgan kept her head down, her face hidden in the darkness. Then she stopped and slammed her elbow into the man’s chest. He doubled over in pain before she spun around and kneed him in the face. He crumpled unconscious to the floor.

      “Remind me never to piss you off,” Mallory said.

      Morgan pushed the door open and scrambled for the van.

      “Sorry to drag you into this,” Morgan said as she stomped on the accelerator, “but we’ve got a big problem on our hands.”
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      LAS VEGAS

      Mia eyed the gunman as he stared at Phelps. She glanced in the mirror on the far wall and took another step backward, pulling Phelps with her. With her hands behind her back, she felt for the wall.

      “Let me see your hands,” the gunman said.

      His face hidden by a neatly trimmed beard, the man’s eyes were shrouded by a pair of darkened glasses. He wore a dark suit with a pair of black tennis shoes.

      All the color drained from Phelps’ face as he slowly raised his hands. Mia eased her left hand out from behind her back.

      “Now the other one,” the man said.

      But instead of following his command, she grabbed the fire alarm handle and yanked it down. Strobe lights flashed in conjunction with a loud pulsating buzzer. The gunman looked up and around at the cause of the interruption. And that was the moment Mia was looking for.

      She rushed toward the gunman, hitting him with a throat punch and then driving her shoulder into him. The move surprised him. She knocked him off balance as he clutched his neck. As he fell to the ground, his gun dropped out of his hand, which Phelps snatched off the ground.

      They raced back toward the stairwell in search of an exit to the hotel’s parking garage.

      “Where did you learn to do that?” Phelps asked as they hustled down the steps.

      “I picked up a few things working for my new organization,” she said.

      “Holy shit, Mia. You’re like a legit spy.”

      “Well, I’m gonna be a dead one if we don’t hurry up and get the hell outta here. In case you haven’t noticed, that guy meant business—and not the kind I want any part of.”

      Phelps pointed toward a sign directing hotel guests toward the parking deck.

      “I used the valet to park,” she said. “I’m hoping you still don’t trust them.”

      “Never,” Phelps said. “Not after I caught them joy riding in my Lamborghini one night in Berlin.”

      “I hope you brought one of your super fast cars tonight.”

      “Not exactly,” he said.

      “Of all nights to—”

      “Now, now. The key phrase here is super fast, which is what’s most important.”

      Mia shot a glance at him.

      “You didn’t.”

      Phelps nodded. “I brought my crotch rocket. Didn’t think I’d have to be giving anyone a ride tonight.”

      “You know how much I hate those bikes.”

      “More than life itself, Schatzi?”

      Phelps put his shoulder into the door leading into the parking deck. He pointed up, indicating that they needed to ascend another level. They rushed up the ramp, dodging a couple of oncoming cars. Then Phelps gestured toward his bike.

      The white Suzuki Hayabusa shone bright even beneath the pale yellow lamps humming overhead in the parking deck. He unfastened the saddlebag on the side and handed her a helmet, activating the intercom system as he did.

      “You didn’t expect to give anyone a ride tonight? But you just carry around an extra helmet with you?”

      “I can still not expect something and be prepared at the same time,” he said. “Those two ideas aren’t mutually exclusive.”

      Phelps threw his leg over the bike and turned the ignition, the bike purring to life. He slapped the small space on the seat behind him.

      “Get on,” he said.

      As she was climbing on, she heard a loud noise and heard shouting. She spun to see the gunman staggering toward them with a weapon in his hand.

      “Go, go, go,” she said, clutching Phelps tight around his waist.

      Several bullets pinged off the concrete pillars before Phelps wound his way down the ramp toward street level. But as he rounded the corner, a black sedan screeched its tires as it fishtailed into view, coming toward them in the opposite direction.

      Mia closed her eyes and buried her head into Phelps’ back. She hadn’t been to church in years, but that didn’t stop her from uttering a quick prayer.

      Phelps jerked the bike left and then right, nearly laying it on the ground before getting it upright again and zooming toward the exit. Even through the helmet, Mia could hear more screeching from tires wheeling around in the other direction. The thick smell of burnt rubber hung in the air, permeating her mask.

      Phelps flew up behind a car leaving the parking garage, edging close enough that he could avoid having to bust through the barrier gate arm.

      Once they were out on the street, Mia relaxed for a moment. The feeling was short lived.

      A Hummer parked along the side of the road flipped on its lights and roared after them. Mia knew it wasn’t just a coincidence within a few seconds as the driver aggressively pursued them. Just as Phelps turned right, she looked back and noticed the black sedan tearing out of the garage and heading after them.

      “How fast did you say this thing could go?” she asked over the intercom system.

      “I didn’t,” Phelps said.

      “Well, I’d really like to know top speed about right now as I feel like we might need every bit of it.”

      “The fastest I’ve gotten this beauty up to is one-eighty, but I think we can push it if we need to.”

      “I’d rather not push it,” she said. “I don’t want to be scraped up off the highway.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      Mia tightened her grip, the warm desert air mixed with the heat emanating off the city’s vast concrete landscape only heightening her sense of dread. She wasn’t trained for field operations like all her fellow agents at the Magnum Group, but she knew enough to determine that their situation wasn’t a good one.

      “What’s your plan?” she asked.

      “Get the hell outta here as fast as I can.”

      “I mean, do you know where we’re going?”

      “Somewhere safe.”

      Mia looked over her shoulder to see the Hummer and the black sedan roaring after them. She wasn’t sure Phelps was aware that he hadn’t lost them—or if he’d noticed the other vehicle.

      “There’s two of them now,” she said.

      “Is it that Hummer?”

      “Yes—and it seems intent on catching us.”

      She watched as both vehicles tore through an intersection, just as the traffic light switched from yellow to red.

      “You need to get out of here,” she said. “They’re gaining on us.”

      “Copy that,” Phelps said. “Hold on.”

      Mia leaned with him as he navigated the Hayabusa through a tight turn and south onto I-15.

      “Did we lose them?” Phelps asked.

      “Not yet,” she said with a glance over her shoulder. “They’re just getting onto the ramp.”

      Then Mia looked ahead and saw a sea of brake lights. Phelps swore as he put the bike in neutral and revved the engine.

      “Now what?” she asked.

      “Keep holding tight.”

      Phelps adjusted his mirrors and then put the bike back into gear. He navigated the bike down the highway, squeezing between still vehicles packed across several lanes. But the flashing lights ahead caused him to stop.

      Mia peered around him to see an overturned semi truck with emergency response vehicles all but sealing off all lanes of traffic. There was a small opening on the shoulder that an officer was direct vehicles through.

      She looked behind her and saw the Hummer and black sedan roaring toward them in the emergency lane.

      “We gotta go,” he said.

      Phelps whipped the bike between two cars vying to escape the jam. Other motorists honked and shook their fists out their windows at the move. Once a police officer noticed what Phelps was doing, he shuffled to get in front of the bike and gestured for them to stop. Phelps ignored him, weaving through a sliver of an opening between the cop and the concrete wall.

      Just as Phelps opened up the bike and sped south again on I-15, Mia looked back to see the Hummer barreling toward the opening they’d just squeezed through. It smashed into the back of one car and kept going, pushing the vehicle out of the way. The black sedan followed right after them.

      Once they rounded a corner and the accident site disappeared from view, the men in the trailing vehicles opened fire on them.

      “Come on,” Mia said. “I thought you said this bike was fast.”

      Phelps downshifted and the engine whined. The bike slowed for a second before lurching forward and accelerating at a faster rate. In less than a minute, the gap had grown considerably.

      Mia saw flashing lights ahead.

      “Damn cops probably radioed ahead about us,” Phelps said.

      “We need to get off the freeway now,” she said.

      “On it.”

      He navigated around a slight bend in the highway before exiting onto a surface street. He blew through two yellow lights and made the block—and he did it just in time to watch the Hummer and black sedan plow through a red light at the end of the exit ramp and turn right. When the light turned green, Phelps eased through the intersection and continued south for several minutes without any sign of the pursuing vehicles.

      “Are we clear?” he asked.

      “They’re gone,” Mia said.

      Phelps hummed along for a few more minutes before reaching the outskirts of the city and disappearing into the suburbs. He finally ended their escape by stopping at a diner near a highway exit.

      Mia took off her helmet and handed it to Phelps. He stuffed both helmets back into his saddlebag and followed her inside. They didn’t talk until they were seated in a booth at the back of the restaurant.

      “Are you sure you told me the whole story about what you did?” Mia asked.

      “I swear I told you everything,” Phelps said. “These are some powerful people.”

      “Seems like they’ll do just about anything to keep you silenced,” she said. “If I were you, it’d make me want to share that information all the more.”

      Phelps shook his head.

      “You know better than that, Mia. The minute you put the information out there, it’s not really the insurance policy you think it is when dealing with people like this. However, I’m starting to think it doesn’t really matter. They want me dead no matter what. It’s the brazenness of this attack tonight that’s made me really wonder if I’ve got a chance to survive it.”

      “Well, if anyone knows how to go into hiding, it’s you.”

      “Exactly,” Phelps said as he pulled out his phone. “I’m going to get you a ride back to the hotel. Just go home and tell that FBI friend of yours that I blew you off and told you to get lost.”

      “Will they buy it?”

      “I don’t know, but that is what I’m telling you to do—for your own good. Understand?”

      Mia sighed. “Okay, fine. But I hope you’re not going to take this lying down.”

      “Don’t you worry about me,” he said. “And by that, I mean don’t get involved. I can handle this and I don’t want anything that’s coming to me to blow back on you.”

      Mia forced a smile, knowing that she wasn’t about to just drop it. She wasn’t going to stop until everything was out in the open—and all the corrupt politicians and businessmen involved were exposed.

      And she couldn’t wait to get started.
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      Hawk squinted as his car’s wipers furiously fought to keep the windshield clean. He scanned the sidewalk for anyone remotely resembling Litvinov’s build and description. Alex also searched along the streets as she manipulated a map of the area on her tablet.

      “Turn right this next street,” she said, pointing straight ahead. “Litvinov couldn’t have gotten all that far unless he used public transportation.”

      “And what would’ve stopped him?” Hawk asked.

      “Money,” she said flatly. “When he went through intake with the agency, he didn’t have any U.S. currency or credit cards. We’d told him to leave it all behind—and apparently he followed directions.”

      Hawk grunted. “There’s one direction he didn’t follow—the one that told him to stay put.”

      Alex’s phone buzzed with a message.

      “Is it Besserman?” Hawk asked. “Did someone find Litvinov?”

      “No and no,” she said. “It’s Cal from the safe house. They found a small bottle of melatonin supplements stashed in his toiletry bag.”

      Hawk swore as he shook his head.

      “Is that what happened to the agents?” he asked.

      “Eric admitted that he fell asleep, even though he’s well aware that his job is on the line,” she said.

      “So, they’re thinking Litvinov drugged them and then snuck out?”

      “I wouldn’t exactly consider giving someone melatonin drugging them, but it appears that he gave it to them.”

      “If he got his hands on melatonin, what would make you think he didn’t squirrel away some cash somewhere?” Hawk asked. “I’m beginning to think the Russian general played us.”

      “But why would he do that?”

      “That’s the million-dollar question at the moment—and one we may not get an answer to if we don’t find him quickly.”

      Hawk eased the car to a stop at an intersection, waiting for the light to change. A small convenience store on the corner was nearly empty. A man sat slumped against the outside wall while smoking a cigarette. Instead of going straight through the light once it changed, he pulled into the convenience store parking lot.

      “What are you doing?” Alex asked.

      “Due diligence. Be right back.”

      He left the car running as he went inside the store. He went up and down the aisles but didn’t see anyone else. After exiting, he walked past the man against the wall. A half-smoked cigarette hung tenuously on his lips as he hugged a paper bag in the shape of a liquor bottle.

      Hawk knelt next to the man and held out a five-dollar bill.

      Gnarled hands covered with fingerless gloves snatched the money. He muttered a “thank you” and put his head down again.

      When he got back in the car, Alex eyed him carefully.

      “Did you think that was Litvinov?” she asked.

      “I had to check.”

      “That outfit isn’t even close to the one he reportedly had on,” she said. “That’s a trench coat and a Pink Floyd t-shirt, not a white oxford and khaki pants.”

      “I know, but he’s obviously somewhat resourceful if he managed to put our two agents asleep.”

      “In all fairness,” Alex began, “those agents didn’t have their guard up to be sabotaged by the one they were supposed to be protecting. We don’t really know whose melatonin that was. He could’ve found it in the medicine cabinets of one of the bathrooms.”

      “And that’s exactly why I’m checking every possibility, even the drunk on the corner,” Hawk said. “We need some answers and we need them ASAP.”

      Hawk’s phone buzzed with a call from Besserman.

      “You find him yet?” Besserman asked.

      “Still looking,” Hawk said. “We don’t think he could’ve gone far without any money, but he seems like a pretty resourceful guy if he was able to knock out two of your officers.”

      “Litvinov volunteered to make them tea,” Besserman said.

      “Didn’t you think he might be a Trojan horse?” Hawk asked.

      Besserman ignored the question. “Just keep looking and let me know the minute you find him. I just got a report that some FSB agents are looking for him in Washington. We apprehended one of them today at the airport.”

      “FSB agents? That might poke a few holes in your Trojan horse theory.”

      “Just find him.”

      Hawk ended the call and wheeled the car back around.

      “What are you thinking now?” Alex asked.

      He paused and pursed his lips before answering.

      “If FSB agents are searching for Litvinov, that only makes me wonder what’s really going on here.”

      “There’s only one way to find out,” she said. “So, let’s start with figuring out where he might’ve gone.”

      Hawk snapped his fingers and looked at Alex.

      “You got something?” she asked.

      Hawk nodded and stepped onto the accelerator. The rain eased up for the moment, no longer a downpour, giving Hawk and Alex better vision through their car’s windshield.

      “There he is,” Hawk said.

      Standing beneath the eave of another corner store, Hawk spied the silhouette of the Russian general. Hawk pulled into a parking spot a few meters away from Litvinov before getting out with Alex.

      “I was wondering if you were ever going to find me,” Litvinov said before blowing a huge plume of smoke into the air.

      “A lot of people have been worried about you,” Hawk said.

      “Ah, let them worry,” Litvinov said. “I’ve been shut away in that safe house without any tobacco products. You Americans and your health consciousness. A man can’t smoke, but you can scarf down cheeseburgers and swill gallons of beer. At least in Russia, we don’t pretend that we are healthy. Vodka for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and smoking and complaining about the government in between.”

      Hawk cocked his head to one side.

      “So, just for the record, you weren’t trying to run away?” he asked.

      “Agent Hawk, I went through far too much trouble to get here to just run away. I still haven’t seen my family, which is why I did this. Now, as soon as I’m done with this cigarette, I’ll be happy to go back to the safe house with you.”

      Hawk nodded and retreated to the car with Alex.

      “You believe him?” she asked.

      “What choice do we have?” Hawk said. “The story isn’t out of character from what we know about him.”

      “You’re right. But there’s something that just feels off about him.”

      “Tell me about it,” Hawk said. “Too bad we can’t put our finger on anything.”

      “Just call Besserman. He wanted to know right away.”

      Hawk informed the CIA director about locating Litvinov. Besserman suggested that they move the Russian to a different safe house, one that allowed smoking on the terrace.

      Hawk watched Litvinov drop the smoldering butt of his cigarette into a puddle before he joined them in their car.

      “Satisfied?” Alex asked.

      “For the moment,” Litvinov said. “But as you may know, nicotine is an unforgiving taskmaster. She demands to be consumed without considering you.”

      Hawk turned the car around as he headed to the address of another safe house Besserman had texted him.

      “I have some good news for you,” Hawk said.

      “I love good news.”

      “The director has made the decision to move you to another safe house, one where you can smoke on the rooftop,” Hawk said. “How does that sound?”

      “It sounds splendid.”

      “I also have some bad news,” Hawk said.

      “Of course. It’s the Russian way. Never get carried away with the good news, my grandmother used to tell me, because heartbreak and sorrow is only a day away.”

      “In that case, it might not surprise you that Homeland Security agents apprehended an FSB agent earlier today at the airport,” Hawk said. “Claims he was here to bring you home.”

      Litvinov chuckled. “They think I’m important. I guess that would be the first time.”

      “I don’t think you understand just how serious this is,” Alex said.

      “Making the decision to defect to your country’s natural enemy is always a serious thing,” Litvinov said. “And I knew they would come for me. I’m just a little surprised that they came so soon.”

      “They want to make sure you weren’t going to talk,” Hawk said.

      “Perhaps you’re right,” Litvinov said. “And such news only means that my timetable for reuniting with my family should be sped up. I want to see my wife and children before they find me and everyone else I love.”

      “I understand,” Alex said. “And we’re working on that.”

      “How much longer?”

      “Three, maybe four days,” Hawk said. “We still have some questions for you.”

      “Can they at least wait?” Litvinov asked. “I will tell the CIA everything it wants to know. I just want to see my family. I’m starting to suffer a withdrawal that’s worse than nicotine.”

      “We’ll do what we can,” Alex said.

      Hawk heard the strike of a match as the smell of freshly lit tobacco began to permeate the car.

      “General—” Hawk said then stopped. He didn’t want to disappoint the general again.

      “General,” Alex said, reading Hawk’s mind and wanting to continue the thought.

      He put his hand on hers and subtly shook his head.

      Litvinov began muttering something in Russian before falling silent, choosing to be preoccupied by his cigarette for the rest of the ride to the safe house.

      Once Hawk and Alex got Litvinov to a new safe house, they returned to their car. Hawk’s phone buzzed again with a text from Besserman.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ruslan Barinov is in New York, staying at an FSB safe house. Pack your bags.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hawk showed the message to Alex.

      “Ready to hunt another Russian?”

    

  







            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    




      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      Morgan May checked her lipstick in the restroom of The George hotel before approaching the hostess stand at the Bistro Bis restaurant. The clanking of silverware against dishes mixed with hushed conversations among some of Washington’s most influential policy makers and lobbyists created a mysterious ambiance. But seated by the eatery’s fireplace was a well-known regular. And she was eating all alone.

      “Do you have a reservation?” the hostess asked Morgan.

      “I’m meeting someone,” Morgan said, nodding in the direction of Senator Barbara Nelson.

      “You still need to be on the reservation,” the young woman said. “Our guests require a level of protection, which I’m sure you can understand.”

      Morgan ignored the woman as she strode toward Nelson’s table.

      “Excuse me, Miss,” the woman said as she hustled after Morgan.

      Once she reached Nelson’s table, the senator was perusing a folded copy of The Washington Post and didn’t bother to look up despite the commotion.

      “Well, if it isn’t my favorite Massachusetts senator,” Morgan said.

      Before Nelson could reply, the hostess stepped in front of Morgan.

      “I’m sorry, Senator,” the young woman said. “I tried to stop her because I know how you don’t like to be bothered during your breakfast, but she wouldn’t listen to me.”

      “It’s all right, Emily,” Nelson said as she locked eyes with the woman. “We know each other.”

      “Are you sure?” the hostess asked again.

      Nelson nodded and the woman slowly turned around to return to her post. Morgan pulled out the chair on the opposite side of the table and sat.

      “If you knew where to find me this morning,” Nelson began, “and I must admit that my favorite breakfast haunt is one of the worst kept secrets in this town—surely you knew that I also don’t like to be bothered while eating.”

      “Based on what I’ve read about you from your constituents, you apparently don’t like to be bothered anywhere,” Morgan said.

      “Yet they still re-elect me every six years,” Nelson said with a shrug. “Go figure.”

      “I guess you can’t believe everything you read.”

      “Now, that’s a fact,” Nelson said as she tapped the newspaper. “Over half of the stories about politics in this rag are narratives fed to journalists trying to make a name for themselves by White House administration officials. It’s little more than our country’s own Pravda at this point.”

      “Ironically, you refuse to admit the truth, even when it’s as plain as the nose on your face.”

      Nelson scowled and then turned her attention to the eggs Benedict on her plate.

      “Just as I expected,” Morgan said. “You love to gather an audience for your press conferences on Capitol Hill to excoriate someone else for their hypocrisy or outright lies, but when you’re confronted with your own lies, you clam up.”

      Nelson took a bite of her meal and finished chewing before responding.

      “It’s not always necessary to defend yourself against lies,” she said. “Especially like the ones you’re accusing me of.”

      “I don’t know who you think you’re fooling, Senator, but I saw Yuri Mulkovic hand you an envelope stuffed with cash. Stop pretending like it didn’t happen or that I somehow imagined it.”

      “I’m afraid you’re mistaken,” she said. “I’ve told you before that I was at a bar mitzvah that night. The fact that you continue to insist that I was at that—oh, what was the name of the place again?”

      “Benson’s Liquor Bar.”

      “That’s right, Benson’s Liquor Bar. The fact that you think I was there that night when I was clearly somewhere else leads me to believe that you have some sort of mental disorder or a twisted agenda—or both.”

      “I knew politicians were gaslighters, but this is beyond lunacy,” Morgan said. “I saw you there and took a picture of you.”

      “I don’t care how many images you have of me on your phone because I know they’ve been doctored. I was elsewhere and have pictures from multiple friends with timestamps to prove it. Now I don’t know what you saw or why you have such an axe to grind against me, but I suggest you drop this.”

      “I’m not dropping anything,” Morgan snapped.

      “I’ll have you know that I’m a good friend of your uncle’s. And if I need to get him involved, I will. Now back the hell off.”

      “I’ve got proof,” Morgan said. “And I’m going to show it to the media at a big press conference. We both know how this story ends if you persist to deny these accusations. It’ll be a somber press conference with you walking off with your head in shame—and your hands cuffed behind your back.”

      Nelson swallowed her food and then took a sip of her tea before responding.

      “You’re real cute when you’re all fired up,” Nelson said, “but we both know you’re lying right now. If you had any hard proof that I was wherever it was that you said you saw me with some alleged Russian spy, you would’ve shown me shown me your proof. But you didn’t because I was never there.”

      “Keep watching the news tonight,” Morgan said. “You might find it interesting after your face is plastered all over it for what you’ve done.”

      Nelson looked past Morgan and locked eyes with someone behind them. Then the senator gestured for help. Moments later, a man dressed in a crisp black suit stopped near their table.

      “Is there a problem, Senator?” he asked.

      “This woman is harassing me,” Nelson said. “She’s not a guest of mine and needs to be removed.”

      “Of course,” the man said as he held out his hand. “Ma’am, I need you to come with me.”

      Morgan sneered at the man before easing to her feet.

      “You’re going to regret this, you know,” she said, glaring at Nelson.

      “Will I?” Nelson asked. “Do you think I’ll ever regret having annoying and delusional stalkers escorted out of my presence? If you do, you don’t know me well enough.”

      The senator gestured toward the entrance, shooing away Morgan.

      She didn’t move.

      “Ma’am, I’ll have to call security if you don’t comply,” the man in the suit said as he placed one hand on Morgan’s back and held the other out in the direction of the hostess stand.

      Morgan glared back over her shoulder.

      “This isn’t over,” she said through clenched teeth.

      Nelson kept her head down as she turned her attention back to the newspaper without even giving Morgan a second glance.

      Once Morgan was outside, she considered calling Besserman but decided against it. Delivering only bad news wasn’t the most prudent move on her part.

      Just wait until you can prove it, Morgan. Better to get it right than create more headaches for the director.

      Morgan considered returning to L.A. She had plenty to do there and didn’t need to be present in Washington to conduct an investigation. But that line of thinking changed when she received a text message from an unknown number.

      She stopped and glanced at the image on her phone. It was an image of a bank account with her name on it. A deposit in the amount of five million dollars was shown along with an account number. Then there was a second image, one showing that the sender was an account owned by Boris Petrov, an infamous Russian oligarch with ties to the Bratva.

      Next, a text message followed:

      
        
          
            
              
        Good luck trying to explain this to the FBI. If you try any of your shenanigans again, my lawyers will respond with a press conference showing how you’ve been bought and paid for. Tread wisely, Morgan.

      

      

      

      

      

      Morgan swore under her breath before she got in the car.

      We’re not done, Senator. Not by a long shot.

    

  







            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    




      LOS ANGELES

      After having spent the night at a cheap motel off I-15 in Barstow, Mia finished her drive home. With the morning rush hour in full swing, she found a parking spot along the street and scanned the area before getting out. She wasn’t sure how connected Jared Gabel was to the assassin that came after her and Phelps. But she couldn’t take a chance. All she wanted to do was grab her laptop and some clothes before seeking a place to stay for a few days until she could figure out a more long-term solution.

      Satisfied that nobody was watching her, she hustled up the steps to her apartment. She dashed around, grabbing everything she deemed essential before locking up and returning to her car.

      But before she could reach her vehicle, she felt someone grab her by the arm as she rounded the corner of the building.

      She tried to scream but nothing came out as the man’s other hand clamped down across her mouth.

      “I’m going to let go of you now, but please don’t scream,” the man said as he pulled her behind a clump of bushes growing against a windowless portion of the apartment building. “Understand?”

      She nodded and turned around to face Agent Gabel.

      “I heard you had an eventful night in Vegas,” he said.

      “You know me. Can’t get enough poker.”

      Gabel scowled. “Don’t play coy with me, Mia. I know what happened last night.”

      “So, are you just going to shoot me right here?”

      “Nobody wants to shoot anyone.”

      “That’s not what it seemed like last night,” she said.

      “All we want is your friend, Mr. Phelps, to surrender some files and every copy he has. That’s it. After I get that, everything else will go away.”

      “Who’s this we?”

      Gabel shook his head. “Look, I like you, Mia. I don’t want any more trouble to find you than is necessary. So, the less you know, the better off you are.”

      “And if I don’t do what you ask?”

      “I’ll expedite this review of your status in this country, a review that will include your record of several major charges of felony and espionage that will keep you here—in a jail cell. Are we clear?”

      “Phelps is a smart guy. Even if I get what you want, I’m not sure it’ll matter. You don’t seem to understand who you’re dealing with.”

      “And he doesn’t understand who he’s messed with.”

      He dug a flash drive out of his pocket and handed the device to Mia.

      “Everything you need to know about finding the files we want deleted is on there,” he said. “You have forty-eight hours to get the job done. If not, we’ll move on to find someone else—but not before you receive the business end of an FBI investigation.”

      She sighed. “I thought you were the good guys.”

      “We are and don’t you forget it.”

      “Seems like you’re playing on another team.”

      “Just get the job done, Mia,” Gabel said with a steely gaze. “And no more excuses.”

      He turned and pushed his way through the bushes and walked off down the street.

      Mia clutched the flash drive and looked skyward. Her reluctance to comply with Gabel’s initial request had come back to haunt her. But she wasn’t convinced that this operation was anything close to an official FBI request, yet she couldn’t ignore Gabel now. His ability to destroy her and the new life she’d cultivated for herself with the Magnum Group was now at risk—and she had nothing to go back to in Germany.

      Mia felt she had no other choice.

      There has to be another way out of this.

      But acquiescing to Gabel’s demands seemed inescapable. She resigned herself to doing the job.

      And she knew she’d hate herself for it.
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      NEW YORK CITY

      Hawk and Alex hustled through the airport terminal at JFK International Airport, dodging listless travelers staring at their smartphones and tablets. The pair of operatives barely glanced at one another as they ran, Alex content to follow Hawk, who used his intimidating presence and wide frame to clear a path.

      When they reached the curb outside, Big Earv was parked along the curb in a black cargo van. He held out his hand to get their attention and shouted through the open passenger side window.

      Hawk flashed a quick smile before opening the sliding door to the back of the vehicle and loading their equipment inside. Alex wormed her way past him to snag the backseat.

      “You sure you don’t want to sit in the front?” he asked.

      She laid down and closed her eyes.

      “You catch up with Big Earv. I need a nap.”

      With the scarlet evening sky fading to black, Big Earv turned on the headlights and then patted the passenger seat.

      “You’re up here with me, champ,” he said with a wide grin.

      Hawk slid the door shut to the back and then joined his fellow Magnum Group operative in the front. Big Earv navigated his way to the exit and onto the expressway as they caught up with small talk for the first few minutes. Once they were finished, their conversation turned to the purpose of their mission.

      “Ruslan Barinov on American soil again?” Hawk asked, shaking his head.

      “I couldn’t believe it either,” Big Earv said. “The kind of cajones he’s got to return here after what happened last time.”

      “At least he was trying to enter the country incognito. His rudimentary disguise was no match for all our facial recognition software.”

      “It makes me a little nervous,” Big Earv said.

      “How come?”

      “Aside from the fact that his assassinations are more or less the consequences of his brutal torture, he’s too smart to avoid getting so easily detected.”

      Hawk furrowed his brow, taking a moment to consider Big Earv’s comment.

      “Or maybe he’s just lost a step,” Hawk suggested. “How long has it been since we last knew he was operational? Ten years?”

      “Fifteen,” Big Earv said. “But that guy is one of the best. Seems like a rookie mistake.”

      “Or someone who isn’t aware just how much facial recognition technology has advanced in the past fifteen years.”

      “That’s a possibility, but I find it highly unlikely that one of the intelligence world’s most well-known assassins wasn’t properly briefed before re-entering the field.”

      Hawk reached into his backpack and pulled out the file on Ruslan Barinov. With documents teeming out of the side of the folder, the report weighed heavy on Hawk’s lap. He thumbed through report after report, quickly flipping through the grizzly images of the crime scenes.

      Even though Hawk had never served in an official capacity for the CIA, Barinov’s exploits were legendary. For a time, he was among the top ten wanted criminals by the FBI. Barinov earned his way onto the list the first time by killing a U.S. consulate member serving in Moscow. Victor Olson was home visiting his family in Chicago when his wife found his body outside their home in the city’s peaceful northern suburbs. Police initially believed it was gang related, uncovering a series of text exchanges between Olson and a low-level drug dealer. Olson was shot execution style, but that was only after he’d been mutilated by Barinov. The coroner concluded that Olson was still alive when he was shot but just barely. Eventually a break in the case by a cynical detective pressured the CIA for more information on Olson’s dealings in Moscow. The agency resisted at first before relenting, hoping a joint investigation might determine who was really behind the murder.

      The detective found that Olson had been sending Barinov alleged U.S. state secrets while in Moscow. However, all the intel that was important turned out to be false, likely leading Barinov to believe that Olson was playing him.

      And that was just one of the cases. The stack on Hawk’s lap was a compendium of Barinov’s kills, from grunt workers at various U.S. embassies around the world to high-level CIA officers. Nobody seemed to be out of Barinov’s reach when he was in his prime. Then one day, he vanished.

      Hawk skimmed through the profile prepared by the CIA.

      “I can’t believe Besserman gave us this case,” he said.

      Big Earv gave Hawk a sideways glance.

      “You say that like he’s doing us a favor.”

      “Well, if we take him down, we might be immortalized by the agency,” Hawk said.

      “Maybe we just have different goals in life. I want to take out threats to our country’s national security, but I also want to live to fight another day.”

      “We’re more alike than you think,” Hawk said. “I share that same sentiment.”

      “If you did, you wouldn’t look so excited about hunting down Barinov. Besides, why do you really think Besserman gave us this assignment?”

      “Because he’s concerned he might have a leak in his department?”

