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      SESTRI LEVANTE, ITALY

      Brady Hawk hunkered low in a small fishing boat anchored in the Bay of Fables with dozens of other small vessels. A clear night, stars twinkled overhead as a crisp breeze from the Mediterranean chilled Hawk. Though he wasn’t bothered by the cooler temperatures, he regretted not bringing a jacket.

      “How’s it looking in there?” Hawk asked over the coms, his behind-the-scenes positioning as unusual as it was uncomfortable.

      “Italian wine flowing like a rushing river in here,” said Eddie Tyson. “If I didn’t know I was at a conference full of physicists, I would’ve thought I was at a vintners convention.”

      Water lapped against the side of the boat, rocking Hawk up and down as he tried to steady his vision on the sprawling three-story building facing the bay.

      “Just stay focused,” Hawk said. “We’ve only got one shot at this.”

      “Copy that.”

      Less than a week earlier, Hawk had been lamenting the fact that he hadn’t been able to spend any time with Eddie Tyson, who he’d rescued after the duo prevented the transfer of a Russian missile to the North Koreans a few years before that. But an unlikely communique sent to the U.S. State Department by a North Korean scientist just five days ago reunited Hawk and Tyson.

      The scientist, Dr. Jae-Chung Choe, served as one of North Korea’s top physicists and let U.S. officials know that he’d be attending the International Conference on Electromagnetics in Advanced Applications. Despite his country’s ill-favored status in the world, he was highly regarded within the scientific community for his work on electromagnetics. He expressed interest in defecting, promising that he would spill many secrets about his work on Pyongyang’s missile capabilities and future plans. However, he insisted that he wouldn’t go anywhere without seeing a familiar face first—and that face belonged to Eddie Tyson. Their paths had crossed when Tyson was imprisoned in North Korea where an unlikely friendship was formed. Choe was working in the basement of the holding facility where Tyson was detained when the two started having daily conversations every time the physicist walked down the corridor to his lab.

      The U.S. State Department agreed to get help Choe defect, but it refused to do so in an official capacity. While the CIA agreed to help, the agency didn’t want any of its officers involved in the operation in case something went south. The last thing the CIA wanted was to give North Korea and its itchy trigger finger leader the impetus to start a military conflict. That’s when CIA Director Robert Besserman turned toward the Magnum Group and asked it to cobble together a skeleton crew to extract Choe.

      Hawk put down his binoculars and looked at his laptop, which was streaming video from Tyson’s eyeglasses. As Tyson scanned the room, Hawk watched closely for Choe. The black tie affair complete with musicians playing elegant music on stringed instruments wasn’t what Hawk expected. He was also surprised by the large number of security personnel desperately trying to blend in. Hawk cracked a smile. Even the most aloof scientists could recognize that the men positioned against the wall around the room were neither colleagues nor servers at the event.

      Tyson meandered near one of the open bars situated around the room. He spoke in a muted tone, just loud enough for Hawk to hear him over the coms.

      “You see him?” Hawk asked.

      Tyson turned to his left.

      “Back corner table,” Tyson said. “He’s the guy casually flipping a poker chip on the left.”

      “I see him,” Hawk said. “So, how are you going to get him outside and past those meatheads?”

      “I already told you I’m going to create a distraction.”

      “I know, but you haven’t been real specific about what kind of distraction.”

      “The kind where I set a tablecloth on fire and walk away. Specific enough for you?”

      “You sure anyone there will notice?”

      “When the fire sprinklers turn on, I think they’ll pay attention,” Tyson said with a chuckle. “That’s when I’m going to grab Choe and lead him outside in the midst of the chaos. Just make sure you’re at the dock.”

      “Copy that.”

      Soft music escaped each time the front doors opened, carrying across the water along with sounds of conversation peppered with laughter.

      Hawk pulled up the anchor and paddled the boat farther out into the bay, moving away from the cluster of boats secured for the night. He sat and waited for Tyson to give him the signal to start the engine, taking every step to avoid attention from those milling along the shore. Navigating the small boat, Hawk couldn’t afford to be in the crosshairs of the North Korean contingent sent to protect their asset until he had to be.

      “Operation En Fuego is about to begin,” Tyson whispered into the coms.

      “Say the word and I’ll meet you at the dock.”

      Hawk checked his gun, hoping to escape without having to use it. But he couldn’t imagine a scenario where that wouldn’t be the case. Given how protective the North Koreans were with Choe, Hawk suspected it would be a fight—and a violent one at that.