      Big Earv shrugged. “Possibly. But if that’s the case, we should proceed very cautiously.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A HALF-HOUR LATER, they were huddled around a small table in a warehouse in Queens. Big Earv had set up cameras covering every possible angle of escape of the suspected FSB safe house where Barinov had been spotted. Since he last returned to the apartment twelve hours earlier, he had remained in place.

      Alex rubbed her eyes and then stretched.

      “You awake now?” Hawk asked.

      “What I’m about to tell you will get you awake faster than shot-gunning two pints of Red Bull,” Big Earv said.

      “Is that a thing?” she asked. “Shot-gunning energy drinks?”

      Hawk snickered at Alex’s dry wit while Big Earv continued.

      “Barinov is notoriously good at what he does,” he said. “He’s deceptive but believable, cunning yet personable. If you’re not careful, he’ll have you divulging all your family history like you were drinking around a campfire. And then he’ll gut you—literally. So when I say that precision is important here, I mean it. We can’t let our guard down for even a minute.”

      “Have there been any indications that he knows he’s been made?” Hawk asked.

      “None so far,” Big Earv said. “I’ve got two guys watching those cameras, scanning every face that appears on the screen. But at this point, Barinov is acting casual.”

      “Do we have any intel about why he’s here?” Alex asked.

      Big Earv shook his head. “We’re still in the dark on that one, but if past history is any indication, he’s here to kill someone—and not just some random person. If he’s here, the FSB has directed him to hunt down a big fish.”

      “One of ours or one of their own?” Alex asked.

      “Good question. We only know of one agent that he’s been responsible for,” Big Earv paused to frame the next phrase with air quotes, “recalling to Moscow.”

      “We can’t rule anything out,” Hawk said.

      “So, what’s the plan?” Alex asked.

      Big Earv smiled and unfurled a large map on the table.

      “Here’s the fun part.”
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        * * *

      

      HAWK CHECKED HIS WATCH as the seconds seemed to drip by. The past two hours ticked away at a painfully slow rate. Alex sat on a chair in the back of the van, staring at a pair of laptops. Big Earv was seated at a coffee shop a few hundred meters away, watching for movement from the cameras streaming to his phone.

      “Sure we can’t flush him out?” Hawk asked.

      “Patience,” Big Earv said.

      Five minutes later, Alex sucked in a quick breath, audible to everyone on the coms.

      “What is it?” Hawk asked.

      “He just exited the apartment,” she said. “And he’s heading your way, Big Earv.”

      “Copy that,” Big Earv said.

      Hawk put the van into drive and eased into traffic, careful to maintain a safe distance behind the Russian assassin, who was toting a dark briefcase. As he continued along the sidewalk, Hawk watched Big Earv stroll by Barinov. Just as they passed each other, Big Earv grabbed the Russian’s arm and jammed a needle into his neck. Hawk stomped on the accelerator, roaring up next to the two men. He slid the van door open and hustled around the front of the vehicle to help Big Earv.

      The two operatives hoisted the limp target into the van and closed it before snagging the briefcase. Then they sped away.

      “Keep your eye on him,” Hawk said, his heart pounding from the rush of capturing one of the world’s most sought-after assassins.

      Big Earv checked his gun and trained it on Barinov. “If he tries anything, I’m going to fill him full of lead.”

      “Just enough to make sure he stays alive,” Hawk said. “Besserman said it’s critical for us to find out why he’s back here.”

      “Don’t worry,” Big Earv said. “I can keep this scum alive long enough to find out what’s going on. But I can promise you that he’s not gonna like it.”

      Hawk navigated the streets with ease, mostly barren at the stroke of midnight. Just outside the warehouse, he stopped and waited for the garage door opener to activate and allow them inside. Once inside, Hawk stomped on the brakes and they all three rushed to get Barinov in the makeshift interrogation room just off the main space. They made quick work of securing his hands and feet to the wooden chair and then placed his briefcase on the table in the corner of the room. After removing his gun and the knife stuffed into his sock, they took off his shoes and inspected them for any possible weapon. Confident they had found everything, they put his shoes in the corner and waited for him to wake up.

      “I never would’ve dreamed I’d be sitting in an interrogation room waiting for Ruslan Barinov to wake up after kidnapping him,” Alex said. “The stories I heard about this guy during my days at Quantico—it’s like he’s personally responsible for reshaping how CIA officers conduct themselves. Barinov made us wonder if the next person we passed along the street was going to kill us or not. I have so many questions.”

      “There’s only one that we want answers to,” Big Earv said.

      “And what question is that?” Barinov asked as he opened his eyes, a wry smile on his face. “You Americans are too easily fooled. You carried on as if I was unconscious. Good to know that I helped tighten the CIA’s protocol, but it’s still woefully short of my standards.”

      Big Earv leaned forward, his gun resting on his knee and aimed at Barinov’s chest.

      “Give me one good reason not to pump you full of lead,” Big Earv demanded.

      “You wouldn’t want to waste your precious ammunition on me,” Barinov said. “I am old, a man put out to pasture. What good would it do for you to shoot me?”

      “Maybe to stop the person you came here to kill,” Alex suggested.

      “Ah, my dutiful CIA officer who wants to get revenge on me for killing your friends,” Barinov said. “It’s understandable, but not practical or—in this case—prudent.”

      “You think you’re better off staying alive after all you’ve done to harm this country?” Hawk asked.

      “You may not like me, Agent Hawk, but I can assure you that revenge is an unforgiving master.”

      Hawk’s eyes widened as Barinov recognized him.

      “Are you surprised that I know who you are? Or that I’ve learned the hard way about the true nature of revenge?”

      Hawk seethed. He wanted to pummel the Russian, if only for the fact that he suddenly posed a bigger threat knowing who Hawk was.

      “Killing me is only going to result in more heartache for you Americans than letting me do what I came here to do,” Barinov said.

      “And what did you come here to do?” Big Earv asked.

      “It’s all in the briefcase,” Barinov said. “Just open it up and take a peek. My entire mission is outlined there.”

      Hawk stood and shuffled over to the table a few feet away. He picked up the briefcase and tried to open the lock. But it didn’t budge.

      “What’s going on here?” Hawk asked. “Do I need a key?”

      “You just need a code,” Barinov said before directing Hawk how to find the hidden access panel on the bottom of the briefcase.

      Hawk located it and then glared at Barinov.

      “Well, we’re waiting,” Hawk said.

      Barinov rattled off a string of six numbers, but after Hawk entered it into the pad, nothing happened.

      “You have to hit the asterisk button,” Barinov said.

      As soon as Hawk did that, Barinov exploded upward, his arms and legs still attached to the chair. He bounced his way over to the door, positioning himself in front of it as vapor spewed from the sides of the briefcase. In a matter of moments, the room had become covered with a thick dense fog.

      Hawk staggered toward Barinov but struggled to take more than a couple of steps. In a matter of seconds, he passed out, his right cheek flat against the floor.
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        * * *

      

      WHEN HAWK REGAINED consciousness, he glanced at his watch. Only fifteen minutes had elapsed, but that was more than enough time for Barinov to make his escape.

      He finally rose to his feet, waving the remnants of the gas away from his line of sight. Alex was also on the floor along with Big Earv.

      “What the hell happened?” Big Earv asked as he studied the scene.

      “Barinov happened,” Alex said.

      Hawk sighed and shook his head.

      “And now, he’s gone.”
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      Morgan awoke the next morning in her hotel room and stared at the ceiling. After thinking about how much she wanted a cup of coffee, she considered what had just happened with Senator Barbara Nelson the day before. Nearly twenty-four hours removed from the confrontation, Morgan thought about everything—the threat, the flex, the possibility that she was wrong. She wasn’t known for her humility, but she couldn’t deny the doubt lingering in her mind.

      Was I wrong about the Senator? Does she really have a valid reason for meeting with the Russian attaché? Is there something I’m missing?

      If Nelson really was a friend of Morgan’s uncle, J.D. Blunt, she hadn’t heard from him. That could mean that she was bluffing. It could also mean that Blunt was out at sea and far away from cell tower range. And at this point, she couldn’t settle on either one. They were equally as likely.

      She dialed Blunt’s number. It went straight to voicemail.

      That doesn’t mean anything either.

      Morgan sighed and then rolled out of bed, her feet finally making contact with the floor. She shuffled over to the coffeemaker and started the machine.

      After showering and pumping herself full of caffeine, she opened up her laptop and reviewed her options for the day. Nothing seemed appealing to her.

      Antagonize Senator Nelson again? Go back to Los Angeles and sort through mountains of paperwork? Find a new lead?

      For a moment, Morgan wondered why she’d ever entered the field of intelligence. It all sounded so interesting years ago. But the paperwork and the politics—that wasn’t why she pursued this career. Yet it seemed to be overshadowing what she really loved. That realization made her pause.

      Should I really be running the Magnum Group?

      She reached into her briefcase and grabbed a handful of documents that Besserman had given her. If Senator Nelson wasn’t leaking sensitive information, who was? Morgan sifted through several files, trying to determine who might be the culprit. Initially, nothing jumped out at her.

      Then she turned to her computer and perused one of her favorite news sites. She’d long since realized the media was little more than an agenda-driven machine, designed to push the narratives their audiences craved. Confirmation bias had become the taskmasters of modern media, leaving behind principled editors and publishers. If it tickled the fancy of the readership, it was news worth publishing—even if it wasn’t remotely true.

      But there were always some stories that fell into public interest, those devoid of politics, and Morgan needed one of those right now—just one story.

      And there was one that caught Morgan’s eye, one that contained the name of a senator on the same committee as Barbara Nelson.

      Based on the files Morgan had studied, the senator from California, Trey Wheeler, hadn’t set off alarm bells. But the article she read about him made her reconsider.

      
        
        California Senator Sets Social Media Afire with Hot Pics of Tanha

      

      

      She clicked the article headline, the website directing Morgan to a page covering Wheeler’s recent trip to Cabo. Wheeler, a former college football star, posed shirtless next to a bikini-clad Tanha, a Russian pop star who was known as much for her lyrical prowess as she was for her curves. Singing in multiple languages, Tanha had become a global icon. Her glistening blonde hair and piercing blue eyes along with her supermodel body had attracted plenty of companies eager to sign her to hawk their wares. In the span of three months, she’d become a household name, permeating culture with unprecedented speed.

      And there she was, draped over Wheeler like they were more than acquaintances. Morgan could tell that they were quite familiar with one another.

      Morgan shrugged and decided to type Tanha’s name into her search engine. Seconds later, the page populated with articles about her in various glamour magazines. But as Morgan scrolled, she started to come across blogs accusing Tanha of being a Russian spy.

      Morgan entered another search: “tanha russian spy”. And it came back with thousands of results, mostly from blogs accusing her of working with the FSB.

      Morgan raised an eyebrow. She knew not to take information she found on the internet seriously, but in this case, she decided to take a closer look. Tanha looked every bit the pop star type—surgically enhanced, voice digitally altered, dance moves choreographed to draw a response from men. She was a talentless prop, advancing only on the merit of her measurements, inane lyrics, music composed without feeling.

      She looks the part.

      Then Morgan navigated back to the picture of Wheeler and Tanha. The California senator looked lost, his eyes glazed over—the perfect American target for a Russian spy.

      Morgan picked up Wheeler’s file again. He was easy on the eyes, that much she couldn’t deny. But looks had never been a good indicator of how sharp of a politician one was. Over the years, Morgan had seen men who looked like clueless nerds ascend to the position of geopolitical experts. She’d also watched aesthetically pleasing politicos spew obvious propaganda, sincerely convincing themselves that they were telling the truth.

      But Wheeler was good-looking and smart. Yet Morgan couldn’t deny that he appeared to be a stooge if he’d decided to cozy up next to Tanha, no matter how good that might have been for his brand. Morgan continued reading Wheeler’s file before she concluded that maybe she had another suspect.

      She dialed Besserman’s number.

      “Got any news for me?” he asked after they exchanged pleasantries.

      “Not on my investigative front,” she said, “but on whom I’m investigating?”

      “Oh? You find a new suspect?”

      “I believe so,” she said. “I’m going back to California. There’s someone I want to check out—Senator Trey Wheeler.”

      “Interesting,” Besserman said. “Keep me posted, will ya?”

      “Of course,” she said.

      Morgan ended the call and started stuffing her clothes into her bag.

      She had a flight to catch—and maybe even a traitor to put behind bars.
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      NEVADA

      Mia meandered along a ribbon of U.S. Highway 95, her window rolled down so she could inhale the fresh early spring air. In the distance, sugar-frosted mountains soaring above a green landscape made her wonder why she ever started spending so much time in front of a computer screen. She’d grown up in the foothills of the Alps but had become so familiar with them that she’d taken them for granted until she stopped noticing their beauty.

      But today was different.

      Charleston Peak cast a large shadow over the surrounding landscape in the Spring Mountains National Recreation Area, the shining jewel amidst a terrain teeming with hidden gems. Based on what she’d experienced during her short time living in the United States, she was amazed the area hadn’t been fully developed with a half-dozen posh resorts. Not that she minded. She liked it better this way.

      And so did Grant Phelps.

      Mia knew exactly why Phelps had picked this location to house his backup servers. Mt. Charleston was the sleepy town nestled up against its namesake. It had enough of a population to get an internet company to lay blazing-fast fiber cable, but also the kind of town where everyone liked to keep to themselves. As someone who was paid handsomely to unearth secrets, Mia had long discovered that some of the best-kept secrets are buried in little towns. And Phelps had sought that same anonymity, that desire for freedom that bound the community of Mt. Charleston together. It was the kind of place where the people cared for each other but were careful not to pry.

      As Mia pulled into town, the sun sparkled off the snowbanks swept to the side and waiting to be vanquished by the sun. She heeded the speed limit, garnering a friendly wave from the deputy hidden behind the town’s welcome center signage.

      After stopping at a gas station to refuel and buy a snack, she weaved back and forth across the town, familiarizing herself with the grid. Then she returned to the welcome center to inquire about the best hiking trails.

      When Phelps had told her about his secret hideaway several years earlier, he was drunk. They collaborated on a job in Mexico, hacking into a cartel server in one of the most difficult and challenging assignments she’d ever completed. When they finished, Phelps suggested they go to Cabo to unwind and celebrate. Before that moment, Mia had readily dismissed any long glances he gave her as nothing more than thousand-yard stares common among hackers. But his eyes were twinkling as he asked, making her admit to herself that he was showing her more than casual interest.

      Two nights later they were shutting down a Tiki hut bar when he committed the drunken sin of oversharing. Mia had baled on the alcohol after two margaritas, opting for virgin drinks the rest of the night. But Phelps never stopped. Margaritas then tequila. And then rum. At one point when the band broke into a tango song, he staggered to his feet and offered his hand, inviting her to the dance floor. She politely declined, mostly out of fear that he would embarrass himself and not be able to walk across the room, let alone tango with any rhythm. Phelps laughed it off and sat down again.

      Before the night was up, Phelps revealed that he’d built a modern home into the side of a mountain to house his secret server in the town of Mt. Charleston. He explained how even the best thieves would struggle to get inside. And even then, finding the server would prove to be a daunting challenge. In painstaking detail, Phelps revealed how all the protocols he designed would make getting into the server room virtually impossible—and that was only if someone could get into the house. He had full-time security on a piece of property that was backed up to a flat rock face. In his drunken tale, he explained how he’d paid off enough city council members to get approval to construct the structure, which was connected to the main section of the house through an underground tunnel. After the construction was finished, Phelps said he’d never had one person ask him about his house whenever he was about town. He was convinced no one even knew it existed.

      But after that night, Mia knew.

      The following morning over breakfast, Phelps had asked if he said anything he shouldn’t have, but she just shook her head and eased his mug and saucer closer to him. She didn’t want to mention that or his lame pick-up lines. Despite their shared profession, Mia wanted nothing more than friendship. She’d made that point clear on numerous occasions, but Phelps shrugged off her rebuffs and always asked again. His persistence is what made him one of the world’s foremost hackers—but Mia held a dim view of it when it came to their relationship. After another rejection while teaming up for a project with a Cayman Bank, Phelps stated that he’d never ask her out again. Though a few years had passed since his declaration, Mia was convinced he didn’t still hold some sort of affection for her.

      And she knew if he learned that she betrayed his trust by breaking into his secret server and wiping it of important files, it would cost her their friendship. But what choice did she have? Ultimately, she was doing it for his protection as much as for herself. She despised the powerful, the people who didn’t think the rules applied to them. The fact that these corrupt politicians had been blackmailed was mildly amusing to Mia. Yet, none of that mattered to her. She was going to lose her new life if she didn’t acquiesce to their demands. Phelps might be mad, but she knew he’d come back around and see what she’d done for him.

      What she really wondered was to what lengths she would go to protect Phelps if she had no motivation.

      Maybe I’m not as good of a person as I thought—because what I’m doing is very self-serving.

      She could work through her issues another day. There wasn’t time for the parsing of motivation and the ethical nature of doing good things. No, a clock was ticking, and a bomb was set to explode. The only way she could defuse it was by getting that file from Phelps’ secret server.

      “Ma’am, can I help you?” a woman asked. “Ma’am?”

      Mia snapped out of her stupor, wondering how dumb she looked while staring up at the giant map on the wall behind the counter. She focused on the woman standing in front sporting a U.S. Forest Service outfit with a Stetson hat.

      “Oh—I—I’m sorry. I came in to ask about some good hiking trails in the area,” Mia said as she regained her composure.

      “Well, you’ve come to the right place,” the woman said before reaching beneath the counter and sliding a map to Mia.

      Mia leaned on the glass and studied the map.

      “This is my personal favorite,” the woman said, circling one of the trails. “The Wildhorse Canyon Loop is just under four miles long and gives you some spectacular views. It’s going to be a little slick with mud this time of year, so make sure you’ve got a walking stick.”

      Mia scanned the list of trails and asked the ranger to help orient her in the city. Once Mia was armed with all the information needed, she returned to her car and headed toward the outskirts of town.

      She remembered Phelps telling her that his house was just off Trail Canyon. It was located inside a gated community, but it was more accessible through a footpath adjacent to the trail.

      Mia decided to soak in the beauty of the area until dusk fell. Then she made her way back along the trail until she reached the footpath. She proceeded to traverse up a small rise that allowed her to see Phelps’ property from a higher viewpoint. For a half-hour, she studied the movements of the armed guard patrolling the area. He circled the house and then returned to the veranda where he scanned the grounds once more.

      The path that led to the back of the property was barely visible through the blossoming greenery. Patches of snow dotted the path, but Mia could still make it out. Peering through her binoculars, she took note of a cast-iron gate, which was the only accessible point from the back of the property through the ten-foot-high brick wall that discouraged interlopers from the hiking trails to even approach the home.

      Mia scratched down a few notes in her notebook and then waited for night to fall. Just as the first stars pierced the early evening sky, dusk yielded to darkness. Motion-activated floodlights illuminated the yard periodically. Phelps’ fortress seemed every bit as impenetrable to Mia as he’d described.

      But she wasn’t intimidated.

      Getting into the house was the easy part. Cracking the server’s code would be the real challenge, the one that would make or break her mission. She wasn’t sure how much time she would have once she incapacitated the guard. But she didn’t think it’d be all that long. If Phelps was still in Vegas, he’d rush to the site and arrive in a matter of hours. And she wasn’t sure she could get the job completed in time. Yet, there was only one way to find out.

      As Mia approached the house, she heard a truck whining as it climbed the steep mountain roads nearby. Then the truck honked as it pulled up to the front gate. She froze and swallowed hard, irked that her plan might be undone by a delivery guy.

      The security guard lumbered out of the house and made the short walk to the front gate. Instead of waiting, she decided to speed up her timeframe for getting inside.

      She sprinted toward the gate and threw a grappling hook over it. Once it was secure, she hustled over the wall and swung down to the ground.

      A floodlight snapped on and Mia darted into the bushes. She watched the guard turn around and give a cursory glance of the area before continuing his conversation with the delivery driver. Mia worked her way around to the side of the home and found the fiber cable ushering in the internet. She tapped into it and was able to gain access to the security cameras. Working quickly, she looped them and then shimmied up a drainage pipe and onto the veranda. The guard had left the door unlocked as she’d noted earlier.

      As she came around the corner, she found herself staring down the barrel of a gun held by a muscle man.

      She’d missed something—a second guard. Maybe he was a new addition since the attack, and Phelps had wanted to beef up security. Or maybe he’d only told her some of the details surrounding the house. Or she could’ve misheard that night over the pounding headache the margaritas had delivered. The why didn’t matter now.

      She stared at the man for a moment, his wide eyes suggesting he wasn’t expecting any visitors. That slight hesitation was all she needed.

      Mia jabbed at the man’s knee with her foot. The searing pain caused by the hit drew him to grab for his injured leg. When he did, Mia kicked the gun out of his hand and then drove her knee into his chest. He hit the ground with a thud, his back landing flat on the ground. One glance at his muscles and Mia knew she would need to do more than that to neutralize him. A throat punch sent him wailing in pain before she added more to it with a kick to the head.

      Mia snatched the Taser out of its holster and let him have it. The guard flailed around on the floor for a few minutes before giving up the fight. Satisfied that she’d taken him out, Mia rushed to the front door and waited for the other guard. In a matter of seconds, he strolled through the front door carrying a package. He called out to the other guard.

      “Eric? Are you here?” he said.

      Mia smashed her fist into the man’s face. He stumbled a couple of steps, surprised by the blow. She elbowed him in the gut and then swept his feet out from underneath him with her leg. He hit the ground hard.

      Mia fired at him with the Taser, sending him into convulsions.

      Once he stopped, she subdued him with a shot in his neck. Then she tied them both to a pole in the basement.

      She smiled as she loomed over her handiwork.

      “Now on to the hard part,” she said.

      She looked at the far wall, the infamous security keypad that Phelps had bragged about, leading to the underground tunnel that connected with the hidden server room. A simple numeric code was all that stood between her and Phelps’ machine.

      Mia turned to her two captives.

      “Either of you guys know the code? It sure would save me a lot of time.”

      One of the guards glared at her in silence, while the other swore as he told her they’d never been through the door.

      “Fine,” she said. “I’ll just have to figure it out myself.”

      The combinations were virtually limitless.

      If I were Phelps, what word would I use that no one else would think of?

      A smile flickered across her lips.

      Nah, it can’t be that easy.

      She stared at the keypad and tapped in the numbers: 7-2-4-2-8-9-4. Then she hit the enter button and the door began to hum.

      Glancing back over her shoulder at her two captives, she smiled.

      “Thanks for nothing, boys.”

      Once the door had slid aside, Mia gawked at the pristine and plush room, a massive office filled with servers. She hustled over to the computer terminal and started typing.

      Within a half-hour, she’d broken into Phelps’ system. She plundered his files, searching for the one piece of data that would end the manhunt for him—and save herself in the process.

      Just as she was starting to grow frustrated, she noticed a hidden file. She opened it and found what she was looking for.

      A faint smile formed on her lips as she scanned the information. And it was a doozy, enough material for any ambitious reporter to win a Pulitzer.

      However, her joy was cut short upon hearing a sound that made her stomach churn.

      Click.

      She froze, slowly removing her hands off the keyboard. Mia hesitated to turn around, raising her hands in the air.

      But it was the voice that made her cringe.

      “After all we’ve been through together, this is how you repay me?” Phelps asked.

      Mia wanted to throw up. She could explain, but she wasn’t certain he wanted to hear it.

      “Would you believe me if I said we could make this all go away right now?” she said before easing around in her chair to face him.

      He shook his head.

      “Because this is never going away,” Phelps said.

      “I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” she said. “If you give me a chance to explain, I’ll tell you my plan.”

      “Start talking,” Phelps said with a sneer.
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      NEW YORK

      Hawk and Alex followed Big Earv down a narrow alleyway and to the street. They spread out, searching the area for any sign of Barinov. The Russian intelligence agent had outwitted them in the unlikeliest of fashion—no gun, no knife, no chance. But he had a briefcase.

      After a futile search, Hawk called it off.

      “He’s not here, guys,” he said over the coms.

      “But he couldn’t have gone that far,” Alex said. “He couldn’t have hailed a taxi either. This place is deserted at this time of night.”

      “I think we all learned firsthand just how crafty and resourceful Barinov can be,” Big Earv said.

      “Maybe it’s too soon to say this,” Alex said, “but we need to save that briefcase for Dr. Z. I’m sure he’d love to inspect it.”

      “Yeah,” Big Earv said. “It’s too soon. Barinov played us for fools. And I’m taking that personally.”

      “He’s still on our patch of ground,” Hawk said. “We can still have the last laugh. Let’s meet back at the safe house and give Besserman the bad news.”

      Once they had returned to the safe house, Hawk’s phone buzzed with a call. He swore softly before answering.

      “Director, we were just about to call you,” Hawk said.

      “Good because we need to talk,” Besserman said. “I was finally able to help President Bullock come to his senses about this whole situation.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Bullock sees this moment as an incredible opportunity, one to get back Charles Fordham, the diplomat who was arrested in St. Petersburg three years ago and accused of espionage.”

      “President Kazakov has refused to budge on a swap for Fordham, even after capturing some of the FSB’s most important intelligence officers,” Hawk said. “What makes Bullock think that’s all about to change?”

      “Because he’s already floated the idea by their ambassador just to see if there was any interest.”

      “What idea, exactly?”

      “The idea to kill two birds with one stone,” Besserman said. “We send Litvinov and Barinov back in exchange for Fordham.”

      “So he’s convinced Litvinov is lying?”

      “Not sure,” Besserman said. “Our conversations about this have been relatively brief, but he did mention that the best way to handle the situation is to send both of the men back. If either of them were involved in any sort of a plot, getting them off our soil—and getting a top diplomat back in the process—would be a scenario I think everyone could live with.”

      Hawk sighed. “Except there’s one problem.”

      “Hawk, that’s not what I want to hear.”

      “There’s no use in pretending this plan will work if we don’t have Barinov in custody.”

      “What the hell—”

      Hawk held the phone away from his ear, which was already ringing from Besserman’s ranting.

      “You’re supposed to be my secret ace in the hole. How the hell do you lose a top Russian intelligence officer, someone who presumably was captured and handled appropriately?”

      “It’s a long story, sir,” Hawk said before describing how Barinov made his escape.

      Besserman let out a long, low whistle.

      “Damn, that’s next level stuff right there,” he said. “But you should’ve known better.”

      “We were trying to get information out of him—and it was either uncuff him or rely on him to give me the code to his briefcase. I never would’ve thought in a million years that—”

      “Forget about it for now,” Besserman said. “You have to move on. We need to find Barinov. How long ago did this happen?”

      “A half-hour, maybe forty minutes.”

      “In that case, he couldn’t have gone far.”

      “He’s going to try and get out of the country as soon as possible.”

      “I’ll call the FBI so they can put Homeland Security on alert in case Barinov’s trying to leave on a flight,” Besserman said. “In the meantime, you figure out any other possible ways he could leave the country. Call Mallory Kauffman if you need any help from us. I’ll let her know it’s a priority. Just get Barinov back. The last thing I want to do is let the president know that we’ve lost his bargaining chip.”

      “Understood, sir,” Hawk said before he ended the call.

      Hawk sighed and slid his phone into the center of the table.

      “That didn’t sound good,” Alex said.

      “We’ve got to find Barinov,” Hawk said before relaying the rest of what Besserman said.

      “So where else could he flee the country from?” Alex asked.

      “He could’ve already rented a car and be on the road,” Big Earv said.

      “That’s also a little risky,” Hawk said. “There are security cameras at every gas station up and down the eastern seaboard along with traffic cameras. If he thinks Homeland Security will be monitoring them, he’ll be searching for another way out.”

      “A flight is just as dangerous for him as driving,” Alex said.

      “That’s exactly why we need to think about what we would do if we were in his shoes,” Hawk said. “How would we try to get out of, say, St. Petersburg, if we knew the FSB had deemed us fugitives?”

      “I know what I’d do,” Alex said. “I would try to sneak out on a ship.”

      “But those ports are monitored as well,” Big Earv said. “There are security cameras and customs agents there, just like at airports.”

      “True,” Hawk said. “But who said anything about him going through customs? It’s much easier to find a seafaring vessel that will allow you on board. Bribe the right person and remain in the hull for the duration of the trip.”

      Big Earv nodded. “Sounds possible.”

      “Any other ideas?” Hawk asked. “We’re under the gun on this one, so we better be right—or Barinov better be stupid. And based on our recent history with him, I wouldn’t count on the latter.”

      “I’ll call Mallory,” Alex said.
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        * * *

      

      HAWK ZIPPED through sparse traffic along the streets of New York, comprised of little more than taxi cabs and rideshare drivers. While there were some restaurants that appeared to still be teeming with diners, the majority of eateries were winding down for the evening. With the windows down, Hawk drew in the city’s distinct odor, a mix of ethnic food and foul sewage, a smell as unique as the city itself.

      Alex’s phone buzzed and she answered a call from Mallory before reporting the details of their conversation to Hawk and Big Earv.

      “She hasn’t found anything yet,” Alex said, “but she’s thinking like we are. Barinov isn’t going to leave on a cruise ship. He’s going to try and sneak onto a friendly tanker.”

      “Did she identify any targets for us?” Hawk asked.

      “She’s forwarding me the names of a couple ships that are Russian or friendly to the Russians,” Alex said. “She’s watching satellite imagery now off the port, though it could be too late. Barinov could’ve already made it to the port by the time we told Mallory about him. But just in case, she’s watching for any unusual movement.”

      “Any of those ships seem likely to you?” Hawk asked.

      “I would think he’d want to leave right away,” Alex said. “So, I’m just playing a hunch here. But if he got on the very first Russian tanker leaving the country, we might be able to stop it, inspect every square inch of the ship and eventually find him. So, he’d want to leave on the second ship leaving, an Estonian tanked named Skorpion. It leaves a half-hour after the Russian tanker, and it doesn’t set off all the red flags either.”

      “But he’d have to know someone on the ship,” Big Earv said.

      “Not necessarily,” Hawk said, wagging his finger. “Barinov could either bribe his way on—or force his way on. Either way, I think he’s going to be on a ship somewhere in that port.”

      “When do the other ships leave?” Big Earv asked.

      “There are two that leave closer to midnight, but that’s two hours away,” Alex said. “I doubt he’d risk waiting that long knowing we’d be after him.”

      After they arrived at the port, they checked with security and the customs agents about seeing any suspicious activity in the last hour. They denied seeing any, but Alex asked to review the recent security camera footage. Then Big Earv and Hawk headed for the Skorpion, the Estonian tanker due to leave in an hour.

      The two men hustled up the gangway just as one of the crew members was preparing to release it from the ship’s deck.

      “Wait a minute,” Hawk said as he flashed his badge. “Can we speak with your captain?”

      The man grunted and then gestured for them to follow him. He led them to the bridge and handed them off to the captain. The bearded man was busy making his final checks before departure, scowling at the sight of the two visitors in the doorway.

      “What do you—” the captain said before he glanced at the badge Hawk held up.

      The captain’s face fell.

      “Sorry, captain,” Hawk said. “We know you’re busily getting ready to leave, but we need to speak with you about something.”

      “What’s this all about?” asked the captain, who then introduced himself as Yuri Volkov.

      “We believe a Russian agent may have boarded your ship,” Hawk said.

      Volkov shook his head. “Nobody gets on my ship without my permission.”

      “We did,” Hawk said with a shrug.

      “And you have badges,” Volkov said.

      “This man may have had a badge, too,” Big Earv said.