      “And we’re underway,” Tyson said as he glanced at the burgeoning flame racing across the tablecloth.

      Hawk watched his laptop as Tyson’s body cam showed him turning and walking back toward the center of the room. No one said a peep about the flame until one woman pointed and gasped. Then a whole table of conference attendees pointed and shouted. Tyson looked back at the fire, flames ascending toward the ceiling.

      “And three, two, one …” Tyson said.

      Moments later, the sprinklers whirled on, spitting water all over the room in an effort to squelch the growing flame. Tyson dodged fleeing physicists scattering in every direction as he hustled toward Choe. The North Korean stood slowly and looked around the room, taking a second to wipe the water from his glasses before putting them back on his nose. His eyes widened as Tyson grabbed the man by his bicep and nudged him forward.

      “Start walking and follow my instructions closely,” Tyson said.

      Hawk watched the scene intently, holding his laptop as he moved to the back of the boat near the motor.

      People screamed as they fled the building, some terrified, others annoyed.

      “When I tell you it’s time, I need you to run as fast as you can,” Tyson said to Choe, who nodded.

      As Tyson looked around, Hawk could see that the guards had dispersed, no longer easily identifiable amid the chaos. Tyson guided Choe through the front doors and down the cobblestone street in front of the building.

      “Fire up the engine,” Tyson said into the coms.

      Hawk put down the laptop and turned around to face the outboard motor. He wrapped his fingers around the starter handle and yanked hard. The engine sputtered but failed to start. Hawk tugged harder. Same result. A third time, Hawk pulled and the engine struggled to come alive before conking out again. Then he pulled three, four, five times in succession, not even waiting for the engine to perk up like it had the first time he’d pulled it when testing out the boat. He growled.

      “We’ve got a problem,” Hawk said. “The engine isn’t starting.”

      “Keep trying,” Tyson said. “I see one of the guards a few paces ahead.” Then to Choe: “Put your head down and keep moving.”

      Hawk repeated the exercise, each time hoping the engine would roar. But each time, it resisted, almost as if it were mocking Hawk.

      “Damn it, crank,” Hawk said as he kicked at the top of the motor.

      Still nothing.

      Hawk grabbed the laptop in time to hear Tyson yelling.

      “It’s time. Run!”

      Tyson’s camera shook as he sprinted toward the dock. Hawk glanced back toward the shore and could see the silhouette of the physicist and Tyson racing toward the dock, their long shadows cast against the building by the lights on the street level projecting upward. Then Hawk looked behind them and saw several large men in pursuit.

      Hawk swore softly and then yanked hard again on the starter. Two, three, four times. Still no response.

      On the fifth pull, the engine wheezed and sputtered before clattering to life. Hawk opened the throttle up all the way and pointed the boat directly toward the dock. With the boat skimming across the smooth water, Hawk turned his attention toward the shore where he saw Choe and Tyson bearing left toward the dock and stomping across it.

      As they drew near to the edge, Hawk slightly recalculated his approach, adjusting his angle slightly so the two men could jump in without really slowing down. But it was all in vain as he noticed both of them stopping about halfway up the dock.

      “What the hell is going on?” Hawk asked.

      “It’s a trap,” Tyson said. “I repeat—it’s a trap.”

      Hawk squinted, straining to determine what the problem was. But after a brief moment, he saw the silhouette of Choe’s gun brazenly trained on Tyson and a handful of North Korean guards racing down the dock toward Hawk’s partner.

      “What the hell?” Hawk said, realizing Tyson was in danger.

      “Abort, abort,” Tyson said.

      “Like hell I’m aborting,” Hawk said as he yanked the motor in the opposite direction for a second before putting it in neutral right near the dock. He grabbed one of the pilings and propelled himself onto the dock, his gun trained in front of him.

      Hawk took aim at the physicist first and then two of the North Korean guards, felling all three of them. Tyson stared at him wide-eyed.

      “You don’t have time to thank me,” Hawk said, digging Choe’s phone out of his pocket.

      Then Hawk grabbed Tyson’s arm and pulled him back.

      “We have to move.”

      Hawk and Tyson sprinted toward the end of the dock before diving into the boat, a hail of bullets piercing the water nearby. Without hesitating, Hawk twisted the throttle wide open.

      “Get down,” he shouted.

      Tyson dove to the bottom of the boat as Hawk made himself small, crouching low. More gunfire erupted, creating a frenzied scene along the usually peaceful Bay of Fables.

      Neither man spoke until a couple of minutes elapsed.

      “What happened back there?” Hawk asked once they cleared the bay and he was certain the North Koreans weren’t following them.

      “I thought everything was fine,” Tyson said. “Then out of nowhere, Choe stopped and pulled his gun on me. He said I should’ve never left and that I was going to pay.”

      Hawk set his jaw as he shook his head.

      “Bastards,” he said. “They’re going to ruin it next time for anyone who wants to defect.”

      “Maybe that was the point,” Tyson said.

      “I can’t believe it,” Hawk said. “Who vetted this guy?”

      Tyson shrugged. “He has quite the reputation—or at least had quite the reputation. I doubt the North Koreans expected anything like that.”

      “At least neither of us are officially connected to the U.S. government.”

      “Won’t stop Pyongyang from pushing the narrative that the U.S. assassinated one of their top scientists.”

      Hawk grunted. “Does anyone take seriously anything North Korea says?”

      “Fair point.”

      Hawk closed his eyes for a few seconds, wallowing in the cool salty breeze.

      “We didn’t get what we came for, but at least you didn’t get captured,” Hawk said.

      Tyson pointed at Choe’s phone.

      “But we didn’t come away empty-handed,” he said.

      “Fair enough,” Hawk asked.

      Tyson nodded and grinned. “We just need someone to crack that thing phone and tell us what’s inside. It might just be some of the best intel we’ve been able to get on North Korea’s weapons program.”

      Hawk smiled.

      “Making lemonade out of lemons.”

      “The story of my life.”

      Hawk steered the boat toward the nearest harbor and settled in for the bumpy ride across the choppy waters outside the bay. The humming of the engine and the water slapping the side of the boat sank into the background as he pondered how they all missed the signs of a trap. It was all so obvious now. He expected to be delivering North Korea’s top physicist to the CIA. But all Hawk could do was shrug. Killing Choe wasn’t the worst thing that could’ve happened.

    

  







            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    




      DALLAS, TEXAS

      Morgan May stepped into the elevator and descended to the lobby of Dakota’s steakhouse. Of all the duties assigned to her on her job description as the director of the Magnum Group, fundraising had never been one of them—until now.

      There are far worse ways to spend a Saturday evening.

      A balding man swayed as his fingers tickled the ivory on a piano tucked into the corner of the restaurant. Morgan watched as servers crisscrossed the room, carting trays piled high with steaming meals. She informed the hostess that she was there to meet Phillip Harris and was escorted to a small room in the back of the restaurant. The fading daylight poured in through a small opening, illuminating a terrace garden against a stone wall visible through a plate glass window.

      Morgan stopped by the table and stared at the interesting architectural feature.

      “Exquisite, isn’t it?” asked Harris.

      The question snapped Morgan out of her stupor. She smiled and offered her hand to the gentleman standing in front of her.

      “So sorry, Mr. Harris,” she said as they shook hands. “It’s just so interesting.”

      “Not what you expect when you enter a restaurant by going underground,” Harris said as he pulled a chair from beneath the table and gestured for Morgan to sit in it. “And please, call me Phillip.”

      Morgan tucked a few loose strands of hair behind her ears before she eased into her seat.

      “I heard you were the consummate gentleman, but getting to see it in person,” she said, pausing and shaking her head. “I should be the one treating you to a nice meal, not the other way around.”

      Harris chuckled as he placed his napkin in his lap.

      “Miss May, I’m—”

      “It’s Morgan,” she said.

      “Okay, Morgan, I’m the one who’s getting the treat here. At my age, I don’t get to go to dinner with many beautiful young women anymore, unless they’re after my money of course.”

      Morgan shrugged and smiled coyly.

      “I think we both know I’m after your money, too.”

      He laughed.

      “Well, it’s a little different since I want to give it to you, while those other women usually are trying to figure out a way to separate me from my money.”

      Morgan clasped her hands and placed them on the table in front of her.

      “At least my intentions are out in the open, I guess.”

      “Of course,” he said. “That’s the only way to do business.”

      A series of events over the past week had led Morgan to this moment, dining with a wealthy Dallas businessman instead of taking her much-anticipated vacation on a houseboat at Lake Powell. On Monday, Congress passed a bi-partisan bill requiring more transparency in budget reporting for every federal entity. While intelligence agencies were mostly exempt, when line items in the budget exceeded five million dollars, they were required to report a general category for the spending. As a result, the Magnum Group faced either extinction or reducing its funding to avoid revealing its existence. Morgan found neither option palatable and decided to come up with a third option: private funding. Fortunately, CIA Director Robert Besserman and President Bullock were both amenable to the idea, given she could secure the necessary funds without strings attached.