      “Feel free to look around my ship. But I haven’t seen anyone else than the people who are on my crew.”

      Hawk and Big Earv split up as they searched the cargo hold. The ship was exporting steel mostly and every container had been locked and sealed—except one.

      Hawk found one of the crew members and asked him about the cargo hold that was still open. The man explained that it was their makeshift brig in case anyone got rowdy. There was a cot against one side of the container and a small desk and chair on the other.

      “Looks kind of comfortable,” Hawk said.

      “It is what it is,” the man said before shutting the doors tight.

      But right as the doors were closing, he saw a flicker, a glint of something off an object that wasn’t supposed to be there.

      “Can I borrow your flashlight?” Hawk asked.

      The man handed him the flashlight and stepped back. Hawk eased onto the floor and peered beneath the bed.

      Nothing.

      “Huh?” Hawk said as he stood. “I would’ve sworn I saw something under there.”

      Before the other man could respond, he tumbled to the floor, bowled over by something racing out of the container. Before Hawk had a chance to react, he absorbed the brunt of the heavy steel door slamming into his chest and knocking him to the ground.

      “He’s here,” Hawk said over the coms, “and he’s sprinting toward the top deck.”

      Hawk snapped his head back toward the far corner of the room and located Big Earv hustling up the stairs. While Hawk would’ve preferred to take a moment to regain his wits, he instinctively scrambled to his feet and raced after Big Earv.

      Moments later, the two men arrived on the main deck and scanned the area for Barinov. For a few seconds, neither of them saw any movement. Hawk sensed they were putting themselves in a vulnerable position and suggested they seek cover while they continued to search the area for Barinov.

      Then Hawk saw something. Between the Skorpion and the Russian tanker was a taut rope, the Skorpion’s deck a good ten feet above the height of the adjacent ship, creating an easy escape route. He followed the rope and found Barinov sliding across to the other deck.

      Hawk ripped his shirt off and flung it over the rope before wrapping it around his hands to secure his makeshift zip line trolley. Seconds later, he was soaring toward the other ship in pursuit of Barinov.

      The Russian FSB agent climbed aboard and worked feverishly to loosen the knot.

      Hawk’s eyes widened, first out of surprise that Barinov hadn’t run away or maybe even fired a few rounds at him. Then reality set in when Hawk realized why Barinov wasn’t fending him off.

      He’s going to send me into the water.

      The Russian tanker signaled it was leaving port with a prolonged blast of the foghorn. Deckhands hustled around the perimeter for one last inspection before letting the captain know it was safe to shove off. Just as Hawk drew near to the ship, Barinov finished untying the rope and disappeared from view.

      Hawk felt the rope go slack and watched the boat lurch forward away from the dock. He cursed as he braced for impact.
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      RED ROCKS AMPHITHEATER | COLORADO

      Morgan clutched her bag as she jostled her way through the rowdy crowd making their way toward the concert entrance. Her effort to avoid getting swept up in the throng had failed. The strong smell of alcohol and pot hung in the air, exhaled with every conversation and spontaneous song that broke out among the revelers.

      Glad I’m not working security tonight.

      The sell-out crowd of nearly ten thousand was ready to dance and sing the night away with Russian pop star Tanha—and it was the last place Morgan wanted to be at the moment.

      But she had little choice.

      Stalking Senator Barbara Nelson around Washington hadn’t gotten her anywhere—and neither had ignoring all the other potential moles Besserman had presented as candidates for leaking sensitive intel. And while Nelson was still a prime suspect, Senator Trey Wheeler couldn’t be ignored. His ties to Tanha were almost too obvious, even if she had never been suspected as a spy aside from conspiracy kooks dredging the web for fodder to compose a viral social media post.

      Nobody would be that dumb, would they?

      If anyone could be a spy—either knowingly or unwittingly—it was Wheeler. The California senator had a brand that appealed to his voter base. He was cool and flashy, not to mention sassy and adept at conducting a takedown of opponents on social media. And while Morgan was turned off by his persona, she couldn’t ignore the fact that he was incredibly attractive by even the most objective standards.

      At 6-foot-2, Wheeler’s imposing figure was accompanied by a chiseled jaw line, deep set blue eyes, and wavy brown hair. His smile was the kind one would expect to find in Hollywood—and his voice was as smooth as silk. She’d studied a few videos of his speeches while preparing for her assignment and found herself feeling flushed as she caught herself pining over the handsome politician.

      “Am I really that shallow?” Morgan had asked herself, unsure if she could answer the question truthfully.

      Trey Wheeler was the most eligible bachelor in Washington, a discussion topic often bandied about on TV talk shows when hosts had exhausted all the corruption and chicanery rife on Capitol Hill. He’d obviously seen the shows too, his ego inflating to incorrigible heights.

      But behind a chain link fence and a line of security personnel, Wheeler stood alone while his assistant thumbed out a message on her phone a comfortable distance of five yards away. As Morgan waited to be approved by the man waving his wand around the contours of media members, she noticed a hint of sadness in Wheeler. Then the moment Tanha locked eyes with him, his face lit up.

      “Unzip your bag, please,” ordered the man at the table.

      Morgan snapped back to reality, following the command and then watching the man sift through her bag with his gloved hands.

      “Next,” he said as he indicated for her to continue inside.

      Morgan had been credentialed as a member of Music Now magazine, a legitimate magazine that had a relationship with the agency. Whenever the CIA needed to get its operatives into a certain space, Music Now would request a media pass in the officer’s name. Whether Morgan maintained the ruse that she was actually a reporter was up to her and the mission objectives. In this case, she definitely wanted Wheeler to know who she was. But before she had a chance to interview him, the stage lights flickered to life and the crowd roared. Seconds later, Tanha skipped onto stage to the pulsing beat of her smash hit, “Lover’s Lane.”

      After two hours of giving the crowd all it wanted and more, Tanha blew kisses to the concertgoers and wished them a safe drive home. She tossed her head back, her trademark blonde curls bouncing with her every movement. Without hesitating, she cozied up next to Wheeler, who beckoned his assistant over to take a picture of him with his rock star girlfriend from the wings of the stage. The assistant obliged, shooting both a short video and a still shot. Before they’d barely released each other from their pose, both the video and the image were posted to the senator’s social media accounts.

      Morgan observed every detail, processing the information as she received it. Tanha acted like every other pop star Morgan had ever encountered—and the list was a lengthy one. Fresh out of law school, Morgan clerked for Thomas Masterson, a federal judge who’d been a lawyer for Hollywood stars for the first half of his career. She’d been the beneficiary of numerous backstage passes left at will call ticket windows on Masterson’s behalf and met more than her fair share of stars.

      Aside from all their glitz and the fame, Morgan noted how most stars had a quiet sadness about them, almost as if they were trying to convince themselves that the stardom made them happy.

      And Tanha was no different.

      Maybe these are just two lovers.

      But Morgan wasn’t going to let her opinion hinge on a thirty-second interaction between Tanha and Wheeler. Due diligence was required. She’d learned from her uncle that putting a person under pressure was the best way to find out who they truly were.

      Members of the media converged around Tanha as she exited the stage, giving them a minute of photos while she interacted with VIP fans, people who’d paid a handsome sum just to get the chance to speak with their idol.

      Wheeler was left alone again.

      Morgan sidled up to him as he stared out at the fans filing out of the amphitheater.

      “Quite a show she put on,” Morgan said.

      Wheeler smiled and nodded, his gaze unbroken.

      “She really knows how to work a crowd, doesn’t she?” he said.

      “Kind of like someone else I know,” Morgan said.

      Wheeler furrowed his brow as he turned toward her.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, “but have we met?”

      Morgan offered her hand. “Morgan May.”

      He shook her hand and then leaned back, trying to read her name badge.

      “With Music Now?” he asked.

      “Actually, no.”

      “But you—”

      “This badge was just to get me inside so I could speak with you.”

      Wheeler scanned the area. “You could’ve just made an appointment with my assistant. She was right here. I could set something up with you, if—”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Morgan said. “You’ve got some time on your hands and so do I. Why go through the trouble of setting up another meeting?”

      “What’s this about anyway?”

      “Just a routine security clearance checkup,” she said. “We want to make sure that you’re still safe to share top secret information with.”

      Wheeler narrowed his eyes.

      “I’ve been on that committee over twelve years and I’ve never had anyone ask me questions like this.”

      “Perhaps other intelligence chiefs weren’t as fastidious about who received clearance as the current one.”

      “This sounds like a witch hunt to me,” Wheeler said.

      “Not a witch hunt, sir. This is just a conversation, one perhaps we wouldn’t be having if you weren’t romantically involved with someone like Tanha.”

      Wheeler scowled and drew back.

      “Tanha? This is about Tanha? You think she’s a spy?”

      He broke into laughter, which sounded forced to Morgan.

      “You must be joking,” he said.

      Morgan glared at him. “Do I look like I’m joking?”

      “This is preposterous.”

      “Is it?” Morgan asked. “Perhaps you’ve forgotten that one of your colleagues in the house not so long ago found comfort in the bed of a North Korean spy. That wasn’t preposterous. And who knows what kind of information she stole from him.”

      “None that I know of,” Wheeler said.

      “That you know of,” Morgan said. “I can promise that there’s more to that story than you’re privy to.”

      He eyed her closely.

      “What’s this really about?”

      Morgan sighed and put her hands on her hips. She looked off in the distance, suggesting that she was hesitant to tell him. But she’d practiced this look for this very moment. She needed Wheeler to think that she was doing him a favor.

      “Look, I need you to be judicious about who you share this with. Understand?”

      He nodded.

      “So a few weeks ago, we had a special ops team ambushed in Angola,” she said. “Only a small number of people knew we were going in—and you were one of them. The result was a blown operation and three dead Marines.”

      “I remember that briefing,” he said. “There were maybe a dozen people in the room. Any one of them could’ve done it. Are you interviewing them all?”

      “Only the ones with ties to Russia as it was a Russian outfit that killed our soldiers.”

      “This is all because I’m dating Tanha?”

      “Perhaps you don’t understand that you’ve been entrusted with national secrets, a privilege that requires sacrifice and utmost discretion,” she said. “And quite frankly, I’m not sure you’re capable of either one.”

      “You’re going to rue the day you decided to pay me a visit,” Wheeler said. “I’m about to make your life hell.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “It’s a promise,” he said. “Now get lost before I call security and tell them that we have an impostor in our midst.”

      Morgan nodded but held her steely gaze on Wheeler for a few more seconds before turning and walking away.

      By the time she reached her car in the parking lot, her phone buzzed with a call. Besserman’s name flashed on the screen.

      “What the hell are you doing, Morgan?” the CIA director asked.

      “Whoa, whoa,” she said. “Slow down, sir. I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

      “You know damn well what I’m talking about. I told you to poke around to find the mole, not poke a bear.”

      “Is this about Wheeler?”

      “Of course it’s about Wheeler. He’s longtime friends with President Bullock. And Wheeler just exposed your investigation into him on social media.”

      “I didn’t try to make it a secret, sir. I wanted to put pressure on him and see if he’d crack.”

      Besserman sighed. “Confronting Senator Nelson was one thing, especially since you saw her interacting with a known Russian agent. But accosting Wheeler at his girlfriend’s concert?”

      “Is that how he put it? He said I accosted him?”

      “Read the post for yourself. I just wanted this to be a quiet investigation and preferably one that couldn’t be tied back to—”

      He paused.

      “Damnit. It’s the president. Hold on.”

      Besserman clicked over to the other line, leaving Morgan alone with her thoughts. Her openness about the investigation held a two-fold purpose and was by design. She wanted to draw scrutiny to Wheeler as well as let the rest of the committee know that they were being watched. It would make uncovering the leak a little more difficult. But now all she had to do was watch for a change in patterns. And as upset as Besserman was at her in the moment, she figure he’d get over it. After all, she’d learned this bit of espionage craft from her uncle.

      Five minutes passed and Besserman was still on the other line. Morgan hung up and joined the mass of cars working their way to the parking lot exit. By the time she was back on the road and headed toward Denver, her phone rang again with a call from Besserman.

      “Is everything all right, sir?” she asked.

      “Nothing is all right after the president chews your ass out.”

      “That bad?”

      “Right now, you’re the bane of my existence,” he snapped. “Bullock wants you off the case immediately, removed from your position as the head of the Magnum Group, and reassigned to some godforsaken post in the Arctic.”

      “Sounds chilling.”

      “It’s not a joke, Morgan. He’s dead serious.”

      “So, what are you going to do?”

      “Anything but that,” Besserman said. “You might be a pain in my ass right now, but I know that if anyone is going to flush out this mole on the intelligence committee, it’s going to be you.”

      “And what about President Bullock?”

      “He’s got the free world to run. The last thing he needs to be doing is use his power to micromanage the country’s intelligence agency all because his buddy got questioned and got his panties in a bunch.”

      She took a deep breath before responding. “I’ll be more discreet next time.”

      “That’s all I ask,” Besserman said. “That, and let’s find a mountain of damning information on Wheeler, if it’s there, and then take it to Bullock and show him how stupid it would’ve been to ship you off to some hidden corner of the planet.”

      “And if I don’t find anything?”

      “We’ll never mention anything else about it again.”

      “Thank you, sir,” she said.

      “So, what’s your gut telling you about Wheeler?”

      Morgan adjusted her rearview mirror and paused before answering.

      “Nothing definitive yet. I just wanted to scare him and see how he’d react.”

      “And what do you think?”

      She shrugged. “I’m not sure yet, but he’s hiding something—and I’m going to find out what it is.”
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      DALLAS, TEXAS

      A smile flickered across Mia’s lips as she scanned the property in front of her using her binoculars. The moonlight glinted off the hood of the rented SUV. Across the Beverly Drive, a mansion loomed over the expansive estate, appearing nearly impenetrable from the outside. A ten-foot cobblestone wall lined the perimeter, and security cameras were affixed to decorative poles that rose a few feet above the ledge.

      “I know you’re smiling, but I can’t for the life of me figure out why,” Phelps said from the passenger seat.

      Mia had already identified the security system that gave Charles Marshall the illusion that he was being kept safe. She hadn’t shared that piece of information with Phelps. But that was only part of the reason for her wide grin. The fact that she’d already convinced Phelps to join her was the other.

      She continued to study the perimeter, saying nothing just to drive Phelps crazy for a few more moments.

      “You said if I help you, I’d be able to get these people off my back for good and make this all go away,” he said. “But so far all we’ve done since we got here was ride around the block and look extremely suspicious.”

      Finally, she put down the binoculars and turned slowly toward him.

      “I know you’re used to hacking from the comfort of your chair in your home office,” she began. “But this on-site business requires patience. To hack a server that isn’t accessible over the internet, we must have a rock solid plan.”

      “And do we?”

      “Do we what?”

      “Have a rock solid plan?”

      She forced a smile. “That’s what I’m working on.”

      “So you mean to tell me that you convinced me to come all the way to Texas before you had a plan?”

      She shrugged. “That’s not exactly true. The first part of the plan was convincing you to come with me.”

      Phelps flatted his cheeks with his hands and dragged them slowly down his face.

      “I’m gonna lose my mind,” he said as he closed his eyes.

      “For someone who traffics in secrets, you’re too easy,” she said.

      He narrowed his eyes.

      “What?”

      “Of course I have a plan,” she said. “I just needed to verify what type of security system the late Charles Marshall deployed. And of course, it was nothing but the best—when he bought it twelve years ago.”

      “Is that an Omni Q47?” he asked, pointing at one of the cameras.

      “Q57 to be exact,” she said, “but it’s pretty much the same thing when it comes to how you hack into it.”

      “And the motion sensors?”

      “All tied to the same system,” she said as she held up her phone displaying a screen with a list of Wi-Fi networks. “And I know what network they’re all tethered to. That’s the thing about wireless security—you can’t hide the fact that you have it.”

      “Nor can you keep people like us from getting onto it.”

      Mia pulled out her laptop and worked for a few minutes, while Phelps excused himself to the curb for a smoke. With relative ease, she navigated her way through the system that was once hailed as the “Cadillacs of Security.” And by the time Phelps snuffed out what was left of his cigarette, she had looped the system and turned off the motion detectors.

      “Are you sure nobody lives at the estate now?” Phelps asked, the stench of smoke suddenly filling the car.

      “You need a new habit,” she said, turning up her nose at him.

      “Are you always this judgmental?”

      “If it means losing the deposit on this rental due to a cleaning fee, yes. Also, we don’t know what’s beyond those walls other than the buildings. A security guard could smell you coming from a mile away.”

      “All right, all right. I’ll promise to stop as of this moment,” Phelps said. “Now, are we in?”

      “We’re in,” she said. “Let’s go.”

      Mia grabbed her backpack out of the trunk and they hustled across the street toward the Marshall estate.

      At just past 11:00 p.m., Highland Park, the exclusive enclave within Dallas, was a virtual ghost town. Nevertheless, they worked quickly to get over the wall and head to the mansion where the offline server was housed.

      As they hustled toward the door, Mia noticed there weren’t any lights on. She hoped none would turn on either as her shoes became soaked by the dew already forming on the manicured grass.

      After drawing within a hundred meters of the house, Phelps stopped and flung his arm in front of Mia’s chest, stopping her.

      “What are you—”

      Phelps put a finger to his lips.

      “Ssshhhh.”

      Then he pointed ahead to their right. A Doberman Pinscher studied them, his back legs slightly bent as he bared his teeth. Seconds later, a growl.

      “I’m not going to be eaten alive,” Phelps said in a whisper as he started to turn.

      Mia grabbed his arm, keeping him from running off.

      “Are you really that scared of a dog?”

      “Maybe we’re not looking at the same animal,” Phelps said. “But that thing looks hungry—and he’s trying to decide which of us he wants to eat.”

      “Just calm down,” she said in a hushed tone. “I’ve got this.”

      “I swear if you pull a slab of red meat from your bag—”

      “Shut up,” Mia said. “And don’t be ridiculous. That only works in the movies.”

      “Then what are you gonna do?” he asked as he pulled his arm out of her grasp.

      “Skittles,” she said, shaking a bag of them.

      Mia approached the dog, who growled louder. As she edged within a few meters, she slowly opened a bag and tossed a few pieces of candy at the dog. Suspicious, the dog glanced at her and then the candy on the ground before scooping it off the ground with his tongue. Mia poured more onto the ground and stepped back. The dog shoved his nose into the pile of candy and began feasting.

      “Where’d you learn that hack?” Phelps asked, his voice still in a whisper as they skirted the dog and continued toward the house.

      “I had a Doberman once,” Mia said. “She liked Skittles. But who doesn’t?”

      Mia glanced up at the mansion to make sure no lights had come on. It was still dark.

      She deactivated the mansion’s security system inside, allowing them to get into the house through a window. Mia located the door to the stairs leading down to the basement. And within a few minutes, Phelps was helping Mia hack their way onto Marshall’s offline server.

      “You sure this is going to work?” Phelps asked. “The last thing I want is to put a bigger target on my back, yours too.”

      “To beat a bully, you have to play his game,” she said. “It’s the only way you get his respect and take control of the situation.”

      Mia returned her focus to her terminal. She found a folder that looked interesting and opened it. Inside, she discovered a treasure trove of scanned documents and audio files. She clicked “play” on one of the files and listened as the late oil tycoon’s voice boomed in a conversation with another voice that was instantly recognizable.

      Then she read the name of the file more closely: “whitewater-conv.mp3”.

      She continued to scroll and read names of people and places and events that were all memorable, some of them key moments in the political landscape over the past four decades, dating back to the Nixon era.

      “Now we know how Charles Marshall got to be so rich,” Mia said. “And it had less to do with oil than we think.”

      “I see you’re finding the same thing I am,” Phelps said. “This guy has dirt on everyone. It’s unbelievable.”

      “Ah-ha!” Mia shouted. “Got it.”

      She scanned a file that had pages and pages documenting each of the congressman’s illegal activity. Her eyes narrowed when she read about the involvement of the FBI and an agent named Jared Gabel along with another special agent in charge named Huxley.

      “These bastards are all crooked,” she said. “According to Marshall’s notes, he wasn’t planning on paying them anything until one of the congressmen threatened to have someone at the IRS look into his business dealings. Then he decided to offer them a large sum in exchange for them to direct the railroad through his land and to protect him from IRS scrutiny.”

      “Sounds like it was more from the latter based on what I’m finding,” Phelps said. “He could’ve leaked any one of a number of stories about these politicians to a reputable news agency that would’ve taken down these men.”

      “Good,” she said. “And now we can use Marshall’s additional dirt to hold them at bay.”

      “Set up a posthumous release as part of my will,” Phelps said. “And you do it too. Then they won’t be able to touch us.”

      “Can you set that up for me?” she asked. “I’ll deliver the news to Gabel so you don’t have to.”

      “I find those terms completely acceptable,” he said as he clapped his hands and then rubbed them together.

      Mia turned her focus back to the computer where another file folder caught her eye: Operation New Order.

      She clicked on it and read the name of the files. There was one that arrested her attention: WyCorp-Op.

      Mia gasped.

      “What is it?” Phelps asked. “You find something else?”

      “You remember the job that got me into this whole mess in the first place?”

      “The one with that Wyoming weapons manufacturing plant?”

      She nodded.

      “Turns out, Charles Marshall was the one who requested it.”

      “What would he want that information for?”

      “I’m not sure just yet, but you can bet I’m going to find out why.”
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      NEW YORK CITY

      Hawk’s teeth jarred as his shoulder absorbed the brunt of the blow against the ship’s hull. He slid down the side and straight into the harbor’s murky waters. He closed his eyes, ignoring the chilled water as he swam up to the surface. His first instinct was to swim away from the ship as it churned through the water. Then Big Earv said something.

      “Look to your left,” he said over the coms.

      Hawk saw a rope dangling in the water over the side of the ship. Hawk tugged the line and then looked up, the moonlight glinting off a grappling hook secured to the edge of the ship’s deck. He glanced back at the other tanker and noticed Big Earv on the deck with both hands raised triumphantly in the air.

      “Yes!” he shouted.

      “Did you do that?” Hawk asked over the coms.

      “Hell, yeah,” Big Earv said. “Now go get him.”

      Hawk lingered for a moment, catching his breath. Then he climbed up the side of the ship. Upon reaching the top, he rested for a beat, allowing the blood to flow back into his arms and legs while scanning the deck for Barinov.

      Just as Hawk started to move, he nearly lost his balance, the ship’s engines rumbling as a tugboat guided her out of her space at the dock. He rushed up a set of stairs leading to the bridge where he found the captain staring intently at the water below.

      “Captain, you have a stowaway on board,” Hawk said, trying to catch his breath.

      “Then I suggest you get the hell off my boat,” the man said in a thick Russian accent.

      “I’m not the stowaway,” Hawk protested.

      “If you’re not on my manifest, you’re a stowaway.”

      “Then you have two stowaways, captain,” Hawk said. “And I’m bringing a helicopter to land on the deck to take away the other one.”

      “Over my dead body you are.”

      Hawk shrugged.

      “If that’s how you want it to be—”

      He let his words hang in the air as he glanced down at the gun in his hand. The captain noticed the weapon and waited a moment to respond, his mind whirring.

      “This is unacceptable,” he finally said. “But I will allow it just this once.”

      “You’re a good man,” Hawk said, patting the captain on his shoulder. “You know where your bread is buttered.”

      The captain grunted.

      Hawk rushed out of the bridge and hustled down the steps.

      “Big Earv, where are you?” Hawk asked over the coms. “Think you can help?”

      “Not from the dock,” Big Earv said. “Any other way I can help?”

      “Get a helo on this ship. Maybe FBI or NYPD. It doesn’t really matter. I just need a way to get Barinov off this ship once I find him.”

      “Copy that.”

      Hawk trained his weapon in front of him as he ducked into a stairwell and disappeared into the deck below. He eased through the deck before he surprised a wide-eyed crew member. The man raised his hands and stepped back.

      “It’s okay,” Hawk said. “I’m a federal agent. I’m not looking to detain anyone on the crew. But you have a stowaway. Have you seen him?”

      The man shook his head before scurrying away.

      Hawk continued down to another deck before he saw the open door to a container swinging back and forth.

      That’s unusual.

      According to Homeland Security protocol, every container had to be sealed and signed by an inspector. The locks couldn’t be opened until the ship reached its final port of destination.

      Hawk rushed over to the container and peeked around the door, which was about a quarter of the way open. He reacted just in time as Barinov fired a shot that pinged off the container door.

      Thrust into survival mode, Hawk grabbed a flash bang out of his ruck sack and tossed it into the container before securing the door. Seconds later, the explosion rattled the walls, followed by a thud.

      Hawk waited a beat before unlatching the door and poking his head inside. Smoke filled the container, preventing him from seeing Barinov. Instead of waiting for the space to clear out, Hawk rushed air into the room by opening and closing the door. Eventually, he could make out the Russian agent lying face down near the back wall. Hawk kept his gun trained on Barinov while rushing over to him.

      Hawk removed the Russian FSB agent’s weapons and then used a zip-tie to secure him. Once he came to, Hawk yanked the man to his feet and marched him up the steps.

      “I got him,” Hawk said.

      “The helicopter is about to land on the deck,” Big Earv said.

      “You all right?” Alex asked, joining the conversation.

      “Better than I should be,” Hawk said.

      Hawk strode over to the captain, who was standing on the deck puffing on his pipe as he watched the drama unfold.

      “Thank you,” Hawk said. “Both your stowaways are leaving on that helo.”

      The captain grunted and then lumbered back to his perch, retreating from the loud noise and wind caused by the aircraft lowering itself onto the ship’s deck. Two FBI agents helped Hawk get Barinov into the helicopter before it took off.

      Hawk’s phone buzzed and he glanced at the name and number on the screen.

      “We got him,” Hawk said.

      “Good,” Besserman said. “I was starting to get concerned in light of the news we just learned about Barinov.”

      “What kind of news?” Hawk asked.

      “Barinov is on the FSB’s shoot-to-kill list.”
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        * * *

      

      IN THE OBSERVATION ROOM, Hawk, Alex, and Big Earv rifled through Barinov’s backpack. When they came across his tablet, Hawk rushed into the interrogation room and held up the device in front of Barinov to get facial recognition to open it up.

      “Thanks,” Hawk said.

      Barinov responded with a snarl and a grunt.

      Hawk sifted through the files before he sucked in a quick breath.

      “What is it?” Besserman asked. “You find something?”

      “Take a look at this,” Hawk said as he handed the device to Besserman. “You might want to speak with him about that.”

      Besserman snatched the iPad, his eyes widening as he skimmed the document displayed on the screen.

      “This ought to be interesting.”
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        * * *

      

      BESSERMAN LOCKED EYES with Barinov the moment he entered the interrogation room. The Russian looked up at Besserman, eyes sunken and face bruised.

      “It seems we have plenty to discuss,” Besserman said, holding Barinov’s tablet up in the air.

      “Do you have a cigarette?” Barinov asked.

      Besserman was prepared for the question. He knew Barinov’s cigarette of choice, Marlboro Reds, and placed one on his lips. Besserman dug a lighter out of his pocket and snapped the flame to life, holding it close enough to ignite the tobacco.

      “Thank you,” Barinov said.

      Besserman circled Barinov before continuing.

      “I’m just going to tell you that there are two ways this conversation could go. First, you could answer all my questions with total compliance, which would put you in a much better situation.”

      “And my other option?”

      “You evade my questions and I make your life miserable. No chance of being swapped for an American prisoner. No chance of making it out of a dingy little cell in our worst prison. The choice is yours.”

      “Perhaps you don’t understand what’s going on here,” Barinov said.

      “Why don’t you enlighten me,” Besserman said.

      “I was assigned to eliminate Litvinov by the FSB,” Barinov began. “He’s part of a cabal within the Kremlin that is trying to start a war. And if you kill me, the hawks will have won. A world war will break out—and you will be partially to blame.”

      Besserman resisted the urge to smile. He stroked his chin and studied the Russian.

      “Is that so?”

      “It is—as you Americans say—the gospel truth.”

      “Then how do you explain the kill order you have on President Bullock?” Besserman asked as he set the tablet down on the desk and shoved it toward Barinov.

      The Russian barely glanced at it before he dismissed it.

      “Someone placed that on my tablet,” he said. “I’ve never seen that in my life.”

      “How convenient,” Besserman said.

      “I’m telling you the truth,” Barinov said. “Litvinov is part of a cabal that’s trying to usurp the power of our president. If you let him roam free, he’s going to assassinate the president.”

      “Funny thing is, that’s exactly what the document you received from the FSB told you to say. It’s like you haven’t figured out that I have your script.”

      Barinov scowled as he exhaled a breath of cigarette smoke from the corner of his mouth.

      “You are lying,” he said. “That was never my mission. I was sent here to eliminate Litvinov before he brought our two countries to the brink of war.”

      “Your orders do say that you are to kill Litvinov—after you kill the president. It says that you’re to make Litvinov’s death appear like a suicide.”

      “Those are lies,” Barinov said. “You put those on there to coerce me to confess to something that isn’t true.”

      “I admire you for your commitment to stick with the FSB’s narrative, but it’s futile now,” Besserman said as he got up and walked toward the door. “I’ll be back in just a minute.”

      Besserman called President Bullock and had a brief conversation about how to proceed. When Besserman returned, the ashes at the end of Barinov’s cigarette had grown to a ridiculous length. But the Russian held fast to his story.

      “I swear to you, I was never sent here to kill the president,” Barinov said before the ashes flittered onto the tabletop.

      “You had a chance to get out of here, return home to Moscow a hero, but that is lost now,” Besserman said. “You’re going to suffer—and suffer for the rest of your life.”

      Instead of pleading his case, Barinov, with his mouth closed, just glared at Besserman. Then, he understood what was happening as the Russian worked over his jaw.

      “Damnit,” Besserman said as he rushed over to Barinov.

      Besserman dug into his mouth, prying loose a cyanide capsule before the Russian could bite down on it.

      “You’re not getting off that easily,” Besserman said as he ripped the capsule out of Barinov’s mouth.

    

  







            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    




      LOS ANGELES

      Morgan pressed the ignition button on the jet black Kawasaki Ninja 400 parked in the deck outside the Magnum Group headquarters. The engine purred to life as she straddled the seat and smiled at Dr. Z, who steepled his fingers and furrowed his brow as he scanned the motorcycle.

      “You don’t look so happy,” she said as she fiddled with her helmet.

      “I like to make sure that everything is perfect with my creations before I launch them out into the world,” he said. “They’re like my children.”

      “I’m just going to a concert,” she said with a shrug. “The only reason I asked to see if you had something I could drive was because I spent hours trying to get out of the parking lot the last time I went to a Tanha concert. This motorcycle is going to save me all kinds of time.”

      “Of course, this will be more practical, but you never know if you need something more—and I want to make sure that everything works for when you do need it.”

      “How about I bring it back tomorrow in one piece and you can keep tinkering with it since you don’t seem convinced it’s ready for the field. Deal?”

      Dr. Z moved closer to the vehicle and peered at the dash, running his fingers along additional buttons he’d added during the modification process.

      “I suppose that might be all right,” he said.

      Mia eyed him closely.

      “Want to tell me what all those things do?” she asked.

      “Just don’t touch them. I still need to do a little bit more testing before I feel comfortable letting you use them.”

      “Now you’re just tempting me,” she said with a wink before putting on her helmet.

      Dr. Z narrowed his eyes.

      “Don’t you do it, Mia.”

      She patted him on the shoulder.

      “You know me, doc. You’ve got nothing to worry about.”

      He winced as he placed his index finger on his lips.

      “What is it, doc?” she asked.

      “If you need anything, just speak it into the helmet,” he said. “It’s equipped with Bluetooth and will pair with your phone.”

      “Thanks for the tip,” she said.

      Mia revved the engine before goosing the throttle and darting toward the exit.
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        * * *

      

      LESS THAN AN HOUR later, Mia parked her bike near one of the gates leading into the stadium. Tanha Maniacs, the nickname of Tanha’s most devoted fans based off her hit song “Monday Maniacs,” streamed toward the entrances. As fans bottlenecked around the security checkpoints, Mia skirted the crowd and found the VIP gate.

      Disguised with a blonde wig and oversized sunglasses, Mia had decided not to push her luck by posing as a journalist again. She didn’t need to have a drawn-out conversation with the Russian pop star—Mia just needed a few seconds of close contact. And purchasing VIP Maniac Experience tickets was enough to give Mia the all the time she needed to complete her mission.

      Mia was led by a Maniac Experiential Guide to her seats near the front of the stage. While the venue was much larger than the one in Colorado, the atmosphere was similar. Fans reveling in the moment, a palpable sense of anticipation for the concert to begin. As more attendees filed into the stadium, Mia found herself shoulder to shoulder with others, forced to stand if she wanted to see the concert and avoid getting trampled.

      After the final opening act finished their last song, a pyrotechnic extravaganza commenced as Tanha rushed onto the stage in skintight black leather pants and jacket, microphone in hand. She skipped from one side to the other, urging the audience to make more noise. Once everyone was sufficiently excited, Tanha started with her new hit song “No Man of Mine,” a tome about how she didn’t need a man to do all the things she could do.

      While the song played well with her fan base, Morgan was bemused over how different Tanha’s life was compared to what she sang about. It was clear the singing was all an act. And that was why Morgan had never been a big fan of Tanha. Zero heart and feeling in her lyrics, just corporate babble talk full of words that could’ve been written by an AI program.

      Several hours later after the last song had been performed, Morgan’s guide returned, leading her to the VIP experience tent. Morgan looked around the room, comprised mostly of giddy teenaged girls talking about the concert and bored mothers scrolling on their smart phones. Tanha entered the tent through a side door and proceeded to mill around with all the guests for a few minutes. Morgan realized this was her chance.

      She approached Tanha.

      “I love your music,” Morgan lied. “There’s so much passion in it. Where does that come from?”

      “If you love what you do, you’ll never work a day in your life,” Tanha said.

      Morgan resisted the urge to roll her eyes as the cliché. She loved what she did, but there were times when it was work, like now, surrounded by euphoric teenaged girls ogling over an average singer with a rock star marketing team. Tanha also had her supermodel looks going for her, which was how she managed to ensnare Senator Trey Wheeler in her web. But Wheeler was nowhere to be seen, something Tanha found peculiar since it was so close to the senator’s California home in Malibu.

      After waiting for all the teens to have their photos taken, Morgan also asked Tanha to pose for a picture. Instead of snapping a selfie, Morgan asked one of the mothers to take one. And just before the woman snapped the picture, Morgan put her arm around Tanha, affixing a bug beneath the collar of her shirt.

      Morgan knew the singer would eventually change, but she figured the worst-case scenario would be to track Tanha back to her hotel and begin surveilling her from there. But best-case scenario? Being able to listen to every word of her conversation for the next twenty-four hours.

      However, Morgan soon discovered that her worst-case scenario wasn’t quite bad enough.

      Tanha retreated to her tour bus in the bowels of the stadium, saying very little to anyone. Morgan returned to her motorcycle and monitored the listening device for a half-hour. Then silence.

      Morgan swore under her breath as she contemplated a missed opportunity to find out if Tanha was actually a spy. Tired of waiting any longer to hear Tanha’s voice again, Morgan fired up her motorcycle and prepared to exit the nearly empty stadium. Then she stopped.

      Near one of the exits, Tanha Maniacs lined the inside of a row of metal barriers arranged to direct the flow of traffic in and out of the parking lot. A stretch limo emerged from the stadium, drawing high-pitched screams from the throng waiting for their favorite singer. Morgan watched as the fans scattered, rushing to their cars to follow the limo.

      There’s no way she’s inside there.

      Morgan heard the sound of a motorcycle engine whining as it tore out of the parking lot, heading for an exit in the opposite direction.

      That’s her.

      Morgan followed Tanha along a few surface streets until they reached State Route 1, a stretch of road that mostly followed California’s Pacific coastline. It provided majestic views and a more peaceful drive, albeit a longer one, than those stuck on the freeway fighting hundreds of thousands of other motorists.

      Morgan kept her distance from the bike ahead as it weaved in and out of traffic. After about thirty miles, they entered the Malibu city limits. A minute later, the bike pulled off onto a private driveway that wound toward the top of a ridge. Near the top, the entrance was gated.

      Morgan kept going, speeding past the location. She drove around a bend before turning around and going back by the property. As she looked up toward the gate, it slowly closed as Morgan caught the flicker of red brake lights when it eased to a stop just outside the home.

      Morgan noted the number on the mailbox along the side of the highway and continued South on 1 before pulling into a convenience store. She accessed public property documents from an online website, using the address she found. It didn’t take her long to discover the owner of the home—Senator Trey Wheeler.

      What a surprise.

      Morgan spun her bike around and returned to the estate. She parked her bike along the edge of the road, doing her best to hide it behind some shrubbery. Then she hiked up the hill, crouching low as she moved. While maintaining her distance from the property so as not to get caught by security cameras, Morgan trekked up another small ridge behind the home, locating a spot to perch and view the waning evening’s festivities.

      The backyard was well-lit by strings of decorative hanging lights. The moon flickered off the large pool, stirred by intermittent breezes. On the corner of the wrap-around deck was a hot tub, water roiling. A man was lounging on one side of the hot tub, clutching a glass.

      Morgan peered through his binoculars to confirm her suspicion.

      Senator Wheeler.

      Moments later, Tanha eased out the backdoor wearing a black bikini and then slipped into the water to join Wheeler.

      They embraced each other, engaging in a lengthy kissing session. Once Tanha drew back, they began a conversation.

      Morgan dug her directional shotgun mic out of her rucksack and aimed it at the couple. Instead of whispering sweet nothings into each other’s ears, the topic was an eye-opening one for Morgan.

      “Have you handled that woman yet?” Tanha asked.

      “Working on it,” Wheeler said.

      “Make it quick,” she said. “The last thing we want are any last-minute wrenches thrown into the plan.”

      “I told you I’d handle it—and I am,” Wheeler snapped. “Just be patient, okay?”

      Before their conversation went any further, a burly man lumbered out of the backdoor and over to Wheeler. He cupped his hand around Wheeler’s ear, but Morgan couldn’t make out anything other than Wheeler’s response.

      “Then drag her down here so I can have a little discussion with her,” Wheeler said as he pointed in the direction of Morgan.

      “Or you can just let me handle it,” Tanha said. “Like I told you I could when she first became a problem.”

      “Shit,” Morgan said under her breath. “I’ve been made.”

      Morgan scrambled down the embankment, struggling to keep her balance as she did. As she neared the bottom, the burly man pulled himself over the wall and stood between her and her motorcycle. Running out of options, Morgan ran and slid feet first, jumping a few feet in front of the man. Her move caught him off guard, leaving him flatfooted and staring at her as she skidded past him. Morgan popped up to her feet, thankful for the first time in her life that she’d played softball where she learned to master the art of sliding.

      Her first step forward was a long one, almost immediately putting her into full stride by the time she took her next step. She rounded the corner and hustled down the hill, the heavy footfalls of the security guard getting farther away. Out of fear of losing a step and any of the valuable time she had, Morgan didn’t glance over her shoulder to see where the man was. Seconds later, his footsteps were joined by the mechanical hum of the gate sliding open. She rushed past it and jumped onto her bike, gripping the brake as she slid the key into the dash. Then she put her helmet on and pushed the ignition. Morgan had barely knocked the kickstand back before she raced toward downtown Los Angeles, heading south on State Route 1.

      Behind her, she heard the high-pitched whine of another motorcycle storming toward her.

      Morgan considered her options, which were limited under the circumstances. She wasn’t familiar enough with the area to lose Tanha on surface streets. But she couldn’t simply try to outrun her, even though Morgan had one of the fastest bikes she could handle.

      Morgan glanced over her shoulder and saw Tanha raise her weapon. Reacting to the threat, Morgan leaned right as she darted in front of another vehicle in the slow lane. Sparks flew across the asphalt after Tanha fired a shot.

      Morgan needed support, but didn’t know if anyone at the Magnum Group could provide it for her in a timely manner.

      Then a thought.

      She activated her voice assistant in her helmet and asked it to call the number of Vince Mancini, a producer who worked at Channel 2 in Los Angeles.

      “Vin, it’s your long lost friend, Morgan,” she said. “You want the biggest story of the night?”

      “That’s one helluva way to say hello,” he said.

      “Well?”

      “What you got?”

      “Scramble your chopper over State Route 1,” she said. “There are two motorcycles racing south toward the city from Malibu. And one is shooting at the other.”

      “Maybe that was big-time excitement when you were in school in northern Idaho, Morgan, but in Los Angeles, that’s what we call a normal Saturday night.”

      “And the fact that Tanha is one of the motorcyclists and the one shooting still makes it just a normal Saturday night?”

      “Holy shit,” Vince said, his tone changing. “Are you serious?”

      “This isn’t a prank call.”

      “Are you sure that’s her?”

      “I’ve never lied to you before, have I?”

      “Thanks,” Vince said. “I owe you big time.”

      Morgan sped along toward Los Angeles. She dodged two more shots from Tanha, who showed no signs of stopping. Then about ten minutes after she’d called Vince, she saw the floodlights from a helicopter sweep across the road. Moments later, another helicopter joined them. Within a couple more minutes, a caravan of police cars formed behind them.

      As Morgan drew closer to the city, she knew the advantage was hers. All she had to do was get near the Magnum Group headquarters. She could disappear into the lower level of the parking garage and guide the bike through the hidden doors, vanishing before the cops could detain her.

      Continuing on, Morgan noticed the oncoming traffic on State Route 1 suddenly thinning before becoming non-existent. Up ahead, Morgan noticed flares on the ground next to spike strips lining the entire road. She couldn’t get detained, which would blow her cover. She needed to act quickly.

      Morgan whipped her bike around and headed past Tanha and into the teeth of the police caravan behind them. She swerved left and then a hard right, maintaining the direction until she reached the shoulder and flew past them. A quick glance over her shoulder and Morgan witnessed a wild scene amid the flashing lights. Tanha dropped her bike and sprinted down the hill toward the beach.

      Some of the police cars spun around to chase Morgan, but she knew it would be too late for them to catch her. She leisurely drove through Santa Monica and back toward the city, veering east onto the 10. Meanwhile, the choppers that had been circling overhead decided to follow the exciting footrace to the water rather than another boring police chase through the city.

      That a boy, Vince!

      A few minutes later, Morgan whipped into the studio entrance and zipped toward the secret entrance to the Magnum Group. Seconds later, she was gone.

      Once inside with the doors shut, she pushed the bike back to the research lab and was surprised to find Dr. Z still there.

      “You could’ve kept it for another day,” he said. “I wasn’t planning on working on it tonight.”

      “What are you still doing here?” she asked, ignoring his comment. “It’s nearly midnight.”

      “An inventor must work when inspiration strikes,” he said before offering her an empty mug. “Coffee?”

      Before she could answer, Morgan’s phone rang. She didn’t recognize the number but decided to answer anyway.

      “Morgan, this is Barbara Nelson. I think it’s time we had a little talk.”

      “What’s this about, Senator?” Morgan asked. “Are you ready to confess what you did?”

      “Let’s talk about it when you meet me at my office tomorrow.”

      Morgan hung up and turned toward the door.

      “What? No coffee?” Dr. Z asked.

      “Got a plane to catch,” Morgan said as she was already into the hallway. “And when I get back, I want to know what those buttons do.”
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      DENVER, COLORADO

      Mia rubbed her arms, trying to stay warm, the warmth of the brilliant sunshine muted by the stiff breeze. From atop the terrace of the Denver Museum of Nature and Science, she overlooked Denver’s sprawling City Park with Lake Ferril serving as the crown jewel in the center. She stood alone as she watched families enjoying what remained of a Monday afternoon.

      When Mia informed Special Agent Jared Gabel what she’d found, she insisted on setting up a meeting with his true handlers. He balked at first, acting as if he’d never heard of the two congressmen she named. But when she suggested maybe when his name is next to theirs in the media after an investigation, he quickly remembered what she was referring to. An hour later, he called her back and told her that the congressmen would be willing to meet with her in Denver to discuss her findings. She also warned him that if anything happened to her, the tranche of information she uncovered would be released posthumously.

      While she initially believed that would be the best tact to take in negotiating a way for the congressmen to back off, she and Phelps had a lengthy discussion about it before deciding to move forward with the threat. But ultimately Mia had a different plan, one that would ensure neither of them were ever bothered again by the corrupt politicians or their henchmen.

      Mia checked her watch and then glanced back at the door leading to the terrace. At the stroke of six, Gabel strode through the door along with the three congressmen—Al Vanguard, Michael Wexler, and Ed Morton. Wexler, who represented the first congressional district encompassing the heart of Denver, arranged for the meeting to be held atop the museum. And by the way the meeting began, Mia could tell he was in charge.

      “Miss Becker,” Wexler said as he offered his hand, “we hear great things about you. Shall we?”

      He gestured to a nearby table near the edge of the terrace. They all sat down.

      Mia offered a thin smile, but otherwise remained stoic. She didn’t want to hint at anything early in the meeting, particularly how she felt or what all she knew. When she started negotiating jobs after her brother’s death, she found the best strategy was a rather silent one. She gave him a slight head nod, inviting him to continue.

      “Now, I understand that you were able to obtain the information we were looking for,” Wexler said.

      He leaned back in his chair and stretched his legs, interlocking his fingers behind his head.

      Mia nodded.

      “I hear you also understand what kind of risk you pose to us after having seen those documents,” he said.

      “I’m not interested in your political games,” she said. “Those of you without sin cast the first stone.”

      “Ah, a biblical scholar,” Wexler said. “I can appreciate that. As you may well know, I’m very active in my church and—”

      “I’m not interested in your bio,” Mia said.

      “Okay then,” Wexler said. “I was just making polite talk.”

      “Forgive me if I have a hard time believing you, but you haven’t exactly been polite to either me or my friend.”

      “Your message has been received loud and clear. We don’t want to make threats any more than you want to receive them. But when you threaten us, you best beware who you’re dealing with.”

      “That’s why I had to make my threat in the first place.”

      Wexler leaned forward, clasping his hands together in front of him on the table.

      “You’re a smart woman, Miss Becker. I think we’d make a great team.”

      “I’m quite satisfied with my job.”

      “Just know the offer always stands in case you change your mind. Now, let’s get down to business. Did you bring the documents?”

      Mia nodded and pulled a flash out of her pocket before nudging the device across the table toward Wexler. He nodded toward Gabel, who opened up his laptop and inserted the drive. Gabel clicked around for about a minute and then nodded knowingly at Wexler.

      “Looks like everything you promised is here,” he said. “And with that, our business is concluded. Are you sure you wouldn’t want some compensation for what you did for us?”

      She shook her head.

      “Fine,” Wexler said. “I’m not complaining. Enjoy the rest of your evening, Miss Becker.”

      The four men stood up and walked off, but Mia remained in her seat. She stayed there, soaking in the view and then exhaling. Then she wondered if she was doing the right thing. Powerful people don’t get to be powerful without knowing how to manipulate the system. She could have all the proof necessary to have them removed from office in disgrace and sent to prison for a hundred years, yet they could hire the right lawyers or be friends with the judge and flip the tables on her—and Phelps too.

      It’s not like I’m completely innocent here.

      In her head, Mia rattled off the list of laws she broke to obtain the information and how that could be perceived. She took a deep breath and sighed. No matter what happened, she refused to live the rest of her life looking over her shoulder. Her way was the best way, both for justice and her peace of mind.

      Her phone buzzed with a call from Phelps.

      “How’d it go?” he asked after she answered.

      “As expected,” she said. “I let them do most of the talking. Wexler even offered me a job.”

      “The gall of that man.”

      “I didn’t think there was anything special about him. He seemed just like every other American politician—slick, articulate, capable of selling ice to a polar bear.”

      Phelps chuckled.

      “What?” she asked.

      “The saying is, ‘He could sell ice to an Eskimo’.”

      “Maybe German idioms aren’t always translated the same as English ones.”

      “Either way, I understand,” Phelps said. “Wexler is deviant.”

      “At least we won’t have to worry about him anymore.”

      “Let’s hope not. And, Mia?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thank you. I really just want to get back to my life now.”

      She swallowed hard, hoping she was still about to do the right thing.

      “You’re welcome,” she said. “Gotta go.”

      As she hung up, she noticed a text message flash on her phone’s screen:

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m on my way up to the terrace

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m here

      

      

      

      

      

      A few minutes later, a man with a satchel slung over his shoulder entered the terrace. Her bespectacled guest wore a maroon t-shirt with a beige flannel shirt, jeans, and a pair of tennis shoes. He ran his hand across the top of his tightly cropped hair.

      “Darrion Allen?” Mia asked as she stood up.

      The man flashed a wide smile. “In the flesh. And you must be the infamous Helenos-9.”

      She offered her hand and nodded. Once they shook, they sat down at Mia’s table.

      “Why me?” he asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Why drop the story of a lifetime into my lap? Because that’s what this will be if what you told me over the phone is true.”

      “It’s true,” she said. “Every word of it and then some. But I read some of your articles. You seem like a trustworthy journalist who knows how to handle a story like this.”

      Allen grinned and pointed at her, cocking his head to one side.

      “You are one good judge of character,” he said.

      She pulled out another thumb drive from her pocket and pressed it into his outstretched hand.

      “Good luck,” she said. “Everyone in America is going to know who you are once you break this story.”

      He shrugged.

      “I don’t care about that. I just want the truth to get out.”

      “Then I know for a fact that I’m giving it to the right journalist.”

      Mia stood up and patted him on the shoulder.

      “But be careful who you talk to about this,” she said. “I want to read your story about this, not read a story about you.”
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      Hawk groaned as he rolled over his side, his shoulder still aching from the hit he took against the tanker two days earlier. He reached over and felt for Alex, who was already out of bed. He sat up and found a note on his nightstand.

      
        
        gone for a run — let’s do breakfast when I get back XXOO

      

      

      Hawk put his feet on the floor and then reached for a bottle of ibuprofen. He popped a couple of pills before chasing them with a tall glass of water. While he’d recently recognized the toll his missions were taking on his body, he didn’t think he’d hurt this much at age 36.

      He stood and stretched before getting dressed. He was looking forward to some downtime—and to get home and see John Daniel. After starting a pot of coffee on the hotel room counter, he got dressed and then turned on the television.

      The presenter was discussing the ramifications of Tanha’s shocking arrest amidst the revelation that she was a Russian spy. The story revealed that millions of her fans took to social media to protest her arrest, stirring up so much support that “#FreeTanha” became a trending hashtag on nearly every site. Then there was the unpleasant discussion that Senator Trey Wheeler had been intimately involved with her. The story cut to a clip of Wheeler proclaiming his innocence and saying that he had no idea that she was a spy and that it was true love. He also denied that she would’ve been able to access sensitive government documents from him.

      Hawk knew it must’ve been bad—and true—based on the way Wheeler quickly distanced himself from her.

      He’s just trying to save his career.

      Wheeler, who’d been a successful car salesman in Los Angeles before buying his own dealership and becoming southern California’s highest volume dealer, had found a new cash cow in Washington and wasn’t willing to let that go away. But he had a tight line to walk, navigating both the potential backlash from Tanha Maniacs who would surely target him on social media and voters who had steadily grown dissatisfied with his work on the other side of the country. While Hawk thought the situation seemed fraught with too many landmines to escape unscathed, Wheeler had come by his Teflon Trey nickname honestly. In the three terms since he’d taken office, Wheeler had won re-election after one campaign finance scandal, a derogatory joke posted to his social media channels, and a censure for lying under oath during a committee hearing.

      If anyone can survive this, Wheeler can.

      The hotel door clicked and Hawk glanced toward it to see Alex returning from her run. She kissed him and then headed toward the bathroom.

      “Let me jump in the shower and then we’ll go to breakfast,” she said.

      “Good,” he said. “We have plenty to discuss.”

      While Alex was showering, Hawk’s phone buzzed with a call from Besserman.

      “Good morning,” Besserman said.

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Hawk said.

      “What has you so grumpy this morning?”

      “Maybe nothing. I’m going to reserve full judgment until you tell me what you’re calling about. But if you ruin my breakfast date with Alex, so help me—”

      “Go on your date,” Besserman said, “but you do have work to do when you get back.”

      “So, you’re not just going to let me go home?”

      “Not just yet. There’s been some major developments this morning, so the situation is fluid—but overall, I think it’s good news.”

      Hawk sighed. “Lay it on me.”

      “After our debriefing with Barinov, we determined that he was indeed part of a plot to assassinate Bullock.”

      “And how’d you reach that conclusion?”

      “We had some of our forensic analysts go over the kill orders,” Besserman said. “They were legit.”

      “And what was the point of Litvinov?”

      “The Kremlin wants to make sure he keeps his mouth shut. His defection was genuine, and the top brass wanted to make an example out of him.”

      “So Barinov ran when we made him?”

      “There was no way for him to fulfill his mission, so he decided to return home and try again at a later date. And he just might return home, but it’ll be in exchange for one of our men, at least that’s what the president wants to do.”

      “And what about Litvinov?” Hawk asked.

      “Since we’ve determined that his motives are genuine, we’re going to go ahead and grant him political asylum and then place him in a protection program. New identity, new job, the whole nine yards.”

      “How do you feel about all this? I mean, what’s your gut telling you?”

      Besserman paused before continuing.

      “I’d be lying if I didn’t tell you that I wasn’t still a little uneasy about everything, but it’s only because I’m conditioned to think that way. I’ve had several interviews with Litvinov and have gone through his record over and over—and I can’t find a damn thing that would serve as a red flag. As much as my gut is saying otherwise, there’s not a thing that would suggest he’s part of a plan to infiltrate the U.S.”

      “If that’s the case, then you have to believe what he said about the Russian nuclear sub.”

      “Yeah, well, I might believe it, but none of our patrols or any of our intel has suggested that there’s a Russian sub lurking just off the coast.”

      Hawk shrugged. “Still can’t ignore it though.”

      “We’ll keep an eye on it, but Litvinov needs to be reunited with his family. We have no legitimate excuse to keep them apart now.”

      “And let me guess—you want us to take him back?”

      “You’re really good at this,” Besserman said. “You’d make a fine director one day.”

      “You know I’d rather see out my retirement yet on my ranch in Montana than deal with all the headaches you have to put up with.”

      “I’m not so sure I believe that.”

      “Don’t even think about recommending me to anyone,” Hawk said. “You know I’d spend most of my day cleaning up messes after I butted heads with the wrong bureaucrat.”

      “All right, all right. I’ll give it a rest for now. But you and Alex are going to work with Big Earv to get Litvinov home to his family. He’s still a high-value target, according to the dossier we retrieved from Barinov’s tablet. And even though we’ve removed Barinov, I don’t think it’s out of the realm of possibility that some other FSB assassin is going to make another run at Litvinov. I have you all scheduled to take a flight out of Reagan leaving at noon.”

      “So, where are we taking him?”

      “Miami,” Besserman said. “I’ll send you all the details later, but he’s getting prepped to leave at noon.”

      Hawk got a few more details from the CIA director before ending the call. Then Hawk proceeded to brief Alex after she was dressed.

      “He couldn’t find anyone else?” Alex said.

      “Try to think positive,” Hawk said. “Maybe the general can teach you how to blow smoke rings.”

      “Not interested.”

      “Well, let’s make the most of it. We’ll have Big Earv to keep us company. Think positive.”

      “I’d rather just let the two of you handle it while I go home and see John Daniel.”

      Hawk offered his phone.

      “Besserman is just a phone call away,” he said.

      She sighed. “No, I’ll go. But I don’t have to like it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      JUST BEFORE 10:30 A.M., Hawk and Alex met up with Big Earv at the safe house where Litvinov had spent the past few nights. The Russian general was standing on the doorstep with his bags in hand.

      “Someone looks ready,” Alex said with a wide grin.

      “I haven’t seen my wife or little Kira and Sasha in such a long time. I’m not sure I could last much longer without seeing them.”

      “I know the feeling,” Alex said.

      The plan was to fly with Litvinov to Miami and escort him to his family’s safe house, where some of Besserman’s most trusted men would be transferring Litvinov’s entire family to an undisclosed location to start over with new identities. It was simple enough. Besserman said they could even book flights home from Miami once they were done with Litvinov.

      The trio engaged Litvinov during their drive to the airport. Hawk was looking for something he might have missed, something that would’ve proven Besserman’s hunch wrong. But there wasn’t anything. Litvinov was either an elite spy or was being genuine about his feelings for his family and his disappointment in his country. And Hawk concluded he couldn’t blame Besserman for wanting to release the Russian general, who’d done nothing but cooperate and provide the kind of intel that even the best intelligence officers in the CIA couldn’t unearth.

      As they were standing in line preparing to board their flight, all the televisions in the airport went dark. Hawk knew it wasn’t a good sign.

      His phone buzzed with a call from Besserman.

      “What is it?” Hawk said.

      “Get the hell outta there right now,” Besserman said.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Satellite images just found that Russian nuclear sub Litvinov was talking about—and it’s been running test exercises to fire on the U.S. Go rent a car and drive like hell before you’re possibly flattened with the rest of the city.”

      “Copy that.”

      “And Hawk?”

      “Yeah?”

      “They just invoked the Keystone Protocol.”

      Hawk swore under his breath as he hung up. He pulled Big Earv and Alex aside and shared with them what he’d just learned.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Big Earv said, shaking his head.

      “I wish I was,” Hawk said. “But we don’t have a lot of time, so we need to grab Litvinov and move.”

      Litvinov was already moving toward them, dragging his luggage as he shuffled in their direction.

      “It’s already happening, isn’t it?” he asked.

      Hawk nodded. “Let’s go.”

    

  







            CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    




      LOS ANGELES

      Morgan wrapped her hands around her cup of coffee and prepared for takeoff. The Magnum Group jet reached the start of the runway before roaring down it. Seconds later, the plane’s nose tilted skyward as the aircraft left the ground behind. After soaring above the city, Morgan looked out the window at the winking lights below as the city awakened from its slumber. She looked eastward and could see the first hint of the imminent sunrise, a tinge of orange piercing the dark sky.

      Once the plane leveled off, Morgan fired up her laptop and perused more documents her team had prepared for her. And there was one that arrested her attention.

      She sifted through pages of phone records, nearly all of the numbers’ owners identified. Tanha’s number showed up often, as did a few others. But there was one number her analyst couldn’t place. And it bugged Morgan.

      How am I supposed to get a full picture of Senator Wheeler’s treason if I can’t see who he was communicating with?

      As the flight continued, she tried to forget about what she’d seen and focus on figuring out what she could, based on the information she already had. A couple of hours passed before she couldn’t resist her curiosity any longer. Glancing at her watch to ensure that intelligence offices in Washington would already be humming with activity, she dialed the number for Mallory Kauffman at the CIA.

      “What did I do this time?” Mallory asked as she answered the phone.

      “Nothing,” Morgan said. “I just wanted to see if you wanted to go out for drinks tonight.”

      “While you know I’m up for that any time you ask, we both know that isn’t the only reason you called.”

      “Guilty as charged,” Morgan said.

      “What do you need?”

      Morgan explained how she’d been reviewing some of the Trey Wheeler documents, including the numbers he called from his burner phone.

      “There’s just this one number that’s bugging me—and it’s to what looks like a Russian number. Any way you can figure out who it is and where the person took the call?”

      “I’ll do my best—but it might take a while.”

      “I can live with that,” Morgan said. “And are we still on for drinks tonight?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.”

      Morgan ended the call and perused more of the information she’d collected. Receipts, bank accounts, secret emails—everything stitched together cast Wheeler in a poor light. And while partisan hacks would tap dance on Wheeler’s political grave, Morgan wanted to make sure the traitor went to prison. And while most of what she found looked bad, it was mostly speculative. In order to punish Wheeler, she needed to find more than just a relationship to a Russian spy, one that he mitigated by simply pleading ignorance.

      According to everything that Morgan gathered on Tanha, the Russian pop star was a singer first before the FSB recruited her to spy during her tours abroad. But there wasn’t much that prosecutors could use to make a strong case against her.

      Based on everything Morgan found, Tanha had access to Wheeler and plenty of opportunities to view highly-sensitive intel. But they needed proof to make a legal case that she was as dangerous and deadly of a spy as the U.S. government made her out to be. Otherwise, a public relations nightmare would ensue.

      While the pop star was wildly popular in her home country, Morgan found several articles at different times in her career when a Kremlin spokesman expressed disappointment in her for challenging their current system.

      If that was all a ruse, someone thought this through.

      The mere idea that Tanha was a spy wouldn’t have occurred to anyone based on the way she stood up to her own government. Yet if everything Morgan was finding could be verified, Tanha was looking like the FSB’s greatest asset with full access to Wheeler and all his top secret security.

      Morgan continued her research, interrupted a half-hour later by a phone call from Mallory.

      “You find anything yet?” Morgan asked, dispensing with pleasantries.

      “I know that you more or less loaned Besserman some of your agents for a project he wanted to keep out of any government record, but how up to speed are you on what they’re doing?”

      “Does this have anything to do with the information I requested?”

      “As a matter of fact, it does.”

      “I know about the nature of their mission regarding General Litvinov, if that’s what you mean,” Morgan said. “And I’ve been receiving regular updates via text and email about what they’re doing. So, what’s Wheeler’s phone records have to do with this?”

      “That one phone call you asked me to identify—it was received at a small farmhouse in the country belonging to General Litvinov.”

      Morgan’s eyes bulged as she considered the implications.

      “Are you sure?” she asked again.

      “I wish I wasn’t.”

      “Tell Besserman immediately. I’ll notify my people.”

      “You got it.”

      Morgan ended the call and then dialed Hawk and Alex’s number.

      An error message played: “We’re sorry, but your call cannot be completed as dialed.”

      She tried again.

      Same result.

      She hammered out a quick text to them. Seconds after sending it, an error message flashed on her phone: “undelivered.”

      Morgan sighed.

      What the hell is going on?
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      Hawk handled navigation duties from the passenger seat of the SUV while Big Earv drove. Alex kept Litvinov company in the backseat as they both spoke warmly about their children.

      Big Earv roared down the fast lane of I-95 South, his hands wrapped tightly around the steering wheel, removing them only to nervously adjust his mirror.

      “Is someone following us?” Hawk asked in a hushed tone, careful not to interrupt Alex and Litvinov’s conversation.

      “If they are, they’re doing a damn good job of staying hidden,” Big Earv said.

      “You’d know it if they were, as much as you’re checking your six,” Hawk said. “Just relax, okay?”