      Morgan leaned back in her seat and eyed Harris.

      “Before we get too far into this and you’ve agreed to pay for my steak dinner, I want to find out if you’d be a good fit for us as a financier.”

      A waiter appeared and asked for their drink orders. Harris ordered a bottle of Vega Sicilia Unico Gran Reserva for the two of them.

      Morgan’s eyes widened.

      “You spare no expense when you want to give your money away,” she said.

      “If we’re going to enjoy each other’s company for a couple of hours, it’s always better when it’s over a bottle of fine wine. Now, where were we?”

      “You were about to tell me why you’d be a good backer for my organization that no one knows about.”

      Harris chuckled. “What organization? No, seriously, I simply want you and your team to be able to do what needs to be done in a world cluttered with red tape. There’s no bureaucracy—or as I like to call it, bureaucray-zy—for the bad actors of this world to deal with. They plunder and deceive at will, all while good people like you and your team must fight rules, regulations, and political inquisitions just to keep people safe. And quite frankly, that’s the kind of uninhibited response we need to cram those vermin back into the small dark places they crawled out of.”

      The waiter eased up to their table and presented the bottle of wine before uncorking it and pouring a glass for Harris and Morgan. After finishing his duties, the waiter scurried off.

      “I think we can drink to that,” she said, hoisting her glass.

      “I knew this was going to be a fantastic evening,” he said.

      Morgan commented about the different notes from the wine that rolled across her palate as she took her first sip.

      “An exquisite wine for an exquisite woman,” Harris said.

      “Now that you’ve thoroughly buttered me up, I must warn you that this partnership can’t have any strings,” she said. “This must be something that you—as you told me in your initial email—‘want to do out of the goodness of your heart’.”

      Harris leaned back in his chair and cocked his head to one side.

      “Now, Morgan, I think it’s important to understand that no one ever does something completely altruistically. For example, how much money do you think non-profit organizations in this country would receive if no tax credits were given?”

      He paused a beat.

      “Not nearly as much is the correct answer,” he continued. “So, I must warn you that I don’t want any strings attached—except for one.”

      “I can’t make any promises,” she said, “especially without knowing the nature of your request. Our organization doesn’t go around exacting revenge on rogue groups. We’re merely a tool the government utilizes to skirt the issue of red tape and respond in a timely manner or in a more effective way than the standard levers of the federal government allow. But make no mistake about it, we’re not vigilantes. So, with that in mind, please proceed.”

      “Well, I would never ask you to do something outside the bounds of the law,” he said. “But I do have a problem that can’t be handled through conventional methods.”

      Morgan arched an eyebrow.

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “It’s not what you’re thinking. But I do believe that your organization is uniquely qualified to help me with my issue.”

      The waiter returned to take their orders and promptly left them alone.

      “So, what’s this issue you need help with?” Morgan asked. “Because I was under the impression that you wanted to help out with a donation to our connected nonprofit that we’ve set up.”

      “That’s exactly what I want to do, but if you could assist me, I might offer a more generous yearly donation.”

      “Mr. Harris—”

      “Phillip,” he said.

      “Yes, Phillip, I’m not sure this kind of relationship is in the best interest of my organization,” she said. “We can’t be someone’s errand boy.”

      “Before you immediately reject my offer out of hand, please hear me out. I think you’ll find my situation to be one that has national security implications.”

      Morgan took another sip of wine and nodded.

      “Continue,” she said.

      “Now most people know me as an oil baron, amassing my fortune through both a hefty inheritance left to me by my uncle and how I invested it into the oil market. But I also did a significant amount of investing in the energies market and the mining of rare earth metals, the latter of which is where I’m having problems.”

      “Your corporation mines rare earth metals?” she asked.

      “More like identifies rare clusters of the elements,” he said. “The term is a bit of a misnomer since they’re all quite plentiful in the earth’s crust. What makes them rare is that they aren’t typically found in huge concentrations. You could mine for them just about anywhere, but it wouldn’t be cost effective. Over the years, I’ve spent millions of dollars scouring locations to extract these metals.”

      “And this has been lucrative for you?” she asked.