      Big Earv picked up his phone and glanced at the screen. He scanned a message glaring at him: “No cell service.”

      “You see this?” he asked, holding up his phone for Hawk to see.

      Hawk glanced at his own phone and shrugged.

      “So, we’re in the middle of nowhere Virginia. What did you expect?”

      “I’ve driven all over the country, and I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve been without cell coverage in the past decade. And most of them were in Wyoming and North Dakota.”

      Hawk turned on the radio and tuned it to a news talk station. The radio host talked about the arrest of Tanha in a wild chase through downtown Los Angeles. Then he launched into a soliloquy about the importance of home safety, a not-so-subtle paid promotional spot.

      “Are you worried something’s happening?” Hawk asked. “Because if it was, you know this syndicated show would’ve been ditched for a breaking report about a nuclear attack on U.S. soil.”

      “It’s all just too much of a coincidence for me.”

      “If this is real, you know I’m ready to go, but I can’t help but think there’s something else going on here, something easier to explain.”

      “You heard Besserman—there’s a Russian sub armed with nuclear missiles hovering just off our coastline.”

      “Maybe it isn’t supposed to fire,” Hawk said.

      “That’s not what Litvinov said,” Big Earv said, nodding toward the backseat.

      “Excuse me,” Litvinov said, interrupting their conversation. “Were you talking about me?”

      “We were just talking about the threat of a nuclear missile strike,” Hawk said. “Carry on.”

      “What about it?” Litvinov persisted.

      “My friend here thought it would’ve happened by now,” Hawk said, patting Big Earv on the shoulder.

      “I wasn’t privy to all the details of the plan,” Litvinov said. “I just knew the general idea of the attack and how the military was supporting the FSB’s plan.”

      “That’s not what you intimated earlier,” Hawk said. “When you were meeting with Director Besserman, you told him the kind of details that led us to believe you were on the inside of the attack.”

      “In a situation as I was in, confidence is the key,” the Russian general said.

      “So, which is it?” Alex asked, her brow furrowed. “Is it about to happen? Or is just a scare tactic?”

      “If I had to place a bet, I’d say it’s going to happen,” Litvinov said. “The people overseeing the operation don’t care about the immediate fallout, only the long-term consequences. They want a war with the U.S.—but with one that doesn’t have a strong leader. A rudderless ship is easy to overtake.”

      Hawk nodded in agreement. He couldn’t help but agree with Big Earv regarding the suspicious nature of the cell towers. But then again, Hawk hadn’t seen an airplane soar overhead in over an hour, instead noting that they were gathering in a large holding pattern over the city.

      Hawk and Big Earv traveled along in silence for another fifteen minutes before Alex shared that she needed to stop for a restroom break.

      “Hopefully it’ll last long enough for me to smoke a cigarette,” Litvinov said, a hopeful grin materializing on his face.

      “We’ll see what we can do,” Big Earv said as he put his blinker on and exited the interstate.

      He drove toward a convenience store, parking around the back of the building. Alex hustled out of the vehicle. Litvinov followed her, wasting no time in igniting a cigarette. Leaning against the side of the vehicle, he took a long drag before exhaling a ring.

      Hawk waited until he was convinced the Russian general was thoroughly preoccupied with his smoking before turning to Big Earv.

      “You a little nervous?” Hawk asked.

      “Hell, yeah. I’ve been that way ever since we loaded this guy into the car,” Big Earv said. “I just keep looking in the rearview mirror, waiting to see a giant mushroom cloud behind us.”

      “You sure you’re okay with the old man,” Hawk said.

      “The general’s harmless. Any one of us could handle him. Why? You got that funny feeling again?”

      Hawk shrugged as he glanced over his shoulder at the general, still enjoying his smoke.

      “I don’t know. It just seemed like everything worked out a little too conveniently.”

      “Come on now,” Big Earv said, backhanding Hawk in the chest. “You think that guy is some kind of mastermind? I think all he wants to do is sit around smoking and drinking all day.”

      “Maybe,” Hawk said. “But there’s something about him. I just can’t put my finger on it.”

      Hawk looked down at his phone, which showed that it had full coverage once again.

      “Well, would you look at that,” he said. “We’re back in the land of the living with cell towers. Thornburg, Virginia, marking the edge of civilization.”

      Hawk’s phone buzzed with a call from Morgan.

      “And like that, the boss is calling,” Big Earv said as he shook his head.

      Hawk answered the phone.

      “We were beginning to wonder if something happened to you,” Hawk said.

      “Look, I can explain everything, but I need to tell you something very important,” she said. “Is Litvinov around?”

      “We’re with him, but he’s currently outside the vehicle blowing smoke rings.”

      “Good,” she said. “There’s something you need to know.”

      “I’m all ears.”

      “He’s not … think … call from … Barinov … then Wheeler … and if you don’t … danger.”

      Hawk furrowed his brow.

      “I don’t know where you are, but you’re cutting in and out,” he said.

      “Listen, Hawk. This isn’t a … need … we’re all in … understand?”

      “Understand what? All I hear are short little phrases and words.”

      “Listen carefully, I …”

      Hawk looked at Big Earv.

      “I can’t hardly understand what she’s saying. This is so frustrating.”

      “Sounds like she’s trying to tell you something that’s important.”

      “Well, it’s not working.”

      Hawk’s phone buzzed with another call. He scanned the screen, reading the name.

      “Hopefully, I’ll be able to understand this guy,” Hawk said as he held up the phone so Big Earv could read it.

      “Director Besserman,” Big Earv said. “Hopefully he’s calling to tell us to come back to Washington.”

      Hawk answered, putting the call on speaker. He could hear Besserman much more clearly than Morgan.

      “Is Litvinov with you?” Besserman asked.

      “Of course,” Hawk said. “Why is everyone so worried about where Litvinov is?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just before you called, Morgan called me and was trying to tell me something about Litvinov.”

      “I know what she wanted to tell you,” Besserman said. “She found out that Senator Wheeler called Litvinov’s house from a burner phone.”

      “And you think they’re working together?” Hawk asked.

      “That’s what I thought for certain until about two minutes ago,” Besserman said.

      “What changed?” Big Earv asked.

      “I just received a call from one of our officers relieving the pair assigned to watch Litvinov’s family in Miami. The officers are both dead. The replacement found Kira and Sasha watching television.”

      “And Natasha?”

      “Gone. Completely vanished. We haven’t been able to get any kind of lead on her yet, but we’re assuming that she’s armed and dangerous.”

      Hawk swore under his breath.

      “So, what do you want us to do with Litvinov?”

      “Get him back to Washington.”

      “Washington?” Hawk said. “Big Earv here is worried about seeing his beloved city turned into a mushroom cloud.”

      Big Earv scowled.

      “Beloved city?”

      Hawk chuckled. “You sure that’s a good idea at this point?”

      “We have three destroyers and two subs of our own escorting the sub back to Russia.”

      “And what about the Keystone Protocol?”

      “Unfortunately, it’s supposed to be a 48-hour process,” Besserman said. “It stays in effect until we’re certain the threat is eliminated.”

      “Yet you want us to come back to Washington right now?”

      “I’m still here,” Besserman said. “If I didn’t think it was safe, I wouldn’t ask you to come back.”

      “Fair enough,” Hawk said.

      “However, I won’t be here for long.”

      “I understand. Duty calls.”

      Besserman chuckled. “True, but in this case, it isn’t agency duty.”

      “What’s her name?” Hawk asked.

      “It’s Taylor Hamilton,” Besserman said. “She’s coming back this way and we’ve got a little rendezvous arranged. But that’s all top secret.”

      “My lips are sealed,” Hawk said before he thanked Besserman and then ended the call.

      Big Earv looked out the window at Litvinov enjoying the last bit of his cigarette.

      “And what are we going to do with the general?”

      “He looks like he needs to take a long nap,” Hawk said. “What do you think?”

      Big Earv reached into the console and retrieved a small bag with a zipper. He opened it up and pulled out a syringe, removing the cap with his teeth.

      “Wish me luck,” he said.

      Hawk remained in the car as he watched Big Earv jam the needle into Litvinov’s neck. After a couple of seconds, the Russian fell limp into his arms, just as Alex was returning from the restroom.

      Alex scowled.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      “Just get in,” Big Earv said. “We’ll explain everything.”
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      By the time Morgan landed, the Russian threat was being talked about in past tense, almost as if it happened years ago instead of mere hours. The pilot apologized for taking so long to land, explaining that a threat over the city forced the airport’s traffic control to keep planes in the air a little bit longer until it was deemed safe.

      Maybe that explains why I couldn’t reach Hawk and Alex.

      Convinced that everything had returned to normal, she dialed Hawk’s number again as she climbed into the car waiting for her in the airport parking lot. She told him what she knew about Senator Wheeler and the call to Litvinov’s house. And before she could continue, he cut her off.

      “Besserman told us everything,” Hawk said. “Litvinov is out cold in the backseat, and we’re headed back to Washington.”

      “In that case, let me know if you need my help with anything,” she said. “I’ll be here for a few days, even though that doesn’t sound like the smartest thing to do given the threats on this city.”

      “Do you know what the president is doing?”

      “I heard Secret Service invoked the Keystone Protocol after the original threat,” she said.

      “And after we warned Bullock that was the Russians’ plan. I don’t know why the president was so damn hardheaded about it all.”

      “Just take it as a good sign that we haven’t heard anything about him being abducted,” Morgan said. “He’s probably hunkered down in a bunker somewhere waiting for the green light to come out and address the country about what just happened.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Hawk said before ending the call.

      Morgan slipped her phone into her purse and headed for the exit. She had a meeting with Senator Barbara Nelson that wouldn’t wait.
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        * * *

      

      A SHORT LINE FORMED along the sidewalk outside Teddy & the Bully Bar off 19th Street. A mix of high-level Washington bureaucrats and Capitol Hill staffers packed the Teddy Roosevelt-themed establishment. Morgan didn’t mind the wait, filing in behind a Pentagon general and a weapons manufacturing lobbyist. She took the time to study the drink menu, debating between The Panama Canal and Rio Roosevelt.

      Once she snagged a table, she texted Nelson, who said she was about to enter the bar.

      Morgan sipped her Rio Roosevelt as she pushed a drinks menu across the table to Nelson. The senator eyed the choices for a moment before deciding and ordering.

      Nelson leaned forward, clasping her hands and setting them on the table in front of her.

      “Before we begin, I need to give you an apology of sorts.”

      Morgan pushed her drink aside.

      “An apology?”

      Nelson nodded.

      “I wasn’t exactly forthright with you when you initially questioned me, though I can explain.”

      “Please do.”

      “I know you’re a good woman, Morgan—and not just because your uncle has told me all about what a bright student you were.”

      “He’s a serial flatterer.”

      “I know,” she said. “I’ve been the beneficiary of his flattery many times. But I know he wasn’t just saying nice things about you because you’re his niece. I know from experience that everything he said about you was true. And it just killed me to lie to you like I did. But I can explain.”

      “Go on.”

      “The reason I was meeting with Yuri Mulkovic is because I was engaged in a top secret operation with him to stop an assassination attempt on the president’s life,” Nelson said. “I couldn’t tell you until I received special permission to do so. As you well know, there are some people within the agency—and in Congress—who are sharing sensitive state secrets. I was working with Grant Dwyer, the director of National Intelligence, and he instructed me not to tell anyone what I was doing, not even Besserman. We didn’t want anyone to reveal what I was doing—to anyone.”

      “That’s understandable.”

      “I’m glad you see it that way because I felt horrible about lying to you.”

      “And what was going on with Mulkovic?”

      “That’s still a little bit of a sensitive issue, but just know it’s being handled. What I can tell you is that he was working with me.”

      “And was your mission a success?”

      Nelson shrugged. “That’s yet to be determined. But as far as I can tell, I believe that the threat has been mitigated.”

      “Barinov?”

      Nelson nodded.

      “When Barinov entered the country, Mulkovic immediately identified the FSB agent as the most likely candidate to try and kill Bullock.”

      “And now that he’s been captured—”

      “Yeah, it’s over, at least as far as we know. The Russian assassin is in custody, and the nuclear sub is being escorted home.”

      “All’s well that ends well.”

      “For the moment,” Nelson said.

      “You keep acting like you don’t believe it, like you think there might be another threat.”

      “We’re not dealing with amateurs. For all we know, everything could be a smoke screen, though we’re prepared for that, too—at least, Mulkovic is ready.”

      “So, what’s next?”

      “Once we determine that the threat has been eradicated, then it’s back to normal. But I’m not resting easy until that determination has been made.”

      Morgan took another sip of her drink.

      “And where is Mulkovic now?”

      “That’s the million-dollar question,” Nelson said with a wink.

      “You haven’t been able to reach him?”

      “No, but I’m not worried. He wouldn’t double-cross us.”

      “Maybe not,” Morgan said. “But if someone got wind that he was helping you …”

      She let her words hang, wanting to see if Nelson reacted.

      The senator arched an eyebrow.

      “You think someone might have figured out what he was up to?”

      “I wouldn’t rule it out,” Morgan said.

      Nelson dialed Mulkovic’s number and waited. He never picked up.

      “Damn,” Nelson said.

      Morgan shook her head and then finished her drink.

      “Let me know the minute you hear from him.”

      Nelson didn’t stick around to get her drink, darting toward the door as she fumbled for her phone.

      Morgan grabbed Nelson’s abandoned drink and took a sip.

      It’s gonna be that kind of day.
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      LOS ANGELES

      Mia leaned on the railing of her porch, drinking in the southern California sunshine. She had heard from a couple of her colleagues about what was happening in Washington, which made her feel guilty about not being there to help. But that wasn’t the only thing bothering her as she glanced down at a copy of the Los Angeles Times on the coffee table.

      Despite dumping the story of a lifetime into the lap of Darrion Allen, he had yet to print a single word of the story. She had fully expected the story to be a national one by now, detailing how the Russian pop star and the California congressman worked to undermine U.S. counterintelligence measures and leaked vital information that rendered some scheduled operations pointless. But not a word. Not even a mention of Wheeler, other than a throwaway line about how he was dating Tanha in a story about her arrest. Even Tanha’s story was framed more about one of road rage and vengeance than revealing she was a Russian operative. Mia could only guess that there was somebody behind the scenes delaying the story or burying it altogether.

      Mia unwrapped a sucker and popped it into her mouth as she stared out across the smoggy skyline.

      What is going on?

      She figured instead of wondering why Allen hadn’t written anything yet, she would put her mind at ease by finding out from the source. She pulled out Allen’s card and dialed his number.

      The phone rang a couple of times before the line clicked and sent her call to voicemail.

      She tried again. This time, she went straight to voicemail.

      That meant he was avoiding her. But why?

      Maybe he’s in a meeting and will call me back later.

      Mia’s excuses for him were founded on nothing more than hope. She didn’t care let her mind plunge into the darkness, knowing full well that there were plenty of other reasons why he was avoiding her.

      Mia’s phone buzzed, resulting in a surge of adrenaline. Then she noticed the name on the screen and sighed in disappointment.

      She exchanged pleasantries with her boss before jumping into the conversation.

      “I’m actually glad you called because there’s something I wanted to tell you,” Mia said.

      “Can it wait?” Morgan asked.

      “I guess, but I thought you’d be excited to hear about what I dug up on Charles Marshall when—”

      Mia,” Morgan said.

      Mia ignored her and continued, talking rapidly and nervously. “—an FBI agent requested I find some information on Marshall’s computer. You’ll never believe who he has ties to?

      “Mia,” Morgan said again.

      “—Who, you ask? It’s The Alliance, of course.”

      “Mia, would you slow down for a minute,” Morgan said. “I’m sure all of that is very fascinating, but here in the real world, I need your help right now.”

      Mia bristled at Morgan’s rebuke.

      “Did you hear what I said?”

      “I did, but The Alliance or anything else isn’t going to matter if we don’t get a grip on what’s happening in Washington,” Morgan said. “The president has yet to resurface from the Keystone Protocol—and we have more than one missing FSB agent who might be working together.”

      Mia’s eyes widened.

      “Okay, okay. Let me know what you want me to do.”

      “That’s better. Now, I need you to track down the location of a burner cell belonging to Yuri Mulkovic.”

      “Do you have his number?”

      “I’ll text it to you. But we need to find this guy quickly before this situation spirals out of control.”

      Mia’s phone buzzed with the number from Morgan. The world-class hacker sat down and propped her feet up on her coffee table. She opened up her laptop and started typing as Morgan detailed the recent events and why they needed to locate Mulkovic.

      “You think this Mulkovic guy is working with Natasha Litvinov?” Mia asked.

      “That’s something we don’t know at this point, which is why we need to locate Mulkovic so we can ask him personally. Everything else is just speculation until we find out for certain.”

      Mia squinted as she studied her screen, a cell tower flashing with the location of Mulkovic’s phone.

      “I hope you have access to a boat,” Mia said.

      “Where is he?”

      “He’s in the middle of the Potomac River.”

      “Send me his current coordinates and stand by,” Morgan said. “I might need your help again.”

      Mia hung up and then set her laptop aside before returning to her spot on the balcony overlooking the city. The questions she had a few minutes ago had now tripled. And she didn’t know if she’d get any answers soon.

      She looked at her phone and considered re-dialing Allen’s number.

      Why are you ignoring me, Darrion?
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      Charles Bullock hustled down a wide tunnel, pulled along by a pair of Secret Service agents whenever he started to lag. Another agent led the team, while a fourth brought up the rear. With the report that an attack from a Russian nuclear sub was imminent, the Keystone Protocol went into effect—and Bullock was beyond worried.

      When he’d first heard about the Russian general with intimate knowledge of the Keystone Protocol, Bullock resisted the calls from his intelligence advisors to change the plan—for a couple of days. He held fast to the idea that they were being cajoled into reacting off a report they couldn’t substantiate with anyone other than the man who delivered the message. And while he seemed to be well versed in how the protocol would be enacted, Bullock remained suspicious. But he eventually relented, huddling with the Secret Service director and the director of National Intelligence to devise a new plan to keep him safe in the event that the Keystone Protocol needed to be enacted.

      Yet what worried Bullock the most was that he had no idea if the Secret Service agents ushering him through the tunnels beneath the city understood the plan any more than he did. At several junctions, the agents held a brief debate about which direction to turn, leaving Bullock uneasy.

      “Are you all right, Mr. President?” asked the agent trailing the group.

      Bullock knew the creases stretching across his forehead betrayed the confidence he wanted to project, the feeling he needed to project.

      Bullock relaxed his face and eased into a smile.

      “Never better, Agent Palmer,” Bullock said. “As long as you guys have me topside by tomorrow night for a performance of Sweeney Todd at the Ford’s Theater.”

      “That’s not something I can guarantee, sir.”

      “What about guaranteeing my safety?”

      “Now that we can do, sir,” another agent said. “We’ve got everything under control and have already performed several dry runs of this new route.”

      “Enough times to get all the kinks worked out?” Bullock asked, arching an eyebrow.

      “It’s not as smooth as we’d like it to be,” Palmer said, “but we’re good for now. Just relax.”

      Bullock’s phone buzzed with a text message from Grant Dwyer, the director of National Intelligence, informing the president that the issue with the Russia sub seemed to be under control but they wanted to keep the protocol active until they could confirm that the threat was fully mitigated.

      He pocketed his phone and kept moving.

      After a few more minutes of the men shuffling along the empty corridors in silence, one of the agents spoke.

      “Sir, do you really think the Russians are going to attack?” he asked.

      “Worried about your family, aren’t you?” Bullock said.

      The man nodded.

      “Well, I’m in the same boat as you,” Bullock said. “Just because I’m president doesn’t mean I get advance warning of something like this taking place and can do anything to help my family. I’m just as worried about the First Lady and my children as you are about your family. And there’s not a damn thing I can do about it.”

      “So, do you think we’re in imminent danger, sir?” Palmer asked.

      “I wouldn’t say anything definitively,” Bullock said. “But according to a message I just received from the DNI, I think we’re in the clear. Just playing it safe at this point.”

      Seconds later, they rounded a corner where an armed woman stood waiting. She fired two shots before any of the agents could get a shot off, hitting the lead agent in the head and then picking off the one on Bullock’s left. The president tensed up as he heard gunshots coming from behind him. Then the agent on his right slumped to the ground.

      Bullock spun around and found himself staring down the barrel of Palmer’s gun. The lone remaining Secret Service agent gestured for Bullock to turn around.

      As he did, he came face to face with the attacker, who was wearing a wide grin.

      “They always let their guard down when they see a woman just long enough for me to send them to an early grave,” she said.

      Bullock glared at her.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      “Now, now, Mr. President,” she said, “I’m the one asking the questions. And I need your full cooperation if you want to get out of this alive.”

      Bullock tried to stifle a surge of rage—but he couldn’t.

      “I don’t know who you think you are, but you can’t do this to me. Do you understand how much trouble you’re in?”

      The woman cocked her head to one side and glanced down at the three dead bodies surrounding them. She paused before firing a headshot into each of the men. Then she looked back at Bullock.

      “Seems to me that you’re the one in trouble, Mr. President—not me.”

      Bullock spun and put a shoulder into Palmer, knocking him aside and sprinting back down the tunnel. But he didn’t get more than twenty yards before he felt her crash onto his back, wrapping her arms and legs around him and forcing him to the ground. He rolled just before making impact, using his shoulder to absorb the hit. As he tried to roll and shake off the woman, he found her to be much stronger and determined than he imagined. They skidded to a stop as they both hit the side of the tunnel.

      Bullock was on his back, his head throbbing from smacking against the concrete floor. He opened his eyes to see one of the fluorescent lights overhead flickering along with a cluster of iron pipes grouped to one side of the tunnel. Then the woman came back into view, looming over him with narrowed eyes.

      “The funny thing is, I could’ve let you go because I already have the one person I want,” she said.

      Bullock groaned as he sat up.

      “What are you talking about?” he asked.

      “Your daughter, Camille,” she said.

      Bullock glared at her.

      “I swear to God if you touch a hair on her head—”

      “Perhaps you should calm down and listen,” she said, stopping him from finishing his threat. “After all, Camille’s life depends on it.”

      The woman held up her phone, displaying what appeared to be a live feed. On the screen, Camille, gagged and bound, wrestled with one of her captors. Camille tried to say something to her father, but he couldn’t make out anything. The sight of his daughter in such distress made him physically ill. Bullock crawled to the other side of the tunnel and scrambled to his feet before puking.

      “I’ve got a speech for you to give,” the woman said as she dug Bullock’s phone out of his pocket and handed it to him.

      “What do you want me to do?” he asked as he wiped off his mouth with the back of his hand.

      “I want you to call your team and set up an impromptu speech in front of the Reflection Pool,” she said. “You’re going to send a message to the world.”
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      Hawk noticed Litvinov’s finger twitch followed by a slight groan. Focusing his attention on the Russian general, Hawk determined to be the first thing Litvinov saw when he opened his eyes. With his eyes still shut, he reached for his neck and grabbed it, groaning while he shifted in his seat.

      “What the hell happened?” Litvinov asked.

      Hawk studied the man closely. Other than a phone call placed by Senator Trey Wheeler, there wasn’t anything to suggest that Litvinov had been lying. Everything he’d told them checked out, particularly the Russian nuclear sub off the Atlantic coast and the details of the Keystone Protocol. The facts left Hawk to wonder if what Litvinov knew was such precious American intelligence, what would it benefit the Russian general to divulge that his country’s military leaders knew all about it? From a career perspective, it seemed like self-sabotage.

      From what Hawk could gather, Litvinov could possibly be nothing more than a useful idiot, manipulated by his wife. Or they could very well be co-conspirators, playing Hawk like a fiddle.

      Hawk placed his right hand on Litvinov’s shoulder, gripping him firmly.

      “I need to ask you a question first,” Hawk said.

      Litvinov scowled and he felt for his cigarettes in his shirt pocket.

      “I asked you first.”

      “We’ll get to your questions in a minute,” Hawk said. “But before we go any further, I want to know whose idea it was to defect—yours or Natasha’s?

      “What are you talking about? What is this? I helped you. I spoke with your president. And now I feel like I’m being treated like a prisoner.”

      “Just answer the question,” Hawk repeated, his tone sharp. “Whose idea was it to defect?”

      Litvinov paused for a moment, furrowing his brow as he closed his eyes.

      “Well—” Hawk said, growing more impatient with each passing second.

      “I guess it was Natasha’s idea initially, though I was glad she mentioned it,” Litvinov said. “Now what does this have to do with how you’re treating me right now?”

      Hawk nodded subtly.

      “That makes more sense.”

      “What makes more sense?” Litvinov demanded.

      “Given what’s transpired in the past few hours, it makes sense that she would’ve been the one to suggest this.”

      “Please, will you tell me what you’re talking about?” Litvinov said.

      Hawk scrolled on his phone to a message he’d received from Besserman containing images depicting Natasha’s work at the safe house—crime scene investigation photos of the dead agents with their throats slashed. He held out the screen so Litvinov could see. The Russian general’s face only scowled.

      “What am I looking at?” he asked.

      “Your wife’s handiwork?”

      Litvinov stifled a laugh.

      “You think Natasha did this? You really have lost your minds.”

      Then Hawk scrolled to another message that contained video of the brutal slayings, footage that clearly depicted Natasha’s face. He pushed play and held up the screen again for Litvinov to watch. Hawk studied the Russian’s expression again. This time, it was one of complete shock. Litvinov’s mouth fell agape as he stared at the screen.

      “This must be some of your American military artificial intelligence,” Litvinov said. “There is no way my wife did this.”

      “Do you not trust your eyes?” Hawk asked.

      “I mean, it looks like her, but Natasha can’t even carve up a turkey, let alone another human being. She burns most of our meals and is one of the clumsiest people I’ve ever met.”

      “In other words, she’s properly groomed you for this moment right here,” Hawk said. “Either that or you’re lying.”

      “I swear to you that I knew none of this. I’m in just as much shock as you are. Now, what about my children?”

      “Your children are safe,” Alex said. “We are protecting them, though it doesn’t seem as if Natasha cared much about them. She left them all alone to find the dead bodies.”

      “This is all too difficult for me to believe,” Litvinov said before biting his lip. “She’s always been such a wonderful wife.”

      Hawk took a deep breath and leaned back against the car door, trying to take in a full view of the seemingly surprised Russian general.

      “Tell me,” Hawk began, “how did you and Natasha meet?”

      “Why is that important?”

      “Other than the fact that she’s a knockout and you are—well, perhaps a little past your prime.”

      Litvinov patted his ample belly and shrugged.

      “I may not be in the best shape I’ve ever been in, but I’ve always been devilishly handsome.”

      A wry grin spread across Hawk’s face.

      “You’re certainly not lacking in confidence—but you haven’t answered my question. Where did you meet Natasha? And was it before or after you became an officer?”

      “Long after I was ascending the ranks of the Russian military,” Litvinov said. “I never found a woman who was quite good enough until I met Natasha.”

      “Do you know who Natasha’s father is?”

      “Yes, but she told me never to tell. She even changed her name because she was afraid someone would target her after all her father had done.”

      “Who was her father?” Hawk asked.

      “A high-ranking official with the FSB.”

      Hawk paused, hoping Litvinov would realize the gravity of his words.

      “Are you starting to put this together now?”

      “Just because my wife is the daughter of Alexei Volkov doesn’t mean she’s a trained operative for them. Like I said, she burns most of our meals.”

      “Even operatives can burn meals,” Hawk said. “Just ask my wife if I’ve ever burnt a steak.”

      Alex nodded.

      “It’s true. My husband is an operative who burns his meals.”

      “In my defense,” Hawk said, “she considers medium to be burnt.”

      “I don’t care,” Litvinov said. “I just can’t believe these allegations. You can’t clearly see her face. It must’ve been someone else, maybe an FSB agent that her father sent to bring her back home. They do have such people and are more than capable of utilizing AI technology for their purposes.”

      Hawk shook his head. “Ever heard of Occam’s Razor? The simplest explanation is probably the best one.”

      “It just doesn’t make sense,” Litvinov said. “When would she have trained? When would she have learned to do the things she’s doing?”

      “Did Natasha work outside the home?” Alex asked.

      “No, she stayed at home with our children and—”

      “Then she had all the time she needed,” Alex said.

      Hawk locked eyes with Litvinov.

      “You can insist to us that she’s a good woman and would never be capable of doing what you saw on those images, but you need to consider the possibility, both for you and for your children. Now, I suggest you start helping us instead of trying to convince us that what we saw isn’t reality.”

      “What do you want to know?” Litvinov asked.

      “I want you to tell us how we can stop her. Give us a clue about her weaknesses, her strengths, anything to help us catch her before she puts herself in a position where there’s only one way out.”

      Litvinov sighed, turning and looking out the window.

      “How should I know?” Litvinov said. “Now, she’s as much of a mystery to me as she is to you.”

      Hawk decided to lay off Litvinov for the time being. There was something else the Russian general had said that was troublesome.

      Hawk had heard of the name Alexei Volkov before. He couldn’t remember exactly where, but he knew it wasn’t good.
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      Morgan bounced as she skipped across the choppy Potomac in Besserman’s personal Bertram 50S. The cabin cruiser sliced through the waves, holding steady despite gusts of up to 50 knots. With the sun hidden behind thick storm clouds, Morgan wished she’d grabbed a heavier jacket than the blue windbreaker.

      When she’d woken up that morning, chasing a GPS signal across the water wasn’t on the list of things she expected to be doing. Directing the Magnum Group had taught her to be flexible and prepared for anything. But even by the wild and unpredictable standards of her secret black ops program, this assignment came as a surprise.

      Whatever it takes, right?

      She could almost hear her uncle’s voice in her head as she sped toward the location marked by the flashing red dot on her tablet Mia had shared with her. J.D. Blunt had taken her fishing on the murky Potomac River many times, some expeditions more successful than others. As much as she enjoyed fishing—and catching fish—with her uncle, Morgan’s most memorable venture occurred on a day when they caught nothing. He attempted to convince her to do something else, something “more respectable.”

      “You’re too smart to be wrapped up in a world of lies and deceit,” Blunt had told her.

      “Lies and deceit,” she’d said, “that is the world we all live in, like it or not.”

      Morgan had ignored his continued pleas, forging ahead with her plan to get involved in the intelligence community one way or another. And it didn’t take long for her star to rise and land her a prestigious position, the kind that hardly anyone knows about. She had to tell the rest of her family that she was working for the government as an intelligence analyst based in Los Angeles. When they asked her what she did, Morgan made her job sound so boring that they accepted it and moved on. And Morgan was relieved, tired of coming up with new stories to deceive her family, not that it was difficult for her.

      But that one conversation with her uncle—the one intended to drive her away from spy craft—solidified for her that it was what she wanted to do more than anything.

      Thunder boomed and lightning illuminated the dark sky on the horizon. In the distance, several people on a cabin cruiser hustled to clear the deck before retreating below. As Morgan drew nearer to the boat, the sole one that met the criteria for Mulkovic’s phone location, she wasn’t sure what she was about to find on the vessel—or how messy it was about to get.

      She palmed her Sig Sauer P226 and then slipped it into the waistband of her pants. If she was about to meet resistance, the last thing she wanted to do was signal her intentions for boarding. Aggression wasn’t going to let her get a look around the boat.

      The driver of the vessel pointed toward the stairs, shouting at the only other person on deck to get below. Morgan realized she was almost out of time and swung her boat in front of the other and waved friendly. A lightning strike accompanied by thunder nearby rattled Morgan’s chest.

      “Lady, you need to move,” the captain said, gesturing for her to get her boat out of his way. “I’ve got to get my passengers back to shore.”

      Morgan shook her head.

      “Sorry, sir, but I need to take a look on your boat.”

      “What the hell for? Don’t you see we’re about to get drenched? Whatever this is, can’t it wait?’

      “I wish it could, but this is an urgent matter.”

      “Says who? And by whose authority?” the captain asked.

      Morgan dug her badge out of her pocket and held it up for him to see.

      “The authority of the United States of America.”

      “If you don’t have a warrant, you’re not setting foot on my boat,” the man said. “Now get outta my way.”

      Morgan drew her weapon and trained it on the man.

      “I don’t have time for this. I’m dealing with a serious situation.”

      “So, you’re just going to trample my rights?” he asked as another bolt of lightning zigged and zagged toward the ground in the distance.

      “I have reason to believe there’s someone on your boat who’s involved in a dangerous plot against the United States.”

      The man laughed, unable to control himself.

      “You must be joking,” he said.

      “Do I look like I’m joking?” she asked, her gun now trained on the man’s head.

      His smile faded as he stalled.

      “Look, I don’t know what’s going on here, but I was just out with my family on a little ride across the water. Nothing illegal is going on. And there’s certainly nobody here who’s even capable of doing what you’re suggesting.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” Morgan said as she hooked the two boats together with a rope and climbed aboard.

      “It’s just me and my family,” the man said. “I swear.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” she snapped.

      Morgan hustled around the cabin, investigating the cabin where she found a woman and two young boys huddled together reading a book. The woman’s eyes widened as Morgan entered the room.

      “What are you—” the woman began before Morgan held up her hand.

      “I’m looking for someone.”

      Morgan didn’t immediately see anyone else as she continued to search under every bed and in every closet and other possible hiding places—but to no avail.

      It’s got to be here somewhere.

      She studied the device and tried to get as near to the blinking light as possible. The program she was using was guaranteed within up to five feet. But at the precise location, there was nothing.

      Morgan swore under her breath before studying the bench seat on the deck.

      “What’s the matter?” the man asked.

      “The GPS says what I’m looking for is right here,” she said, shouting over the wind, her eyes narrowed.

      “Then maybe your GPS isn’t calibrated correctly because I swear to you that no one else is aboard but my family. Now, if you don’t mind—”

      “I do mind,” Morgan said, “and I’m not leaving until I’ve searched every inch of this boat.”

      Morgan turned her focus back to the bench, the exact spot where her tablet indicated the location of Mulkovic’s phone. She plunged her hand in between the seat cushions and felt around for a moment before retrieving a rectangular device.

      “Damn,” she said before powering off the device.

      Seconds later, the red light vanished from the tablet.

      “Find what you were looking for?” the man shouted.

      Morgan held up the phone.

      “Did you put this here?” she asked.

      The man furrowed his brow and slowly shook his head.

      “I’ve never seen that phone before in my life,” he said.

      “Do you know someone with the last name Mulkovic?”

      The man nodded. “Yeah, Yuri Mulkovic. He has a boat at the dock right next to mine. We talk all the time. Good guy.”

      “And you didn’t smuggle him aboard somewhere, hiding him?”

      “Of course not,” the man said. “It’s my boat. Why would I do such a thing?”

      Morgan pocketed the phone and then moved toward the place where the two boats were tied together.

      “That’s it?” the man shouted.

      Morgan nodded. “But don’t go anywhere. If I have to track you down, I’ll make you regret it.”

      Mulkovic had deceived them—but the real question Morgan had was why. And there only seemed to be one logical explanation: Senator Nelson had misread Mulkovic’s intentions.

      She picked up the phone and called Besserman to deliver the news.

      “I found Mulkovic’s phone,” she said. “But he’s long gone.”

      Then she called Mia.

      “Sorry to bother you again today, but I’m going to need your help again—and quickly.”
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      President Bullock took the phone from Agent Palmer and dialed the director for the Secret Service Vince Kissinger. The phone rang three times before Kissinger answered.

      “Mr. President,” Kissinger said as he answered, “I trust you are well.”

      “Everything’s fine, Vince. But I need you to suspend the Keystone Protocol.”

      “Mr. President, I’m afraid that’s not negotiable.”

      “This is Washington. Everything’s negotiable.”

      “Maybe that’s how you think as a politician, but in my line of work, we have protocols in place for a reason. It’s for your protection.”

      “The hell with that, Vince. I need to resurface and calm the nation down. The fact that we’re escorting away a Russian nuclear sub that could’ve annihilated two cities on the eastern seaboard is scaring the hell outta people right now. I need to let everyone know that we’re not on the brink of a nuclear war.”

      “With all due respect, sir, we can’t be sure that the danger has passed,” Kissinger said. “What if the Russians have another sub somewhere else that we haven’t detected and it decides to take aim at Washington. What then?”

      “You can speculate all day long and live in fear about a million different possibilities, but that’s not how I live my life nor is it how I want to lead this country.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. President, I know you’re not used to being told no, but I’m going to have to decline your request. The Keystone Protocol must stay in effect for forty-eight hours, no matter what.”

      “Use your brain, Vince. The threat is gone now, and the longer I stay hidden away, the more questions people have. It could undermine Americans’ confidence in the leadership of their government.”

      “There are specific reasons why the protocol was designed to last as long as it was. And I’m sorry you feel this way but—”

      “Vince,” Bullock interrupted, “do you serve at the pleasure of the president?”

      “Well, yes, but—”

      “Then it’s time for you to leave your post, effective immediately.”

      “But, sir—”

      “I’m done with you and I’m calling Gil Yarborough to tell him that he’s now taking your position.”

      “This is insane. He’s only going to tell you the same thing I did.”

      “I doubt that,” Bullock said.

      He ended the call and then dialed Yarborough’s number. After Bullock explained the reason for Kissinger’s dismissal, Yarborough was more than happy to accommodate Bullock’s request.

      “Let me speak with Agent Palmer,” Yarborough said.

      Bullock handed his phone to Palmer, who confirmed that everyone was safe and agreed that the president wasn’t in danger any more.

      Bullock told Yarborough that he wanted to hold an impromptu press conference to let the nation know that everything was all right and was going back to normal. When the conversation finally ended, Palmer and his two Russian friends volunteered to escort Bullock to the Reflection Pool. Natasha Litvinov requested to drive.
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        * * *

      

      A HALF-HOUR LATER, Bullock stood under the covering of the Lincoln Memorial along with a small group of news media members, hastily gathered to record Bullock’s speech. The driving rain pounded the concrete, preventing him from addressing the media directly in front of the water as Natasha had initially asked. She watched from the shadows, her head covered with a scarf, her face mostly hidden behind oversized sunglasses.

      Bullock cast a furtive glance over at her, one he hoped none of the journalists would catch. Then he looked down at his lectern and the hastily written speech he’d scrawled on some scratch paper during the drive. He looked toward his deputy press secretary, who gave instructions to the media members before giving way to Bullock.

      He took a deep breath as he peered down at his notes through his glasses, trying to focus on the task at hand and not think about Camille. Then with a grave and somber tone, he began.

      For the next ten minutes, he delivered a stirring speech about how important the country was to him and how he wasn’t going to let any enemy bring death and mayhem to American shores. He promised to stand up to global bullies and punish them through the most effective means possible. And he vowed to keep Americans safe and well informed.

      But Bullock’s parting salvo raised eyebrows in the crowd as he vowed vengeance on those who dared to even threaten Americans.

      “I issue a final warning to those countries who even consider attacking this great country—you will pay a steep price. And I can assure you that it won’t be one you can afford. That’s not a threat. It’s a promise. There’s only room for one superpower in this world—and that’s the United States of America, defender of freedom and promoter of global democracy. God bless the USA.”

      When Bullock finished, he thanked the press corps for attending but refused to answer any of their questions as he walked away. He shot a quick glance at Natasha, who had a subtle smile on her lips. Then he returned his gaze to the ground in front of him as he marched away from the lectern, the gravity of the words he’d just uttered to the world weighing down on him.

      What have I just done?

      Then he stopped as one of his aides approached him. Bullock looked at Palmer, who was hustling toward them.

      Bullock whispered something to the aide before he scurried away.

      “You better not be trying anything funny,” Palmer said. “I don’t think I have to remind you what we have of yours.”

      Bullock didn’t say a word.

      Camille.

      Another of Bullock’s aides approached him.

      “Sir, what would you like to do next?” she asked. “You still have several commitments from yesterday on the schedule.”

      “Such as?”

      “There’s a play at Ford’s Theater this evening, and—”

      “I’ll go,” Bullock said.

      “Sir, are you sure?”

      “I want to get back to normal life as soon as possible, and hopefully I’ll be able to convince others to do the same.”

      Bullock set his jaw and walked toward his car. He didn’t feel like going to the theater, but he wasn’t going to miss yet another opportunity to demonstrate his strength.

      Oh, Camille, please still be alive.
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      As rain pelted the outside of the safe house, Big Earv watched rain drops streak down the window, his mind lost in thought. He lived for these moments, the ones where the president’s protection mattered more than ever. Yet instead of guarding President Bullock, Big Earv was babysitting a Russian general who was at best a red herring sent to distract and occupy the time of federal operatives. At worst? Litvinov was part of an elaborate plan to help a trained FSB assassin infiltrate the U.S. and kill Bullock. Everything about Big Earv’s situation irritated him—and he couldn’t do anything about it.

      “You all right?” Alex asked as she joined Big Earv at the window.

      “Honestly?” Big Earv asked.

      “If it’d make you feel better to lie, go ahead,” she said.

      “Fine. I’ll be totally honest. This isn’t where I want to be right now.”

      “You look like you’re someplace else, far away from here.”

      “Not that far away,” Big Earv corrected. “Just a few miles from here, keeping Bullock safe.”

      “We’ve got other people to do that,” she said.

      He cast a sideways glance at her.

      “Not all Secret Service agents are created equal.”

      “Whether you want to be here or not, I’m glad you’re with us,” she said. “I’m not sure I could’ve handled that situation at the dock the same way you did. And who knows what kind of situation we’d be in right now if you hadn’t been there.”

      Big Earv shrugged.

      “I like working for the Magnum Group,” he said. “It’s just that there are times I wanted to be closer to the fray, right in the middle of everything.”

      “And what we’re doing doesn’t qualify?”

      “Not when it comes to protecting the president. I’m just a few blocks away, but I might as well be a million miles from there. I’m just not sure I can explain it. Most people probably think it sounds sadistic or insane, but I’m made for these moments, the ones where I know that there’s very real danger.”

      “You’re protecting Bullock right now by keeping an eye on this sketchy character,” she whispered before glancing across the room where Litvinov was reading a magazine.

      “Still not the same.”

      “Fair enough,” she said before patting him on the back and shuffling across the room.

      Big Earv turned his attention back to the raindrops, wondering how he could’ve left such a life calling behind in the first place. Then he remembered—he realized the man he was protecting was the one doing the most harm to the country.

      He snapped out of his malaise when his phone buzzed with a call from a long-time friend.

      “Zane,” Big Earv said as he answered, “given the circumstances over the past day or so, you were the last person I expected to hear from today. I figured you would’ve been extremely busy with work-related issues.”

      During his time as a Secret Service agent, Big Earv had worked with Zane Gilbright. He had only been with the agency three years before Big Earv left. However, they had developed a good rapport in that time, and Big Earv often called his former colleague to find out how things were going.

      “It’s been plenty busy,” Zane said, “but the reason I’m calling you is work related.”

      “Work related?” Big Earv asked, a slight grin breaking across his face. “You need me to come back and take over as the director?”

      “Not exactly, but we should could use your help.”

      “My help? Who’s asking?”

      “The president.”

      “Bullock requested me personally?”

      “I’m just passing along the message.”

      “Okay, fine. What do you want me to do?”

      “Look outside your safe house,” Zane said. “Do you see a guy in a black jacket with a gray umbrella?”

      “Yeah, I see him.”

      “He’s got something for you, a message directly from the president.”

      Big Earv ended the call and headed toward the door.

      

      “What was that all about?” Hawk asked as Big Earv grabbed the knob.

      “I’ll let you know when I get back,” Big Earv said. “Apparently, someone on the corner has a message for me.”

      “Be careful,” Hawk said.

      Big Earv pulled back the corner of his jacket to reveal his weapon.

      “Always.”

      Big Earv hustled down the steps from the safe house, a cramped unit on the third floor of an eight-story apartment building. He found the man with the umbrella, who discreetly handed Big Earv the note as they walked past one another. The note was folded up neatly into quarters and tucked away inside a clear plastic sandwich bag. Big Earv shoved it into his pocket and made the block out of precaution. Then he returned to the apartment.

      When Big Earv walked back inside, he found Hawk leaning against the kitchen counter with a drink in his hand. Litvinov was still reading his magazine, while Alex was trying to catch a quick nap in the recliner in the corner.

      “So,” Hawk asked as he locked eyes with Big Earv, “what kind of message did you get?”

      Big Earv finished the plastic bag out of his pocket and slung it onto the counter.

      “This kind.”

      He dried his hands on a paper towel before carefully opening the piece of paper. Big Earv had listened to the speech and almost immediately recognized it. In the president’s own handwriting—Bullock’s speech scrawled out on a piece of scratch paper. Big Earv scowled as he scanned it.

      “What is it?” Hawk asked.

      “It’s the president’s speech,” Big Earv said, lines still creasing his forehead.

      “That’s it?”

      “Just the last page of it.”

      “And that’s what he wanted to give you?”

      Big Earv nodded slowly as he examined the paper.

      “Apparently so. But there has to be something else to this.”

      Then Big Earv changed the paper’s orientation until he found three words scratched out horizontally near the bottom.

      “Wait a minute,” he announced. “I think I found it.”

      “Found what?” Hawk asked.

      “It’s a phone number and a note.”

      “What’s it say?”

      Big Earv took a deep breath before he read the short message aloud.

      “They have Camille.”
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      FORD’S THEATER | WASHINGTON, D.C.

      Yuri Mulkovic held the playbill up so he could see it beneath the dimmed lights of Ford’s Theater. Seated stage left on the front row of the lower balcony level, Mulkovic surveyed the room, wondering if President Bullock would make an appearance. He slipped his right hand into his pocket, feeling for his weapon. He’d snuck it in earlier in the day during a tour of the place, affixing his gun beneath his ticketed seat. If everything was still going as planned, the president would soon be there—and Mulkovic could do what he came to do.

      Just to Mulkovic’s right was the famed box seat where Abraham Lincoln was watching a performance of Our American Cousin before he suffered that infamous fatal bullet from John Wilkes Booth’s weapon. With an American flag draped across the box, it remained empty as always. Earlier in the day, Mulkovic was taken aback by the sight of tourists flocking to the site of Lincoln’s shooting, snapping pictures of it as if it were deified grounds. Even more astounding to Mulkovic was the fact that the venue still existed and was holding productions, though he figured that it was like everything else in America—all about making money.

      An empty box sat directly across from Lincoln’s box, both overlooking the stage from the side. Given the configuration, the setup didn’t exactly provide the best view, though Mulkovic had a perfect view for what he’d gone there to do.

      As patrons shuffled to their seats, Mulkovic remained calm, working a quarter through his knuckles. He cast furtive glances in the direction of the empty box. With time running short, Mulkovic wondered if the U.S. intelligence community had caught wind of what the FSB was planning. It was the only way to explain his absence, especially after hearing all of Bullock’s excitement about attending the event just hours earlier.

      Where is he?

      He stood up and scanned the room again, looking for any signs that President Bullock was about to enter the room. And then he noticed one.

      In the far corner of the room, he saw two men in suits that hadn’t been there earlier. Both of them were positioned about fifteen meters apart, hands clasped in front of them, eyes shifting back and forth across the audience still filing in for the evening show. Moments later, out of the corner of his eyes, Mulkovic saw the ruffling of the drapes that had covered the empty box. Then a pair of Secret Service agents drew back the drapes and looked out across the crowd. Apparently satisfied with what they saw, they nodded at someone behind the curtains. Seconds later, Bullock appeared to a warm applause as a spotlight shone on him. He waved to the crowd and then took his seat.

      Seconds later, the houselights dimmed, signaling the start of the show. Mulkovic eased his gun out of his pocket and waited. Sweeney Todd entered the stage with strobe lights and thunder. And in a matter of seconds, everyone in the audience had forgotten about Bullock being there.

      Mulkovic studied the agents surrounding Bullock and then saw her—Natasha Litvinov. Mulkovic gave a subtle head shake before he stood and drew his weapon … and took aim at Natasha.
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        * * *

      

      PRESIDENT BULLOCK KEPT his gaze locked on the actor portraying Sweeney Todd, a man with dark scraggly locks hobbling as he groused to the audience about something while wielding his straight-edge razor. Bullock never saw the man in the balcony raise his gun to shoot.

      However, a flurry of activity occurred over the next fifteen seconds, so much so that it had Bullock’s head spinning.

      A gunshot rang out from behind Bullock as a bullet pinged off the wall just behind him. The man in the balcony staggered backward before tumbling headlong over the short ledge and hitting the floor with a thud. People below screamed and scattered, running toward the exits. As Bullock attempted to gain his bearings, he felt a piece of cold steel thrust into his hand. When he looked down at it, a bright spotlight shone on him. Bullock, mouth agape, stared at the gun.

      How did I get this?

      Before he had a chance to make sense of it all, he looked out across the crowd. The people who remained stared up at him, as confused as he was about what had just happened. Though they seemed to figure it out a little sooner.

      That’s when it hit Bullock that he looked guilty as hell.

      “Sir, we need to leave,” one of the men said. “Drop the gun. We’ll take care of it.”

      Bullock ignored the man’s instructions. Instead, Bullock grabbed the drapes and yanked them shut. Then he spun around on the men and tried to fire. The weapon was empty.

      Natasha cocked her head to one side.

      “Didn’t I warn you?” she asked.

      Bullock felt a sharp pain in the back of his head before he fell face forward and hit the ground, falling unconscious.
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        * * *

      

      BIG EARV RUSHED past security personnel heading toward the sound of the shooting. Despite his size, Big Earv hadn’t lost his nimbleness from his playing days in college. He twisted and turned, easing past the people storming down the steps toward the door like he was navigating a cluster of defenders on his way to the end zone. When Big Earv reached the entrance to the box seats, he found the door locked. He banged on it and asked them to open up so he could help the president.

      “He’s not hurt,” a man shouted back. “Now, please step away from the door.”

      Big Earv complied and then prepared his next move. And he was glad he’d side-stepped the door mere seconds later when a gun with a suppressor fired a pair of bullets through the door before lodging in the wall in the hallway.

      Angered by the move, Big Earv decided he wasn’t going to waste any more time. He took a couple of steps back and then rushed the door, putting his full weight behind his shoulder to drive it open.

      Big Earv met the first agent in his path with a gut punch, sending the man staggering backward. With a kick to his knee, the man buckled to the ground. Next, Big Earv spun around to find another agent trying to train his weapon on him. But Big Earv swatted the man’s hands aside and then punched him in the throat. Immediately, the man doubled over and groped for his neck. Big Earv grabbed the man’s hair and slammed his face against the wall. Spinning the man around by yanking on his shoulder, Big Earv knocked him out with a head butt.

      When he first entered, he’d noticed a third figure aside from the president. Everything had happened so fast, he hadn’t taken note of what the person looked like. But whoever they were, they were gone. Then Big Earv knelt next to Bullock and helped him to his feet.

      “I knew you’d come for me,” Bullock said.

      “How many agents were up here?” Big Earv asked.

      “There’s a woman who’s in charge—”

      “That’d be Natasha Litvinov.”

      “Okay, Natasha and two other agents.”

      Big Earv swore under his breath.

      “She’s gone,” he said.

      “Just save Camille,” Bullock said.

      Big Earv shook his head emphatically.

      “I can’t leave you like this.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Bullock said. “But Camille won’t be if you just leave her with those monsters out there.”

      “I’m already working on it. That number?”

      “It was from the phone streaming Camille.”

      “I’ll bring her back safe, sir. You have my word on it.”

      Bullock nodded. “Thank you.”

      Big Earv ducked into the hall and darted toward a stairwell. His work was only starting.

      As he rushed down the hallway, Big Earv heard something shouted by one of the bystanders outside Bullock’s box seats that made the Magnum Group agent cringe: “The president shot that man.”
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      THE KREMLIN | MOSCOW, RUSSIA

      President Kazakov struck a match against the side of his desk and ignited his Cuban cigar. Propping up Cuba’s floundering regime in the Caribbean had proven to be an endless black hole of resources and manpower—but there were a few benefits. He inspected the cigar, a Cohiba Behike 56. Its smooth flavor, and perfect draw and burn were unrivaled among the rest of the high-quality and competitive Cuban cigar market. He paired the stogie with a double shot of vodka, though he was certain none of it was strong enough for what he needed in the moment. Just an hour earlier, he’d been sound asleep, dreaming of his upcoming vacation. But that suddenly seemed like a distant fantasy given the situation that had just been thrust upon him.

      Kazakov stuffed the cigar into his mouth and then scooped up his glass along with a stack of documents and shuffled into the command room. Russian advisors and generals hustled across the room, barely stopping to acknowledge his presence. Radios squawked and generals barked, the room filled with a palpable tension.

      Adding to the chaos on the far wall, a map of the world projected onto a screen blinked and flashed as small Russian flag icons were clustered in every ocean. Most of them hovered along the seaboards of major western countries, closest to metropolitan areas teeming with millions of people. He knew with a simple command, he could have a nuclear weapon launched within minutes and hurtling toward a population area that could result in the deaths of hundreds of thousands of people. And while Kazakov enjoyed having the power to take such action, he feared the moment when he would have to.

      He couldn’t deny that moment had arrived.

      Not even a half-hour earlier, the world had been set ablaze with the rumor that U.S. President Charles Bullock had shot and killed beloved Russian ambassador Yuri Mulkovic. While no footage of the actual shooting existed, eyewitnesses described the scene as chaotic and horrifying. Even without definitive proof, the circumstantial evidence was difficult to deny—a dead Russian ambassador and a smoking gun in the hand of Charles Bullock. If he wasn’t guilty, why did he close the curtains before pummeling two Secret Service agents in his private box? The sketchy details that had emerged in the aftermath of the shooting pointed a stiff finger at Bullock.

      But Kazakov couldn’t help but admit the situation was still early, leaving him with an impossible dilemma. The longer he waited to take action, the more pressure he would receive from the hawks itching to go to war. However, if he rushed a response without gathering accurate information, he could unwittingly spark a war.

      Ilya Gusev, Kazakov’s chief of staff, peered into Kazakov’s glass sitting on the tabletop then drew closer before inhaling a whiff of the drink.

      “Did you think I would be drinking water?” Kazakov asked.

      “These are sobering times,” Gusev said.

      “Times that require something a little stronger than water.”

      Gusev grinned and held up his glass.

      “Cheers,” he said with a wink as the two men clinked glasses.

      Admiral Boris Yegorov lumbered over to them, his forehead creased with a series of lines.

      “I hope you’re celebrating your decision to do what needs to be done and launch a nuclear warhead,” Yegorov said.

      “Then prepare to be disappointed, Admiral,” Kazakov said. “No decision has been made yet. We’re just two men trying to wake up after learning about this horrible accusation levied against the U.S. president.”

      “Accusation?” Yegorov asked, his baritone voice ascending several octaves. “You have access to all the same intel I do, and you think this is anything but a clear case of murder? This is worthy of an immediate and decisive airstrike, one our navy is more than capable of conducting.”

      Kazakov held his hands out in a posture of surrender.

      “I understand you’re ready to answer what Bullock has allegedly done, but—”

      “Do you think the Americans would’ve waited half as long as it’s been since we learned about this if this situation had been the other way around?” Yegorov asked.

      “I won’t pretend to assume I know what Bullock would’ve done had he—”

      “Only a fool would think he wouldn’t unleash the fury of a thousand missiles on our country, cheered on by the blood-thirsty congressmen,” Yegorov said.

      Kazakov puffed on his cigarette, blowing smoke in the admiral’s face.

      “Be careful, Admiral. You aren’t the one bearing the weight of this decision. You seem just as blood thirsty as those Americans you so detest.”

      Yegorov stepped back, his eyes narrowed.

      “You wait much longer and you won’t be bearing the weight of this decision either.”

      Kazakov scowled. “You’re overstepping your bounds—and I suggest you get control of yourself before I have you removed from the room.”

      Yegorov took another step back, his steely gaze holding the president’s for another moment longer before retreating.

      Gusev threw back the rest of his glass and then looked at the president.

      “If that’s any sign of what’s to come tonight, we’re going to need another bottle.”

      “Or three.”

      Kazakov looked down at a set of documents thrust into his hands by another aide before glancing across the room. Yegorov stood huddled with several other military leaders, casting furtive glances in Kazakov’s direction.

      The president didn’t need to be within earshot to know what they were discussing, a question which he felt himself.

      Do I have the guts to do it?

      Issuing the order to fire on the U.S. would certainly spark the beginning of a global conflict, something many of his military leaders were itching to do. If he was honest with himself, he’d often thought of this moment, wondering how exhilarating it might be to give the command to unleash Russia’s pent up fury on the U.S. He considered how Russia might finally receive the global respect stolen from her after the collapse of the Soviet regime. Maybe other countries would once again fear her.

      Or maybe it would spell doom to the Russian federation.

      No outcomes were certain, though he most wanted to avoid inflicting more pain on his beleaguered people. They’d endured far more suffering than they deserved. And if he gave the order Admiral Yegorov had all but demanded, Kazakov couldn’t be certain the people would receive more.

      Gusev requested everyone take a seat. The buzz of conversation stopped, replaced by the shuffling of feet as the Russian advisors and military leaders made their way to the roundtable for discussion. Once they all took their seats, only Kazakov remained standing.

      The Russian president took another draw on his cigar before releasing the smoke upward. He removed it from his mouth and slowly surveyed his audience, everyone staring back at him in anticipation of what he might say.

      “Comrades, this is a day I hoped would never come, though I know many of you have been preparing for it your entire lives,” Kazakov said. “But today is the day where we test everything we’ve been getting ready for.”

      Kazakov noticed a faint smile spread across Yegorov’s lips.

      “But before you get too excited about making such a grave decision, I want to know if we’re truly ready for the fallout. And I mean, are we all ready to live with these consequences? Are we ready to receive phone calls of relatives killed from bombings or missile strikes? Are we ready to handle the shame of a possible invasion by the U.S. military? Are we ready for all of it? Any of it?”

      “Sir,” Yegorov said. “All you need to know is that the Americans thought there was only one nuclear sub off their eastern coast. But in fact, there are two. And I believe I can speak for everyone in this room when I say this—we are more than ready.”

      The men roared their approval, breaking into applause as they shouted.

      Kazakov swallowed hard and nodded as the room fell silent.

      “In that case, there’s only one decision we can make.”

      A hush fell over the men as Kazakov scanned the room again. He took another draw on his cigar and then looked up at the map on the far wall.

      “Prepare the sub.”
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      Natasha Litvinov pulled a cap down low across her brow as she fell in with the fleeing patrons at Ford’s Theater. Metro police had already arrived at the scene, working quickly to cordon off the people in the theater from the curious onlookers who had been walking by or rushed to the scene after news spread over social media. But when Natasha reached the street, the officers on site appeared overwhelmed by the task. They pleaded with people to remain calm, ushering them toward one section just off the street blocked off with a combination of sawhorses and police tape.

      Getting lost in the crowd was an art form Natasha had mastered, making it even easier given the way the police were straining under the weight of keeping the theater patrons separated from everyone else milling around the area. After slipping through Metro PD’s porous net, Natasha headed straight to the nearest train station. She kept her head down as she sat alone in one of the carriages, listening to passengers discuss the shocking news.

      “Can you believe the president would shoot a Russian spy in public?” one woman said.

      “Why not?” a man replied. “He’s the president. He can do whatever he wants, right?”

      Natasha felt the corners of her mouth curl upward.

      It’s already begun.

      The fighting. The divisiveness. The disdain. Once members of the American public were interviewed by the media and expressed such positions, it would embolden President Kazakov to take action—if he hadn’t been inclined to do so already. The amount of pressure he was sure to face after such a brazen act by the U.S. president would likely be too much for him to resist. No matter how much Kazakov manipulated the system to retain power, his promise to maintain peace was sure to vanish.

      And Natasha gave him the nudge he needed to strike the Americans.

      Her job was finished.

      Or was it?

      Natasha had sacrificed so much already. She’d forfeited her future, her children, even her sham marriage. Yet she still had work to do, the kind that was deeply personal.

      Robert Besserman.

      Just hearing or saying the man’s name made her stomach churn. While on a secret mission for the Army, Besserman had stolen what small amount of joy she’d had growing up in Siberia where her father commanded a military base at Krasnoyarsk. When Natasha was sixteen, Besserman killed her brother Anton, ten years her senior. While Natasha had already expressed interest in joining the fledgling FSB, the agency that had replaced the Soviets’ infamous KGB organization, her brother’s death only made her more determined to do so.

      Natasha had made it her life mission to kill the man who murdered her brother. Everything she’d done had led her to this moment.

      After getting off at the next station, Natasha boosted a Toyota Camry and then accessed a map app on her phone. She didn’t need to look up the address, committing it to memory long ago. As she eased onto the road, she repeated it under her breath again.

      Natasha’s long-term plan for revenge had consumed her, though she wasn’t sure how she would feel after killing Besserman. Would she be relieved? Feel accomplished? Happy that justice had been achieved? She wondered as she replayed some of her fondest memories of Anton over in her head. Tears welled up in her eyes, but she refused to release them, instead leaning into her rage rather than her sorrow.

      By the time Natasha turned onto the rural two-lane road that led to Besserman’s house, the taste of revenge was almost palpable. She couldn’t wait to watch the CIA chief bleed out in front of her, gasping for air as he confessed to murdering a Russian FSB agent. Then she wondered if Besserman even ever thought about how he’d killed Anton.

      Would the CIA director even remember what this was about?

      Natasha didn’t know. She didn’t care either. Besserman had stolen Anton from her and it was time to return the favor and steal what life he had left.

      When she arrived at the front gates of his house, Natasha scaled the wall and hopped over it. She remained upright when she handed. Within seconds, a dog raced toward her, barking wildly.

      Not a single light was on.

      That’s odd.

      According to all her intel reports, Besserman was supposed to be there. Everyone had assured her that’s where he’d be. All the lights were off, except for exterior lights. Yet there was no Besserman.

      Where the hell are you?

      Natasha fired a tranquilizer dart at the dog growling in front of her, subduing it for the time being. Then she crept up to the house and peeked in through the windows. No one was stirring, let alone awake. She glanced at her watch. Given the time, she couldn’t deny the possibility that Besserman had already gone to bed. She tapped the doorbell several times before she released it. If her buzzing to get inside hadn’t woken him up, he was either dead or in a deep sleep.

      “Where are you, Mr. Besserman?” she mumbled to herself.

      Natasha jimmied open the lock and then ventured inside. She needed to confirm Besserman wasn’t there. He wasn’t.

      After a deep breath, she interlocked her fingers behind her head and gazed skyward.