      “More than you know,” Harris said. “However, one of my best monazite mines is located in Mozambique where the rules are a little different. I went through the paces of securing the land and developing it to be mined. I even employed locals only and paid them handsomely for it. Whenever I went to visit, the people there treated me like royalty because of what the mine did for their village. I was careful to ensure that the mine didn’t have any negative impact on their other precious resources there. All the while, the people’s standard of living soared. But it all ground to a halt six months ago.”

      “Did you run out of monazite?”

      “Quite the contrary,” he said. “We found the highest concentration we’ve ever found at the Mozambique mine. But, how should I put this, the laws for property owned by foreign entities aren’t always adhered to. And if a conflict arises, Mozambique nationals receive the benefit of the doubt every time.”

      “So, what happened?”

      “Another foreign entity offered the workers more money if they claimed the property was theirs and that it was illegally purchased,” he said. “The workers all turned on me, and the new owners seized it by proxy. All my workers are still there carrying out their same tasks as they were before, but they’re doing it for new owners.”

      “Any idea who the new owners are?” Morgan asked.

      Harris shook his head.

      “I’ve sent two different teams to investigate on different occasions, but they’ve been immediately dismissed from the property.”

      “Have you thought about going there yourself?” she asked. “Given how they treated you in the past, that might help you figure out what’s going on.”

      “I know what’s going on—and I’m afraid they may harm me somehow. There are a couple of new local leaders who are in charge, former child soldier generals who are absolutely ruthless. One of the men on the second team I sent had his ear cut off by the man in charge.”

      “In that case, I can see why you’d want to stay far away.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But you want me to send my team in there to deal with a dispute that sounds like a situation you can’t win?”

      “It’s not just any run-of-the-mill dispute,” Harris said. “Monazite contains several rare earth metals, including Neodymium, which the military uses for its weapons guidance systems. And while it’s plentiful, China has been purchasing many of these mines the world over, even in the U.S., locking down the market. There aren’t many friendly places left where the U.S. military can purchase these critical rare earth metals. And while the government won’t protect the mine from a hostile takeover like the one I just experienced, it needs these mines or else it’s going to experience an inflated budget or worse—a critical shortfall that will put us at a huge disadvantage should any military conflict arise.”

      “So, you think my team can just stroll in there and retake your mine?” she asked. “I just need to be sure I understand what you want us to do.”

      “If you can, that’d be great. But I’m afraid it’s going to take a little reconnaissance mission first before we’re able to take it back.”

      Morgan took another sip of her wine.

      “Under those circumstances, I think we can work something out,” she said.

      “Excellent,” Harris said as he clapped his hands. “I just knew this was going to be worth my time. Now, where do I start sending the checks?”
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      BRIDGER, MONTANA

      Hawk tugged on his backpack straps as he slowed his momentum down the narrow dirt trail. Alex walked in front of him while John Daniel raced carefree down the hill clutching his water bottle.

      “Be careful, John Daniel,” Alex called.

      Seconds later, his foot clipped a rock protruding from the ground, sending him skidding headlong down the path. He sat up and turned around, his face erupting in a contorted gesture of pain. With tears already flowing, a few seconds passed before any sound came out of his wide open mouth. He turned back to look at his parents.

      Hawk hustled toward his son but didn’t stand a chance at reaching him before Alex. She knelt next to him and put her arm around him, pulling him tight to her. She tousled his hair before kissing him on the top of his head.

      “It’s going to be all right,” she said.

      Tears splashed on the ground as he turned and pointed at his knee, a mix of burgeoning blood and dirt.

      “I’ll take care of that for you,” she said as she poured some water on the wound. Then she opened her first aid kit and pulled out a bandage before affixing it to his knee.

      Hawk sat next to John Daniel in the dirt.

      “You going to be all right, little buddy?” Hawk asked.

      John Daniel nodded before jumping to his feet and speeding down the trail again.

      “Be careful, son,” Alex said.

      Alex turned and looked at her husband.

      “What?” Hawk asked.

      “I could get used to this.”

      “Used to long hikes in the mountains as a family.”

      “Absolutely, but that’s not what I meant.”

      She took his hand and they continued along the path after John Daniel.

      “Then what did you mean?” Hawk asked.

      “I meant retiring from the rigors of working for the Magnum Group. I mean, we’ve done it before. We could do it again.”

      Hawk sighed. “I know it’d be great, but I also know how restless I was the last time I did this—you too, as I recall.”

      He turned and looked down the path in the direction of footfalls. Hustling toward them was John Daniel, his face ruddy and covered in sweat and dirt.

      “Dad,” he whispered, “there’s a moose by the creek. Come on.”