      There was one last place to look.
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      President Bullock closed his eyes as he pinched the bridge of his nose. The situation room hummed with activity as Pentagon officials and other administration senior advisors scrambled to prepare a response. The Keystone Protocol had ended unceremoniously, though he wished he’d taken the warnings more seriously.

      Maybe I wouldn’t be in this mess right now had I listened.

      Bullock wasn’t sure what would’ve happened to him if Big Earv hadn’t come to his rescue. But there would be time to reflect later—at least Bullock hoped that would be the case. In the moment, he had a five-alarm fire to handle with no handbook on how to do it.

      Being accused of murdering a Russian attaché in public wouldn’t be easy to explain away without clear video evidence—and early reports from U.S. intelligence officers based in Moscow reported that a swift and harsh response was coming from the Kremlin. Natasha Litvinov had framed Bullock, and he knew how guilty he had to appear to everyone else. The legal implications of the alleged actions could be handled in due time. But the drumbeats of war needed to be squelched immediately.

      Grant Dwyer, the director of National Intelligence, approached Bullock with a folder.

      “What’s this?” Bullock asked as he took the documents.

      “I had my staff compile a list of options with possible outcomes.”

      “And?”

      “None of them are good, sir. I think whatever you decide to do, it’s going to be a tough call.”

      Bullock eased into his seat at the head of the situation room table. While the activity continued to swirl around him, he scanned Dwyer’s pages and mulled each option.

      The first scenario suggested that Bullock hold a press conference to say that he was framed. However, the report mentioned that the internet and social media were already abuzz with details on the slain Russian, who was a known FSB agent. If Mulkovic was a Russian spy, why wouldn’t Bullock want the man dead? That was a question that couldn’t be easily dismissed by denying what he did.

      The next scenario consisted of Bullock announcing that they had apprehended the man responsible for Mulkovic’s murder, a Russian they had in custody. Bullock read the name of the man they wanted to frame—Aleksandr Litvinov. For Bullock, the idea was a non-starter. While he wasn’t sure how involved Litvinov was in the overall plot, Bullock’s gut told him that Mulkovic was at worst a useful idiot, at best a clueless general.

      The final option presented was to proclaim innocence, announce an investigation into the shooting, and talk tough to Russia in case they were to attempt any sort of retaliation. Dwyer had starred this recommendation as his preference for how to move forward. Yet it still left Bullock—and the country—subject to a global backlash in the political arena. The denial of such an act in the face of overwhelming circumstantial evidence would be seen as the U.S. embracing a totalitarian approach to governance. Despite the plan’s effectiveness, Bullock didn’t like the precedent it might set for his administration and future presidents. Without a plausible explanation for Mulkovic’s death, Bullock thought choosing this option made the country appear as if it were a Banana Republic.

      Once Bullock finished, he shut the folder and pushed it toward the center of the table.

      “So,” Dwyer said as he slid into the seat next to the president, “what do you think? Did that third option sound viable to you?”

      Bullock sucked in a breath through his teeth, wincing and shaking his head as he did.

      “I guess it’s the best idea of the three as to how we can move forward,” Bullock said, “but I don’t like it.”

      Dwyer scowled. “And why not?”

      “For one, we’d have to admit that the Secret Service failed to protect me,” Bullock said.

      “These are desperate times, sir.”

      “But is it necessary to throw an entire agency under the bus? Mind you, this is the agency responsible for watching over my well-being. When what happened becomes public, everyone’s going to think they can overwhelm Secret Service agents and take me hostage.”

      “With all due respect, sir, you have to admit that this occurred due to unusual circumstances. The new Keystone Protocol, a mole in our own government, everything. This wasn’t just some lapse in judgment where one of the agents literally fell asleep.”

      “To be honest, the more you talk about it, the worse it sounds.”

      “If you do go this route, there’s one more thing I need to tell you about,” Dwyer said.

      Bullock arched an eyebrow before gesturing for Dwyer to continue.

      “The Russian agent who was murdered, Yuri Mulkovic—he was actually working to stop your assassination.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “We were working with Mulkovic to stop the plans of a cabal within the Kremlin.”

      “And what were these plans?” Bullock asked.

      “We thought there might be an assassination attempt on your life.”

      “You knew this but didn’t think to tell me?”

      Dwyer drew back.

      “Sir, we investigate dozens of threats against you each week,” Dwyer said. “If we told you about each one, you’d never get anything done. We’ve made a decision only to tell you about them if we have specifics with the threat. Otherwise, the Secret Service works hard to make sure that you never have to know about them.”

      “But how many of these threats come from foreign governments?”

      “Actually, you’d be surprised, sir. However, Mulkovic had been working with us for several years, feeding us key information about the Kremlin’s plans as well as areas of focus for the FSB. And everything he’d ever told us checked out. There was never any reason to distrust him.”

      “If he was there, he must’ve known what was going down.”

      Dwyer nodded.

      “Yet it’s more than that. We believe that he was set up. Our working theory is that the FSB discovered what he was doing and fed him information so that he could be at Ford’s Theater and frame you for his murder.”

      “That’s the story we should tell the public—the truth.”

      “Before you get too excited, understand that we don’t have any definitive proof that was the case. And if you decided to reveal that publicly, it could jeopardize the lives of several embedded agents we have. If the FSB was able to trace back the source of that information, we’d surely lose some assets we spent years cultivating.”

      “Is there anything else you’re not telling me?”

      “Sir, we haven’t had time to give you a full briefing, but I can tell you that we’ve uncovered more information about Natasha Litvinov.”

      “And?”

      “Natasha’s real name is Anna Federov. She was adopted at age fifteen by Alexei Volkov, a high-ranking official within the FSB. Apparently, Natasha was a street kid who showed potential in a testing program the FSB developed to cultivate a different type of agent, the kind who could easily break attachments as well as possess all the necessary skills to be effective in the field.”

      “So, you’re saying that she was a sleeper agent of sort.”

      “Exactly.”

      “While that’s useful information, that doesn’t really help me with my current situation. I’m left with three less-than-desirable options?”

      “I wish I had more for you, sir, but those are the best options to choose from.”

      The rest of the leaders gathered around the table, sitting down before Bullock addressed them. He expressed his displeasure with how the Secret Service failed to keep him safe in the moment he needed them most. Then he continued discussing the options Dwyer presented him. When they finished a robust debate, the leaders hadn’t reached a consensus about how to proceed.

      “So, what are you going to do?” Dwyer asked.

      Bullock stood and paced the floor, hands on his hips. A few leaders offered other suggestions, but the president waved them off. He continued in silence for about a minute before he stopped and a wry grin spread across his face.

      “You figure it out?” Dwyer asked.

      Bullock nodded. “I’ve got something—and it’s better than anything you’ve given me.”

      “Sir, before you decide to do anything, we should all talk about it,” Dwyer said. “You might be aware of all the implications that—”

      “There’s only one implication I care about right now—and that’s making sure that the Russians don’t retaliate and kill hundreds of thousands of innocent Americans.”

      “Fair enough,” Dwyer said. “So, what do you plan to do?”

      “I’m going to handle it. But in the meantime, we need to capture Natasha Litvinov before she does anything else. Call Morgan May. Her team is in the area and are familiar with the Litvinovs. Have her team track down Natasha.”

      “But, sir, we have the CIA and the FBI and—”

      We don’t have time to organize some interagency search. Just make the call, okay?”

      Dwyer nodded and passed on the orders. Then he invited Bullock into the hallway.

      “Sir, I appreciate your willingness to tackle this problem head-on, but I have a feeling that there’s something you’re not telling me, maybe something you know from your time with Natasha. If there’s anything that would be helpful to know in helping us resolve this issue, please tell me.”

      Bullock set his jaw and shook his head slowly.

      “You know everything, Dwyer—everything you need to accomplish what we need to get done.”

      “That sounds like Charles Bullock the politician speaking to me.”

      Bullock sighed, pondering for a moment if he should tell Dwyer that Natasha’s men had Camille. But Bullock was certain that would make Dwyer suspect of every move he made going forward. And that was something the president wanted.

      “It sounds like something the commander in chief would say,” Bullock said.
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      SHENANDOAH MOUNTAINS | VIRGINIA

      Robert Besserman dug the bottle of 2009 Château Lafite Rothschild’s Carruades de Lafite out of a bucket of ice and popped the cork. He stared across the table at Taylor Hamilton, her face radiant under the soft glow of the smooth-burning candle in the center of the table. Only the lack of a maître d’ and a full wait staff exposed Besserman’s cabin in the woods for what it was instead of a high-end restaurant nestled in downtown Washington.

      A smile crept across Taylor’s lips as he poured her a glass of wine.

      “Why do I get the feeling that you want me something from me?”

      Besserman cocked his head and furrowed his brow.

      “Now whatever would give you that idea?”

      They both laughed before Besserman put to rest that idea.

      “I’m afraid tonight is all about pleasure,” he said. “If you were hoping for a night of adventure, you’ve come to the wrong place.”

      She surveyed the food on the table—beef Wellington, whipped garlic potatoes, grilled asparagus, and an apple walnut salad.

      “Regardless of what tonight’s about, after looking at this meal I’m sure I came to the right place.”

      “Sorry that it’s so late,” he said.

      “It’s the nature of the business,” she said. “I’m sure whatever is happening in Washington tonight, the agency can handle it without you.”

      “Not that it matters. The cell reception up here is so terrible, they couldn’t reach me if they wanted to.”

      “So, I’ve got your full attention?”

      Besserman nodded and smiled before reaching for Taylor’s hand. It felt soft in his. Several years had passed since they parted ways after she decided his lifestyle wouldn’t work with hers. But she’d reached out and asked him if they could try again.

      “I never thought I would see you again,” he said.

      “Did you really think I could stay away from you?”

      “I hoped you wouldn’t, but I had to go on with my life—a constant refrain in this line of work.”

      “But here we are,” she said. “Back together after what—three years?”

      “Three years, four months, and seventeen days.”

      “And nine hours,” she added.

      “What kind of analyst would you be if you didn’t have exact numbers?”

      “Probably a dead one,” she said. “But I don’t want to talk about that mission. I’d rather talk about the future, especially since it appears we might have one together.”

      “We can dream, right?”

      Besserman poured himself a glass of wine and held it up to toast his rekindled relationship with Taylor, something he’d kept quiet from everyone at the CIA. He wasn’t sure how they’d react to learning that he was involved with one of his former analysts. Surely there would be questions, whispers in the hallways as to when their relationship really started. But he didn’t care. He’d already lost more than one relationship to the rigors of a career in intelligence. He wasn’t going to lose another, not someone as good as Taylor.

      “Cheers,” Besserman said with a wink.
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        * * *

      

      TWO HUNDRED METERS AWAY, Natasha crouched next to a pine tree, peering through the scope on her rifle. Between parted drapes, she could see Robert Besserman laughing and joking with a beautiful woman as they soaked up a rich moment. Those were the kind of moments Anton couldn’t experience anymore. Gone forever, lost amidst the scars of a battle waged in the shadows.

      Natasha gritted her teeth and set her jaw. She wanted to rain down fury on Besserman, delivering a form of justice for her brother. It wouldn’t be perfect, nor would it bring Anton back. But it would bring closure. Maybe after all these years, his death would stop eating at her, gnawing away at what little joy this life had left her.

      She put Besserman’s head in the center of her crosshairs and slowed her breathing. The only thing that stood between a nice evening with a woman and a bullet in the side of his head was Natasha’s finger. All it would take was a twitch, a quick pull of the trigger—and it would all be over.

      Natasha drew in another deep breath and eased her finger off the trigger. Killing Besserman in such a way would be letting him get off the hook. Death would be almost instant. He would never know who was responsible for his ultimate demise. And that was something Natasha wasn’t about to let happen.

      No, Robert Besserman needed to not only know who his killer was, but why his life was just seconds away from ending. He also needed to suffer.

      That poor woman. Wrong place, wrong time.

      Natasha didn’t know who the woman was, but she was obviously someone special to Besserman. The fancy meal, the bottle of wine, the illusion of seclusion deep in the Virginia woods. Everything was about to come crashing down on both of them. And neither of them would see it coming.

      But not just yet.

      Natasha needed to get closer.

      Killing Besserman needed to be personal.
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      Big Earv laid prone on top of a nearby building as he surveyed the area around the warehouse in the industrial district along the Potomac River. According to Mia, the cell number that the president had left on the note corresponded with a location in the industrial district along the Potomac River. And the place was just as imposing in person as the pictures Big Earv had found online.

      A ten-foot-tall privacy fence surrounded the property, security cameras capturing every square inch of the perimeter. A guardhouse was stationed just inside the gate to the facility, complete with an armed guard and automated tire spikes to stop any unwanted advances. Given the gravity of the moment and the level of difficulty Big Earv was facing, he would’ve preferred a veteran team to extract Camille. But that wasn’t an option for various reasons. For starters, he knew the president would want this matter handled as discreetly as possible. If there was even a hint that he’d been compromised, it would hurt not only his credibility but it would also give his political foes ammunition to overturn some of the executive orders he’d given as well as the bills he’d signed into law. And with sensitive information getting leaked on a regular basis, Bullock had wanted to tighten the loop on who knew about Camille’s abduction. Besides, assembling the personnel necessary to carry out such a mission would’ve taken several days, a luxury Big Earv didn’t have. Whatever Natasha and her comrades were forcing President Bullock to do, he refused to take a stand as long as Camille’s life was in danger.

      And Big Earv couldn’t blame Bullock. Any reasonable-minded father would do the same thing. Letting a child die could be the lesser of two evils, but it wasn’t a sacrifice Bullock was willing to make. However, if Bullock wasn’t willing to make that sacrifice, what was he willing to do in order to keep her safe and alive?

      Big Earv wasn’t sure how far Bullock would go, but the Magnum Group agent wasn’t interested in finding out. He wanted to make it all a moot thought experiment. Yet it wouldn’t be easy. And about the only thing going his way was that the thick storm clouds that had been hovering over the city were blotting out a full moon.

      As Big Earv scanned the perimeter in search of a way in, he noticed a constant stream of delivery trucks. The facility was allegedly home to an independent photocopier distribution center, though that wasn’t something he’d been able to confirm. In the first fifteen minutes of his stakeout, he noticed two delivery trucks enter the facility, waved in immediately by the guard.

      Are they really moving this much product at night?

      Something seemed amiss to Big Earv. But instead of pondering it for very long, he decided to use it to his advantage. He caught a glimpse of another pair of headlights as another truck wound its way around the corner. Big Earv exploded out of the bushes and raced toward the back of the vehicle, jumping onto the bumper of the truck. He remained in a crouched position as he held fast to the roll-up door handle. Just like all the other vehicles before him, the delivery truck barely stopped as it passed the guard gate.

      As the truck pulled around to the loading docks, Big Earv dismounted and walked past a small gathering of workers. He nodded at them, garnering only a few bewildered looks as if they didn’t know who he was. The others acted as if they knew Big Earv or ignored him altogether.

      Big Earv entered through the only open door where workers stood outside, a few of them smoking. Once inside, he found a large room where copiers were being shuttled back and forth across the room, mostly in silence.

      A man with a clipboard approached Big Earv.

      “Excuse me, but only authorized personnel are allowed in the warehouse,” the man said.

      “Oh, yes,” Big Earv said. “I’m sorry. I forgot my ID badge in my truck.”

      Big Earv turned toward the door before the man grabbed the Magnum Group agent by his sleeve.

      “Wait just a minute, big fellow,” the supervisor said. “What’s your name again?”

      “Ty Wilson.”

      The man scowled as he ran his finger down a long spreadsheet.

      “Wilson, you say?” he asked.

      “That’s right.”

      “Huh. Well, that’s strange.”

      “What’s wrong?” Big Earv asked.

      “I’m not seeing your name on this list I have of authorized personnel.”

      “Maybe it’s because I’m new.”

      “How new?”

      “Less than a week,” Big Earv said. “I can’t remember the exact day I started. It’s all been such a blur for me.”

      The man furrowed his brow.

      “That’s strange because I’ve done all the hiring since Frank quit, and I would’ve remembered hiring you.”

      “Frank hired me a while back,” Big Earv said. “But I couldn’t start until about a week ago due to some other prior obligations I had.”

      “I see,” the man said as he continued to look at his clipboard. “If you don’t mind, just stay right here while I verify this with one of our HR people.”

      “HR’s still here?” Big Earv asked.

      “They never leave. Guess they feel like they need to be here in case something like this happens. Can’t let someone be snooping around here without permission. They might look at our business and get suspicious.”

      “Why would anyone get suspicious?”

      “I don’t know,” the man said. “We do move copiers all night long, but that’s just the nature of the job. Business doesn’t stop for a broken photocopier. Now, stay right here for me, will ya?”

      Big Earv nodded.

      “Got nowhere else to go.”

      The man tapped another guy on the shoulder.

      “Watch the big man over there,” he said.

      The other man nodded, casting a watchful stare on Big Earv, who forced a smile and a half-hearted wave at the guy.

      Big Earv eased his hand into his rucksack and felt around for a smoke grenade in one of his side pouches. Given the time crunch he was facing, he couldn’t snoop around the warehouse to discover where Natasha’s people might be keeping Camille.

      Time to bring the chaos.

      Big Earv pulled the pin on a smoke grenade and tossed it toward the open door. Then he rolled two more toward other parts of the room. Immediately, the workers started shouting as people ran away from the smoke. Then Big Earv rushed toward a hallway before he hurled an explosive toward a stack of copiers on an industrial shelving unit that towered some twenty feet off the ground.

      The loud bang sent debris flying across the space and sparked a fire. Two guards toting rifles rushed into the room and scanned the area. Big Earv yanked the fire alarm, setting off strobe lights and a repetitive screeching noise that signaled a fire had broken out.

      Several workers raced toward the burning copier and tried to douse the flames, while the guards searched frantically through the haze for the cause of the incident. As Big Earv took this all in from the shadows, he heaved another grenade toward a pallet piled high with reams of paper. The explosion drew the guards’ attention as Big Earv disappeared down the hallway.

      With a grasp on the layout of the facility, Big Earv realized that if Camille was in the facility, the only places she could be was either in the offices up front or in a small number of rooms down the darkened corridor. He doubted there was a basement, though he didn’t rule it out. However, he didn’t have to worry about it when he noticed a man with a weapon emerge from one of the rooms.

      Big Earv immediately punched the man in the throat and then grabbed him by his hair and slung him against the wall, knocking him out. Another man darted into the hallway, but Big Earv was ready for him too, clotheslining him. The man landed flat on his back, his head smacking hard against the concrete floor. Big Earv pinned the man to the ground, putting a knee into his chest.

      “Where is she?” Big Earv demanded.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the man answered in a thick Russian accent.

      “The girl, Camille—where is she?”

      The man shook his head.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Big Earv jammed the barrel of his gun into the man’s head.

      “I’m about to start shooting.”

      “Okay, okay,” the man said. “She’s being held in a room underneath this warehouse.”

      “Take me to her.”

      “They’ll kill me,” the man said, pleading with his hands in the air in a posture of surrender.

      “Or I’ll do it for them. Stay useful to stay alive. Understand, comrade?”

      The man nodded before Big Earv yanked him to his feet and then shoved him back into the room where they’d just left. The man led him to a door at the back, which opened up to a set of stairs leading downward. Once they reached the bottom of the steps, it revealed another room where a man sat reading a magazine. In the far corner, he saw Camille, her mouth gagged and hands zip-tied around a floor-to-ceiling black pipe.

      “What’s all the commotion up there about?” asked the armed guard, who didn’t even look up, his eyes still focused on the magazine.

      Big Earv shot the man in the head, sending him crashing to the ground. Then Big Earv turned toward the other guard.

      “Show me you’re still useful.”

      “What do you need?”

      “A way out,” Big Earv said as he freed Camille.

      He removed the gag from her mouth. She started crying and gave him a hug.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “Don’t thank me yet,” Big Earv said. “We’re not out of this yet, but this gentleman here who’s had a change of heart about assisting me is going to show us a way out.”

      The man walked across the room and pushed a bookcase aside, revealing a small passageway just large enough to crawl through on hands and knees.

      “I don’t like this,” Big Earv said.

      “It’s the only way,” the man said. “That is unless you want to try your luck at fighting off the guards above.”

      Big Earv grunted. “Lead the way.”

      The Russian went first, followed by Big Earv and Camille. He handed her a small pistol.

      “What’s this for?” she asked.

      “If anyone comes after you, point and shoot.”

      They continued along the cramped passageway for a couple of minutes until they reached a door. The man jostled it open and stepped outside, the area illuminated by a nearby street lamp.

      Once Big Earv and Camille exited, he looked at the man.

      “Where are we?”

      In the distance, sirens wailed and Big Earv could see a billowing ball of fire and smoke.

      “You’re free,” the man said. “Please don’t shoot me.”

      Big Earv took aim at the man’s leg and fired a shot. He howled in pain, falling to the ground and clutching his leg.

      “That was for kidnapping the president’s daughter,” Big Earv said. “Consider yourself lucky for getting off so light.”

      Big Earv then drew back and kicked the man in the head, knocking him unconscious. Then Big Earv offered his hand to Camille.

      “Do you trust me?” he asked.

      She nodded but said nothing as she took his hand.

      “Let’s get you some place safe.”

      They hustled down the street to where Big Earv had left his vehicle. He dialed President Bullock’s number.

      “Please tell me you have some good news,” Bullock said as he answered.

      “Your daughter is safe,” Big Earv said.

      President Bullock thanked Big Earv and then asked to speak to Camille.

      Big Earv handed her the phone and stepped on the accelerator. The quicker she was back with the president, the more quickly he could stop acquiescing to the demands of Natasha Litvinov.
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      President Bullock retreated to the Oval Office, far away from the conflicting voices in the situation room. With Camille finally safe, Bullock was ready to go on the offensive and make the kind of move he’d wanted to earlier, though he wasn’t sure exactly which tact he wanted to take. As he solicited advice on how to proceed, every advisor wanted to justify their existence by sharing their strong opinions. Instead of suggestions starting with “If it were up to me …,” Bullock wanted to talk through his idea. But before he voiced it, he realized what a mistake it would be.

      In Washington, friends could quickly become enemies. A failed attempt to keep the hounds of war at bay might be the fodder someone in the room would use against him. He’d only just assumed the office of the president a few months earlier, though not solely at the hands of voters. With a mix of fortune, Bullock found himself in such a position, though he wasn’t sure if it would ultimately be good or bad for his political career. Not that he really cared about such a thing at the moment. He just didn’t want anyone to criticize the most important decision facing any U.S. president in the past three decades. If it worked, he could write about it in his memoirs, maybe even use it as leverage to get help from a journalist on his campaign. But if it didn’t, the whole world would know. All criticism would be pointless as Americans would be sharing in the pain.

      There was only one outcome to hope for—and Besserman didn’t want anyone criticizing him before the fallout became public.

      Bullock asked his chief of staff to connect him with the Kremlin, something he felt odd about doing. It wasn’t until after he took office that he learned that the red telephone hotline between Washington and Moscow was nothing more than an urban legend. There was a way to communicate with the Kremlin, passing messages back and forth through a secure computer system. But that seemed too impersonal for the situation Bullock was facing. Besides, he didn’t know how many people would see it before it reached Kazakov. And that unknown factor led Bullock to conclude that he needed to speak directly with the Russian president—and no one else.

      Given the tension between the two countries, Bullock’s approach seemed unconventional, maybe even reckless. Any pundit wanting to criticize Bullock could consider him arrogant as well. If diplomacy were as simple as making a phone call to smooth over a situation, why wasn’t that a regular practice?

      But Bullock wasn’t calling Kazakov to convince him to back off. As the leader of the free world, Bullock understood the importance of appearing strong in front of your citizens. He recognized that if the people didn’t have faith in him, he’d be worthless as a leader. The citizens—the invested voters—had to trust him to do what was best for them. Kazakov faced the same weight of consequences among Russians. And in the ruthless octagon of Kremlin politics, his decisions were much more consequential politically than anything Bullock would ever face. If Kazakov wasn’t careful, a misstep could even prove fatal.

      The phone on his desk rang and Bullock picked up.

      “Connecting you to President Kazakov,” a woman in a thick Russian accent said.

      After a few seconds, Kazakov’s voice came through on the other end.

      “Mr. President,” Bullock began, “I appreciate you taking my call.”

      “It wasn’t my first inclination.”

      “I understand, but I want to let you know in no uncertain terms that I did not kill or even fire a weapon at Yuri Mulkovic.”

      “Until I see video evidence, I will take your comment with a grain of salt, as you say in the West.”

      “That’s fair,” Bullock said. “If our roles were reversed, I would probably wait to receive any type of apology from you as well. But that’s not the only reason I called.”

      “Go on.”

      “The reality that we both face is one of unrelenting pressure from the hawks itching to go to war, is it not?”

      “It is the nature of the beast.”

      “Of course, but that doesn’t mean we have to acquiesce to its demands.”

      Kazakov cleared his throat.

      “I’m not sure about you, but I know that my people demand blood. There are no free passes, as you might say. These people who want an eye for an eye will not rest until your eye is in a trophy case at the Kremlin. They want to use this moment to make an example of the United States, showing off to the world what happens when you dare to go up against Russia.”

      “And I don’t blame those blood-thirsty advisers of yours either,” Bullock said. “You must make a show of strength or else risk the shame of a being a spineless and toothless monster who can only invoke fear through saber rattling. At no point in the future would a threat be considered real.”

      “Exactly, my friend. That is why I am in an uncomfortable situation. I don’t want to back you into a corner where you must choose between strength and war. The latter will be a loss for us both personally and politically—and for our countries. Innocent people don’t deserve to die just because we can’t reach an agreement on how we must deal with this dilemma.”

      “I agree, but I have a solution to offer.”

      “A solution?” Kazakov said. “An equitable solution?”

      “Maybe not for everyone. But for the vast majority of the people in our country, yes.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “What I’m about to tell you needs to be kept in the strictest of confidence,” Bullock said. “In other words, you didn’t hear this from me. But it should be enough to appease the hawks among you, giving you an opportunity to show your strength as a leader without provoking a world war—and I think that’s something we both can agree that we don’t want.”

      “War is the last thing I want,” Kazakov said.

      “Good,” Bullock said. “Then pay close attention to what I’m about to tell you.”
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      SHENANDOAH MOUNTAINS | VIRGINIA

      Besserman eased his knife into his beef Wellington, the meat giving way as if it were warm butter. He wrangled a piece onto his fork and then took a bite, the flavors exploding inside his mouth. He didn’t need Taylor to tell him that his meal was spectacular. Based on his first bite, Besserman already knew.

      “This is divine,” she said before she even finished swallowing her first piece. “Where did you learn to cook like this?”

      “When you’re lonely enough and hungry enough, the Cooking Network can provide plenty of solace and knowledge,” he said. “And I have a theory that the lonelier you are, the more diligent you are about learning how to cook. Making and eating exquisite meals, while not capable of assuaging depression completely, have a way of lifting your spirits.”

      “Are you speaking from experience here?”

      He waved at her dismissively.

      “I’m speaking completely hypothetically here.”

      Taylor laughed and enjoyed another piece of her gourmet meal.

      “Savor every bite,” Besserman said. “You never know when you’ll get another meal like this again.”

      “Funny you say that,” she said, pointing at him. “That’s more or less the same motto I have for life. You just never know what the next minute will bring.”

      “Great minds,” he said.

      As Besserman went to take another bite, the lights went out. He furrowed his brow as he stood and pushed his chair away from the table.

      “Sorry about that,” he said. “Must be a fuse. This house is old.”

      “Is this a common problem?”

      “I haven’t been up here in a while with work being so busy and all. But it’s happened before.”

      Besserman held up a finger. “Just give me a second. I’ll reset the breaker box and hopefully we’ll be back in business before you know it.”

      “Or we could just eat the rest of the meal in the candlelight,” she suggested.

      “I wouldn’t be opposed to that, but I’ve got a dessert that’s still in the oven.”

      “Do I smell apple pie?” she asked.

      “Apple crumble, but I’m sure you won’t be disappointed.”

      Besserman grinned before he turned toward the basement door.

      “Don’t be gone long,” she said.

      He hustled down the steps and navigated through a stack of boxes and old furniture until he reached the fuse box. He used his phone to illuminate the panel and determine which fuse had been tripped. But instead of finding a specific one, he noticed the entire power had been turned off.

      “Now that’s odd,” he said to himself as he flipped the switch on.

      Then he heard Taylor scream.
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        * * *

      

      NATASHA YANKED the woman by her hair, dragging her across the floor to the other side of the room. She wouldn’t stop screaming for help, begging and pleading for Natasha to stop.

      “Do you love him?” Natasha asked before she released Taylor’s brown locks.

      “What?”

      “I said, do you love him?”

      “Are you a jealous ex?” Taylor said. “Because if you are, you can have him. I don’t care. He’s not that important to me.”

      “So you’re only here for other reasons.”

      “No, that’s not what I said.”

      Natasha grinned. “Your face says it all. I know what kind of woman you are.”

      “I swear, whatever you think this is, I’m just a longtime friend.”

      “Longtime friend? I’m not from this country, but I’d be willing to bet the entire city of Moscow against your New York that you’re more than just longtime friends.”

      Footfalls pounded up the steps leading from the basement. Seconds later, Besserman appeared, his gun trained in front of him.

      “You shoot me and this place goes boom,” Natasha said. “And if you don’t believe me, try it out.”

      Natasha eyed Besserman, who clutched a weapon in his hand.

      “Just leave her alone,” Besserman pleaded. “Whatever it is that you want with me, leave her out of it.”

      “Did you consider others the night you killed Anton?” Natasha asked.

      Besserman squinted, as if he was searching his memory banks for the person Natasha had mentioned.

      “I’m not sure I know who you’re talking about,” he said.

      “Exactly,” Natasha said as she spun Taylor around and put a knife to her throat. “You ruthlessly murdered my brother.”

      “I’ve never murdered anyone.”

      “Is that how you sleep at night?”

      “You must have me confused with someone else.”

      Natasha shook her head.

      “Do you know what it’s like to have someone you love ripped from you, their life tossed aside as if it didn’t matter?”

      Besserman held her gaze, unwilling to look away. His brazen glare annoyed Natasha.

      “You must have me confused with someone else,” he said.

      “No, it was you. You killed Anton.”

      Then Natasha jammed her knife into Taylor’s gut. She screamed, blood staining her yellow dress.

      Besserman put his hands in the air in a posture of surrender.

      “Look, I—I don’t know what you’re talking about, but please don’t hurt her.”

      “That’s right,” Natasha said. “Anton meant nothing to you. He was just another no-name hostile you killed so your government could have its way.”

      “I don’t recall killing anyone needlessly,” he said. “That’s not how I operate.”

      “Maybe not now, but it’s how you operated that night in the Congo, chasing down an illegal arms dealer. And you happened to encounter my brother, who was doing the same thing. But instead of asking questions first, you decided to take aim then ask questions later. The only problem is he didn’t survive. It’s difficult to get answers from a dead person.”

      Natasha turned and jammed her blade into Taylor’s leg, twisting the knife before pulling it out. Taylor closed her eyes and screamed again, the pain evident on her face.

      “Please, I beg of you,” Besserman said, “just stop. Let’s talk. We don’t need this kind of violence to resolve a dispute.”

      Natasha narrowed her eyes.

      “You had no such mercy for Anton,” she said. “You just pointed your gun and pulled the trigger. So impersonal, so thoughtless. Never once did you give consideration to his loved ones who would have to continue on in life without him.”

      “That’s the nature of battle,” Besserman said. “When two opposing forces clash, only one can emerge.”

      “And that one was my brother, my only known blood relative,” she said. “When he was gone, my world was shattered. Now, I will shatter yours.”

      Natasha took her knife and slid it across Taylor’s throat.

      “Now, you will watch her die—then you are next.”
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      MALIBU, CALIFORNIA

      Trey Wheeler lounged on a chair by his pool overlooking the Pacific Ocean. He sipped red wine from a glass as music thumped from the speakers. Around the pool, scantily clad women dipped their feet in the water while clutching cans of hard seltzer water. Next to Wheeler, his chief of staff Greg Potter hammered on his laptop keyboard, ignoring the scene.

      “Can you close that thing for a second, Greg?” Wheeler asked.

      Potter didn’t flinch, his fingers still flying.

      “Come on, Greg. Take a break. Have a drink.”

      Potter cast a sideways glance at his boss.

      “If you weren’t so smitten with a Russian spy—”

      “Alleged Russian spy,” Wheeler corrected. “And that’s just rampant speculation in the media. She’s only been charged with reckless driving and failure to stop for law enforcement.”

      “She fired a weapon.”

      “Allegedly.”

      “There were eyewitnesses.”

      “But no weapons charges have been filed, which means it more or less didn’t happen.”

      Potter shut his laptop and sighed.

      “You need to distance yourself from her as much as possible until this all blows over. And I’m saying this to you not only as your chief of staff but also as your friend. Tanha is going to be an albatross for you in the next campaign if you don’t leave her alone.”

      Wheeler took a long pull on his glass of wine.

      “You and I both know that this is a partisan attack.”

      “No, Trey, I don’t know that. I saw video of her chasing after someone and heard reports of her firing a weapon. This isn’t the kind of thing you can dismiss as a political attack.”

      “Just watch me.”

      “Do you trust me or not? Because I think that’s the real question here. You seem to have everything figured out. Maybe you don’t need me.”

      Wheeler signaled for one of the servers to come over to them.

      “Get this man a drink,” Wheeler said.

      Potter waved him off.

      “I don’t need a drink,” he said, waving dismissively at the server before he walked off. “I just want some honesty from you, Trey. I want you to look at yourself in the mirror and answer the questions I ask truthfully.”

      “Like what? Should I continue seeing Tanha? Is Tanha an FSB operative?”

      “Yes, those questions. I want to hear what you truly believe, not what you think you can get away with telling the public.”

      “Then, yes—and no. Problem solved. I’m honest and can sell the truth to voters.”

      “If you think your opponents aren’t going to use your relationship with Tanha as a cudgel in the next election, I think you’re kidding yourself. It’s going to be brutal unless you get out in front of this and spin this story the way it should be spun.”

      “And what way is that?” Wheeler asked.

      “That you never suspected Tanha had any ulterior motives and thought you were genuinely in love—and then you announce that you’re ending your relationship.”

      Wheeler shrugged.

      “I guess I can do that.”

      “Good,” Potter said. “Maybe I am getting through to you.”

      “I can tell everyone that while we continue to see each other secretly.”

      Potter shook his head.

      “You’re hopeless—you know that?”

      “A hopeless romantic, maybe.”

      Wheeler’s phone buzzed with a text message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Meet me around back in 10 minutes but don’t let anyone know where you’re going

      

      

      

      

      

      Wheeler stood and stretched.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said.

      “Was that her?” Potter asked.

      “Of course not. She’s still in police custody from what I know.”

      Potter opened his computer as Wheeler started to walk away before gasping.

      “If you aren’t honest with me, I won’t be able to help you,” Potter shouted.

      Wheeler stopped and spun around, returning to his chief of staff.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Don’t act so shocked,” Potter said. “You knew about this, didn’t you?”

      He turned his screen around so Wheeler could read the headline: “Tanha released from custody, vows return to tour tomorrow.”

      “Well, what do you know,” Wheeler said. “You’d think if she was a Russian spy that she’d be in federal custody by now.”

      “Sometimes these cases take a while to build. It’d be foolish to assume that she’s off the hook.”

      “I’ll keep my distance,” Wheeler said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to attend to some other business. I’ll be right back.”

      Wheeler walked back into his house and then exited through a side door, one that was hidden from the view of his guests poolside. He walked around a small slope to a dirt pathway that he used for hiking the hills around his property. Tanha mentioned on several occasions how much she liked hiking there.

      As Wheeler trekked to the spot to meet her, he thought about what Potter had said poolside—and he was right. Tanha, unless she was fully exonerated, would haunt him in the next election. Although he held a strong public stance that she was innocent, he couldn’t help but wonder if she was the leak. The thought that she was using him made him sick. Everything about their relationship felt genuine—and coming to grips with the fact that it was all a sham was something he didn’t want to believe.

      It wasn’t all a lie, was it?

      Wheeler wanted to ask Tanha point blank, but he also feared that it would sow distrust in their relationship or worse—completely end it. But he needed answers. He needed to know.

      As the path wound its way into a clearing, he noticed Tanha sitting on her motorcycle, her helmet still on.

      Typical.

      She always wanted to go about her day as anonymously as possible. Getting pestered for autographs or to pose for pictures irritated her. The nuisance of it all led to her having a habit of keeping her helmet on, sometimes without even realizing it.

      Wheeler checked over his shoulder as he continued walking toward her, his face breaking into a wide smile.

      “I was beginning to wonder if I’d ever see you again,” he said.

      She shrugged.

      Wheeler gestured for her to take her helmet off. Then she removed it and winked at him.

      “You’re not Tanha,” he said as his face fell.

      “Sorry to disappoint you,” she said. “But she did send me with a message.”

      “Oh?”

      Wheeler’s eyes brightened.

      The woman nodded then pulled out a gun, training it on him.

      Wheeler put his hands in the air.

      “Hey, now. What’s the meaning of this? What do you want? Money?”

      “I don’t want anything,” the woman said, her eyes locked with his. “Like I said, I have a message for you from Tanha.”

      Wheeler took a step back, wondering if he’d have any chance to escape if he broke into a sprint. But he remained frozen, anxiously awaiting what the woman had to say.

      “She wanted me to tell you that her feelings for you were real.”

      “Why isn’t she here to tell me herself?” Wheeler asked.

      “That’s a question I can’t answer,” the woman said. “But that wasn’t all she wanted me to tell you.”

      “There’s more?”

      She nodded and then pulled the trigger on her gun.
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        * * *

      

      PRESIDENT BULLOCK GLANCED at his cell phone with a text message from his chief of staff.

      
        
          
            
              
        Turn on the television

      

      

      

      

      

      Bullock found a cable news channel, which was showing live footage of a property overlooking the ocean. The chyron at the bottom of the screen listed the home as one belonging to California senator Trey Wheeler. The headline above it told a grim story: “Tragedy at the Wheeler Estate in Malibu.”

      Then the camera zoomed in on several law enforcement officials zipping up a body bag and lugging it onto an ambulance cart.

      “What you’re looking at are shocking images, things we didn’t think we’d ever see in America,” the somber anchor said. “Sen. Trey Wheeler, dead at age 44, assassinated at his own home by a hitman.”

      Bullock raised an eyebrow. The newscaster was only sharing part of the story. Bullock wondered if the man was going to reveal the other details his administration was already leaking to reporters.

      “White House officials are already denouncing the attack, which purportedly was carried about by a Russian secret agent. No confirmation yet on whether or not law enforcement spokespeople believe it was Russian pop star Tanha, who was released from custody earlier today.

      “However, Tanha took to social media just moments after Wheeler’s death was reported, sobbing about the news that he was dead. She asked the Tanha Maniacs to respect her privacy and to pray for Wheeler’s family during this quote ‘difficult time’.”

      Pundits joined the program to discuss whether they believed there was any truth to the rumors circulating that Wheeler was leaking secrets to Russian intelligence.

      Bullock’s phone buzzed with a call from his press secretary.

      “How are we going to address this?” he asked. “It looks like Wheeler was murdered by foreign actors.”

      “Our statement has to be a carefully crafted one,” Bullock said. “It needs to convey our outrage over the incident, but we need to clearly state that we won’t be retaliating and hope that we can mend relations with Russia after two unfortunate incidents that occurred allegedly between our countries. And add that we’re mulling over sanctions as a deterrent.”

      “Journalists are going to eat you alive.”

      “I don’t care. Would they rather we unleash an attack on Russia and instigate a global conflict? That’s not something the American people have the stomach for. I want to make it clear that we intend to repair our relationship with Kazakov and his staff moving forward—and hope that this is the end of it.”

      “But what about Wheeler?”

      “Publicly, say that we’re saddened by this incident and grieving for his family over this tragedy. But privately, I want you to push the leaked story that Wheeler was under investigation for selling secrets to Russian intelligence.”

      “Are you sure you want to do that? Won’t people start wondering if one of our agents killed him?”

      “Don’t worry about that part,” Bullock said. “Leave that to me. Just do what I’ve asked and you’ll be able to navigate this landmine field. We need to keep the Russians looking tough all while their dignity remains intact, yet also making sure that Americans know it clearly wasn’t us.”

      “Easier said than done.”

      “That’s why you get paid the big bucks. Now go make it happen.”

      Bullock ended the call and let out an exasperated breath.

      He wasn’t sure everyone would buy the story, but he didn’t need everyone to take it as the gospel truth—just a few key people. Eventually, everyone else would follow.

      At least, that’s what he hoped would happen.
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      SHENANDOAH MOUNTAINS | VIRGINIA

      Hawk and Alex met up with Morgan as Mia searched for the whereabouts of Natasha Litvinov. According to Big Earv, Natasha instigated the incident at Ford’s Theater and then seemingly vanished amidst a building crawling with Secret Service agents and other security. However, Mia caught a break when she noticed someone breaking into a car just a few blocks away from the theater before following the vehicle on highway department cameras. The car eventually turned off the main road into a vastly residential area before its trail went cold. According to Mia, Natasha could’ve parked the car and gone on foot—or she could be hiding in the area. Then Mia raised the idea that Natasha could’ve jumped into the Potomac and found another way out by swimming across.

      “So, what you’re saying is that we’re just guessing at this point?” Alex asked over the speakerphone.

      An idea sparked in Hawk’s mind, and he didn’t wait for a reply before suggesting it.

      “What are the crossroads where Natasha’s vehicle was last spotted?” he asked.

      Mia gave him the names.

      “Why? What are you thinking?”

      “How far away does Besserman live from there?”

      “Give me a sec,” Mia said. Then, “less than two miles.”

      “Where’s Besserman?” Hawk asked.

      Mia sighed. “We can’t reach him. And we’ve been trying for the past few hours. I guess he unplugged. Why? What’s going on?”

      “Why would Natasha go to Besserman’s house?” he asked. “That’s a very personal thing to do.”

      “Maybe Natasha wanted to make it personal,” Alex said.

      “But why?” Mia asked.

      “Their paths have intersected before,” Hawk said. “That’s the only logical explanation because, as far as I know, Besserman didn’t interview Natasha when she was brought to the U.S. and placed under federal protection.”

      “Besserman isn’t at his house now,” Mia said. “All the lights are off and his car is missing, though there is another car parked outside that looks like a rental.”

      “A rental?” Hawk asked, his brow furrowed. “Who could he be meeting—”

      “It’s rented by a woman named Taylor Hamilton.”

      “Taylor, Taylor,” Hawk said, trying to remember if he’d ever heard the name.

      “Sound familiar?” Alex asked.

      “Not off hand,” Hawk said before he clapped and smiled. “I got it now.”

      “Who is she?” Mia asked.

      “I remember Besserman mentioning something to me a while ago about this woman he was interested in named Taylor,” Hawk said. “That has to be her.”

      “Where would he take her?” Mia asked.

      “I know he’s got a cabin not too far away in the Shenandoah Mountains.”

      “That has to be it,” Alex said.

      Hawk’s eyes brightened with the prospect of solving the mystery of Besserman’s whereabouts.

      “Mia, can you task any satellites over Besserman’s cabin in the woods?”

      “It’d take some hacking,” Mia said.

      “And your point?”

      “Done,” Mia said. “I was just messing with you guys.”

      “What do you see?” Hawk asked.

      “I’ve found his cabin and there are two heat signatures in the house,” Mia said.

      “Just two?” Hawk asked, disappointment showing in his voice.

      “Well, at least we know where he is,” Mia said.

      “Give me that address,” Hawk said. “If Natasha was working for the FSB, she would surely know how to get her hands on his address.”

      “If she’s come this far—and it’s that personal to her—she’s not going to stop tonight,” Alex said. “Especially with every U.S. federal agency looking for her.”

      Mia read them back to him, and Alex entered the address into an app on her phone.

      “Just over two and a half hours to get there,” Alex said.

      “Let’s see if we can make it an hour and a half.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      HAWK NEEDED two hours, never stopping as he sped along two-lane ribbons winding through the mountains. As Alex directed Hawk, they turned off the blacktop and onto a washboard dirt road. They’d missed a recent thunderstorm that had dampened the road, eliminating a trail of dirt behind them. However, the soft ground was full of potholes teeming with water. He splashed through several before slowing down again as a precaution. The only advantage Hawk and Alex held was that of surprise. But one loud thunk in a hole and their approach would be announced.

      Hawk scanned the area around them, searching for any signs of life beneath the dark night sky. With no moon or stars to illuminate the surrounding woodlands, he looked for any shadowy figures silhouetted against his headlights. But nothing.

      Alex tried to call Mia to find out if she could give them an idea if anyone was still in the house, but the signals on their phones went out.

      “Looks like we’re flying blind,” Alex said.

      Hawk noticed on the GPS that they were within a couple hundred meters of the house. He turned off the headlights, leaving on his parking lights and trusting they would be bright enough to get him to Besserman’s cabin. Then he caught the glint of something in the corner of his eye. He stopped, prompting a brief protest from Alex.

      “We’re almost there,” she said. “Don’t stop now. Every second could mean the difference in life or death.”

      “I have to,” Hawk said as he threw the gear into reverse and backed up.

      He wheeled the car around before turning on the headlights again.

      “What are you doing?” she demanded.

      Hawk didn’t say a word, only grinning as he stared at the motorcycle stashed behind some bushes a few meters off the main road.

      “You recognize that bike?” Alex asked.

      Hawk nodded.

      “It’s Besserman’s. And if he had ridden up here on that thing with Taylor Hamilton, he wouldn’t have stashed it in the bushes this far away from his cabin.”

      “Natasha,” Alex said.

      Hawk nodded again.

      “Let’s just hope we’re not too late.”

      He turned the parking lights back on and continued toward Besserman’s place. Once Hawk could see the cabin, he pulled into a small clearing. Hawk and Alex grabbed their gear and headed toward the house.

      Upon reaching the house, they put in their coms and split up, Hawk taking the front of the house and Alex taking the back.

      “The lights are all on,” Hawk said, “but I can’t see anyone inside.”

      “Copy that,” she said. “It’s looking empty from my side too.”

      Hawk reached for the door handle and tried to turn it, but it didn’t budge.

      “The front door is locked,” Hawk said. “I’m starting to not like this.”

      “But the back door is open,” Alex said.

      Hawk rushed around to join her and they entered together. Hawk and Alex crept across the floor, splitting up again. Hawk headed for the bedroom, while Alex investigated the bathroom and other guest bedroom off the living room. When neither of them found anything, they entered the kitchen and Hawk pointed at a door leading to a series of steps. He leaned in toward the door, straining to listen. Then he heard a moan and a woman’s voice with a Russian accent.

      Hawk turned toward Alex.

      “It’s Natasha,” he whispered. “But if we barge in on them down these stairs, she’s going to know we’re coming and she’ll be able to take aim at us before we can get a shot off.”

      “Then let’s even the odds,” she said.

      She tugged on Hawk’s arm and gestured for him to follow her outside. They went outside and she pointed toward a door on the back side of the opposite end of the house, basement level.

      “It’s a walk-out basement,” Alex said. “Can you pick it?”

      “Give me a minute.”

      Hawk dug his lock pick set out of his rucksack and went to work. He needed less than a minute to get it open. After they went inside, Hawk led the way toward a door with light streaming beneath it from the other side.

      This time, he didn’t need to strain to hear, quickly gaining a clear picture of what was happening.

      “It hurts, doesn’t it?” a woman with a Russian accent asked.

      Natasha Litvinov.

      “Nobody wants someone they love to die,” she said. “But watching them die a slow and agonizing death—that’s the worst.”

      “Please,” Besserman said, “you don’t have to do this. It’s me you want. She’s innocent.”

      “So was my brother,” Natasha said.

      “He left me no choice. It was either shoot or be shot.”

      The excruciating groan from another woman made Hawk wince.

      “Say whatever you have to say in order to convince yourself that you weren’t guilty of murdering my brother,” Natasha said. “I read the reports from other soldiers who were there that night. You didn’t have to kill them.”

      “How could you? We didn’t leave any survivors.”

      “You were ruthless,” Natasha said. “But not thorough. One escaped—and he told everyone all about it. I read the FSB report myself. It’s what motivated me to become an agent.”

      “And you did all this just to try and murder me?” Besserman asked.

      “I won’t just be trying tonight,” Natasha said, “I’ll be doing it—and succeeding. I’m going to avenge my brother’s death. Meanwhile, you’re going to watch this woman you love die.”

      Taylor groaned again.

      “We have to do something,” Alex said in a hushed tone.

      Hawk nodded. “I needed to make sure that there were only three people in the room.”

      “Well?”

      “Natasha, Taylor, and Besserman. Did you hear anyone else?”

      Alex shook her head. “Should be easy enough.”

      “We can take her out,” Hawk said, “but we want Besserman and Taylor to come out alive.”

      “Copy that.”

      Hawk eased the door open before poking his head inside. Even with his weapon trained in front of him, he couldn’t turn it on Natasha fast enough. By the time Hawk had a chance to take a shot, Natasha had taken up a position behind Besserman, her knife to his throat.

      “I swear I will kill him if you take another step,” Natasha said.

      “Hawk,” Alex whispered, “don’t test her. She’s got nothing to lose.”

      Hawk glanced at Taylor, who held her hands on her stomach, applying pressure. Blood pooled around her, and he wasn’t sure how much longer she had before she bled out.

      “Just relax,” Hawk said. “I’m sure we can work something out so you can get what you want and everyone can leave here alive tonight.”

      “If I get what I want,” Natasha said, “two people aren’t leaving alive.”

      She backed toward the glass door, which led to a small porch just outside.

      “Running is a bad idea,” Hawk said.

      “Is it?” Natasha said.

      Hawk slid to one side as Alex joined him in the room.

      “Now that I’m out numbered, running sounds like a great idea,” Natasha said. “But not before I take care of some business first.”

      Natasha took a step back and kicked Besserman in the small of his back, thrusting him forward but keeping him between her and Hawk and Alex. She drew her gun from her belt and took aim at Taylor.

      Besserman, who recognized what she was doing, dove in front of Taylor. A bullet tore through his shirt, hitting him in the chest.

      Taylor mustered a short shriek as Natasha turned and sprinted outside into the woods.

      “Go,” Alex said, her eyes meeting Hawk’s. “I’ll take care of them. You find her.”

      Hawk nodded and then rushed outside. He heard the roar of a motorcycle from Besserman’s shed. Seconds later, an Indian Pursuit exploded out of the shed, smashing into the door and sending it clattering against the side. Natasha fired a few shots at him, freezing him for a moment.

      Once the shooting stopped, he raced toward the other bike that Natasha had driven up to the mountains. He cranked it and goosed the engine before chasing after her.
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      SHENANDOAH MOUNTAINS | VIRGINIA

      Hawk strained to see the small taillights zipping ahead of him along the winding dirt roads. Up and down small rises, Hawk hugged the corners as he sped after Natasha. While she had definitely driven to the mountains with the intent of killing Besserman, Hawk wasn’t sure how familiar she was with the terrain. Based on her movements from earlier that evening, she seemed convinced she would find Besserman at his home but pivoted toward his cabin for some reason. Maybe she found a note on his calendar at home or just assumed that’s the most logical place he would attempt to take her. Whatever the reason, he had to assume that she was simply running out of desperation.

      As Hawk rounded another sharp corner, he couldn’t help but get the feeling they were going in a circle.

      She’s completely lost.

      Hawk then raised Alex over the coms.

      “How’s it looking there?” he asked.

      “Taylor’s in really bad shape,” Alex said. “I requested a life flight out of here for both of them.”

      “And Besserman?” Hawk asked.

      “That shot hit him in the stomach. He’s not doing well either. And for the moment, seems a little more coherent than her. But it doesn’t look good for either of them.”

      “How about you?”

      “It’s only a matter of time,” he said. “She’s struggling and is driving in circles.”

      “Well, hang in there.”

      “Copy that.”

      Hawk returned his full attention to Natasha. Over the past couple of minutes, he’d closed the gap to about fifty meters. Then they went up over a ridge and around a sharp corner. He lost sight of her for a moment and started to panic.

      Where’d she go?

      As he accelerated out of the turn and came into a long straight stretch of road, Natasha’s red taillights had disappeared again. Then without warning, bright headlights directly in front of him about ten meters away flashed on, blinding him for a second.

      Hawk squinted and turned his head slightly to the side, anything to avoid looking directly at the bright light. He darted left and then back right before he hit a large pothole in the middle of the road. In an instant, Hawk lost control of the bike as the front wheel jerked from side to side, challenging him to right the bike.

      But he couldn’t.

      Hawk skidded along the dirt road, the bike along with him. After about fifty meters, he came to a stop next to the bike, which landed at the base of a pine tree. Hawk grimaced as he tried to get up, his leg burning, likely from a scrape sustained in the fall. His shoulder ached as well. And his head hurt after taking a knock on the ground.

      “How’s it going?” Alex asked over the coms.

      “I’m still alive—for the time being,” he said.

      He heard helicopters in the distance.

      “Is that your ride I hear?” Hawk asked.

      “You got it,” she said. “Just don’t make me have to send one back for you.”

      “Might be a little late for that,” Hawk said as he rolled over, pausing as he held his position on his hands and knees.

      “I can still come help you,” she said.

      “Thanks, but I think I can handle it.”

      Before she responded, he felt a searing pain in his ribs as Natasha kicked him in the side. He groaned and rolled away from her.

      “You’re not so tough when you’re off your bike,” she said.

      “This isn’t about how tough I am,” he said. “This is about you—and how you’re going to either die or be remanded into federal custody tonight. And that’s without taking into account how things shake out with me.”

      She chuckled. “So, you’re predicting an early demise for yourself?”

      Hawk eased back onto his hands and knees but said nothing.

      “You know you ruined my moment back there,” she said. “The woman was almost dead and then I could’ve finished off Director Besserman and been on my way.”

      “It’s better that you didn’t,” Hawk said. “If you thought you were going to start a war by kidnapping the president, killing the director of the CIA might be more provocative than you imagined.”

      “Guess you’ll never know.”

      “You mean, guess we’ll never know.”

      “You think they’re going to be gone by the time I finish you off?” she asked with a laugh. “You’re not nearly as smart as you think you are.”

      With that, Hawk spun, his head facing away from Natasha before he swept her feet out from underneath her. He didn’t generate as much forced as he’d hoped, but it was enough to knock her off balance and eventually sending her to the ground. She clambered to her feet and hustled to get away from him. But before she could brace herself, Hawk was already sprinting toward her.

      He put his shoulder into her back and drove her into the ground, knocking her head against a pine tree’s thick roots protruding above the surface. But she didn’t stop. She rolled back to her feet and stood upright.

      She fumbled for her gun, giving Hawk just enough time to use his foot to jab her just above her knee. She teetered for a moment, almost regaining her balance before he swept her legs away a second time.

      This time he stayed on top of her, attempting to wrangle her hands behind her back. But when her left hand came behind her back, her right hand plunged a knife into his thigh. Hawk yelped in pain, involuntarily reacting by spinning away from her. When he did, she wriggled away—but without her knife.

      Hawk ripped the blade out of his leg and staggered to his feet.

      “It doesn’t have to end this way,” he said.

      “If you’re trying to talk me out of this fight, it means I’m winning,” she said as she circled him. “No one ever agrees to defeat if they’re about to claim victory.”

      “My survival is important, but my success isn’t merely dependent on whether or not I kill you.”

      “To be honest, I’m surprised you’re still alive with an approach like that.”

      “Think about your children,” Hawk said. “They need you.”

      “But I’ll be sitting behind bars, so I won’t be much good to them.”

      “You can still make something out of your life.”

      “I never wanted to make much out of my life by joining the FSB, which is why you get me wrong. I only wanted to avenge my brother’s death, which is what I’m about to go do.”

      Hawk dropped to the ground and scrambled over a fallen log near the edge of the road. Natasha took several shots at him, none of them piercing them.

      Hawk stood and shouted at her, drawing her fire. This time, he hid behind a tree, preventing her from getting a clean shot at him. She fired several more times before he heard the click of an empty chamber.

      “It’s over,” he said.

      “Speak for yourself,” she said.

      Natasha hustled deep into the woods and remained hidden as he searched for her.

      “Natasha,” Hawk said, “you can’t stay hidden forever. Besides, maybe you’ll get traded for an American spy.”

      “I’d rather die,” she said. “I would go to prison and wouldn’t last three months there.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      Hawk raced toward her, ready to slip the knife up between her rips and twist. It’d be enough to quickly incapacitate her and end their dance. But as he drew nearer, he didn’t realize exactly where he was in relation to the woods and the ridge. He didn’t see the log in front of him and tripped on it, sending him stumbling toward the edge.

      Hawk spun back just in time to grab a handful of roots exposed by the tree’s erosion. He flailed his feet, trying to touch the ground, but realized he was dangling from the edge.

      Then his hand started to slip.

      He reviewed his options, deciding to put the blade between his teeth as he bit down hard. Then he grabbed hold of the roots with his other hand too. Just as he prepared to climb up, Natasha walked up.

      “Maybe you were wise to try and strike a deal with me,” she said. “But I was wiser. Like I said, it’s never smart to yield when you’re winning.”

      She crouched down and removed the blade from Hawk’s mouth.

      “Good-bye, Agent Hawk,” she said. “You’ve been a worthy foe. I hope it will comfort you knowing that when I orphan your son in a few minutes from now, your wife’s death will be quick.”

      Natasha balanced herself on her knees and drew the knife over her head.

      Then before she could strike at Hawk, he let go of the roots and disappeared into the darkness.
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      SHENANDOAH MOUNTAINS | VIRGINIA

      Hawk twisted and turned as he dropped from the side of the ridge. But after a few seconds, he made as soft of a landing as possible in a thicket. He barely felt the scrapes and pokes from the brambles as he scrambled out. Once he was on firm ground, he grabbed a flashlight out of his rucksack and spied a path leading back up to the top of the ridge. Jumping into the unknown was a gamble, but it was his best option—and his gutsy moved had paid off. He hustled to the top where he heard a motorcycle engine roaring to life.

      Hawk’s path spit him out farther down the mountain, below the top of the ridge where he’d just fought Natasha. And the motorcycle was roaring toward him.

      Time for a taste of your own medicine.

      Hawk clicked off his flashlight and waited. A light rain began to fall, clattering against the spring leaves. After a few seconds, Natasha rounded the corner, tearing back toward Besserman’s cabin.

      As she drew within twenty meters, Hawk flashed on his light and then put a shoulder into Natasha. It wasn’t the hardest hit he’d ever delivered, but he succeeded in getting her off the bike. Despite her best efforts to maintain control, it skidded along the path, spilling her onto the ground.

      Hawk rushed over to her, finding her gun lying a few feet away. He checked it to see if it was loaded. It was.

      “You can’t say I didn’t give you a chance,” Hawk said. “But this ends now. I don’t want to orphan your children, but I will if I have to.”

      “You don’t get it, do you?” she said. “I don’t care about my children. They were an ends to a mean. I never wanted them. But it was a necessary evil for me to accomplish my goal.”

      “The goal you failed to achieve,” Hawk added.

      “At least I tried,” she said.

      Then she reached for her pocket and found a knife before flinging it at Hawk.

      He dodged the blade before hitting her with a double tap.

      Then he turned his flashlight back on to confirm she was dead. He felt for a pulse. She was gone.

      “A life wasted,” Hawk said. “It’s a damn shame.”

      In the distance, he heard the chopper’s still thumping against the wet night air.

      “Alex?” Hawk said. “You there? How is everyone?”

      “Thank God you’re all right,” she said.

      “I guess that’s relative,” he said. “But, yes, I’m alive.”

      “I thought I was going to lose you too.”

      “Besserman?”

      “He’s still kicking.”

      “Taylor?”

      “She didn’t make it.”

      “Damn,” Hawk said as he looked down at the dead body in front of him. “Well, Natasha didn’t make it either.”

      “Damn that too,” Alex said. “She got off easy.”

      “I know,” Hawk said. “But at least it’s over.”

      “It’s never over,” she said.

      “For tonight it is—and that’s all we can ask for.”

      “She went just like her brother,” Alex said. “Besserman told me the whole story. He didn’t want to kill Natasha’s brother, but he left Besserman no choice.”

      “She had a choice,” Hawk said. “She just didn’t like the right one.”

      A short pause.

      “I love you,” he said. “I’m glad we both made the right choice tonight.”
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      ONE WEEK LATER | LOS ANGELES

      Hawk and Alex hustled into the Magnum Group headquarters, already a couple of minutes late for their meeting. When they entered the conference room, Morgan sat at the head of the table, her arms folded, a wry grin on her face.

      “Were you running to get here?” Morgan asked.

      “Blunt didn’t appreciate anyone ever being late,” Hawk said.

      “I’m not like him, you know,” Morgan said. “At least, not in that area. I wasn’t going to tar and feather you two.”

      “Old habits die hard, I guess.”

      “Like the one of you two always being late?” Big Earv snapped.

      Hawk gave Big Earv a sideways glance.

      “If looks could kill,” Morgan said with a smile. “Now, let’s get to the business at hand and discuss our mission recap.”

      Morgan led a conversation about how the team could work together better in the future, despite their success in doing so that resulted in extracting President Bullock’s daughter, eliminating an assassin and a traitor, and playing a key role in preventing the start of a global conflict.

      “All in a day’s work,” Morgan said once they finished. “However, we’re not done here.”

      She dimmed the lights and turned her attention to the screen on the far wall to play two short videos. The first one was from Besserman thanking the team for saving his life and eliminating Natasha Litvinov. The other was from President Bullock expressing his gratitude for protecting his daughter.

      “Again, I want to thank you for all the great work you did,” Morgan continued, “but it seems like we’re closing this chapter with some answers—and some more questions, particularly those related to The Alliance.”

      Hawk furrowed his brow. “The Alliance? When did we do anything that crossed paths with them?”

      “You didn’t,” Morgan said. “But Mia did. She uncovered a treasure trove of information stemming from an operation to get some files off oil tycoon Charles Marshall’s secure server.”

      “What’d you find?” Alex asked.

      Mia pushed a stack of documents toward the center of the table.

      “Why don’t you have a look for yourself,” she said. “But if you want the short version—I found the kind of information we’ve been searching for to finally unravel who all is behind The Alliance.”

      Morgan clapped her hands.

      “Now, let’s get to work.”

      
        
        THE END
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