      John Daniel grabbed Hawk’s hand and tugged. Hawk didn’t move at first before allowing himself to trudge after John Daniel.

      “Sorry, I gotta go,” he mouthed to Alex.

      She waved lazily at him and smiled.

      Hawk followed John Daniel around a slight bend in the trail. They went up a rise and then down a long stretch of the trail that led directly to the creek bank. John Daniel froze, putting a hand on his dad’s chest.

      “There he is,” John Daniel said. “Look at those antlers.”

      Hawk’s mouth fell agape as he stared at the six-foot span of palmate antlers. The beast stooped low and snatched a mouthful of green grass and weeds from the banks. It lifted its head, looking around as it munched on the mouthful of food.

      “Isn’t it amazing, Dad?” John Daniel whispered.

      “Just incredible,” Hawk said in a hushed tone.

      They both stood in silence watching the enormous animal before Alex shuffled up behind them.

      “That’s what you wanted us to see?” Alex asked.

      John Daniel grabbed his mom’s arm, yanking her down to the ground.

      “Ssshhh,” he said, putting his index finger to his lips.

      The moose sensed something was happening, so it turned and meandered downstream before darting up one of the rise’s and disappearing into the forest.

      “Mom, you scared him off,” John Daniel said.

      “It’s all right,” Hawk said. “We couldn’t stay here all day anyway. We’ve got to hurry if we’re going to make camp where we want to with daylight.”

      The trio increased their pace, reaching the campsite about an hour later and leaving them with just enough light to pitch their tent. While Hawk and John Daniel set up the tent, Alex gathered some broken sticks for firewood and rocks to set up a border for a fire pit. A half-hour later, they were roasting hot dogs over an open flame as the evening’s first stars twinkled overhead.

      “Dad, what do you think that moose is doing right now?” John Daniel asked.

      “Probably roasting hot dogs with his son,” Hawk said.

      “Daaaad! Come on. Seriously, what do you think he’s doing?”

      “He’s probably getting ready for bed.”

      “If you tell me he’s brushing his teeth, I’m going to punch you in the arm.”

      Hawk didn’t hesitate.

      “He’s brushing his teeth,” he said.

      John Daniel drew back and playfully slugged Hawk’s arm.

      “I told you not to tell me that,” John Daniel said.

      “Why?”

      “Because I know it isn’t true. Everybody knows that moose don’t brush their teeth. They only floss.”

      A wry grin spread across John Daniel’s lips, drawing a hearty laugh from Hawk and Alex.

      Once they finished eating, John Daniel helped Hawk secure the bear bag on a high branch about fifty yards from their campsite. Then Hawk tucked his son into his sleeping bag before retreating to the fire where Alex sat nursing a cup of tea. She patted part of the log next to her, beckoning him to sit down.

      Hawk eased onto the seat and leaned forward while studying the fire. Satisfied that it was going to burn for another hour without adding any more fuel, he looked up, the sky glittering with stars.

      “I know you love this,” Alex said as she put her head on his shoulder.

      “Of course I do,” he said. “I don’t think there’s ever been any question about that.”

      “We could do this every weekend if you wanted to,” she said.

      Hawk sighed and turned toward Alex. He brushed a few loose strands of hair out of her face and then rested a hand on her shoulder.

      “It’s not that I wouldn’t enjoy doing this much more often than we do, but it’s just that I don’t know if I’m ready to give up being an agent. You probably feel the innate tractor beam of motherhood drawing you toward John Daniel. I love the little guy with every fiber of my being, but I also feel the draw of using my skills to keep him and you—and everyone else I love—safe in a different kind of way. Just think of how many people would’ve died if we hadn’t done what we did.”

      “Other people could do your job,” she said.

      “I’m not convinced they could,” Hawk said. “At least, not the number required to stop all these security threats to our country. I know you love doing what we do for the Magnum Group, but I also see how you can feel like your loyalties are divided. But for me, they’re one and the same.”

      “Fair enough,” she said. “But I need a break. And with the budget cuts Morgan is making, I thought I’d make it easy on her and request some unpaid time off. Are you all right with that?”

      “Of course,” Hawk said. “You take all the time off you want—or retire. It doesn’t make any difference to me. You know how much I enjoy being out in the field with you, but I will support whatever you want to do.”

      Alex sighed.

      “You okay, honey?” Hawk asked.

      “Well, I’m glad you’re that way because I kind of already called Morgan and told her.”

      Hawk shrugged. “What can you say? You know your husband.”

      She smiled. “If only you were truly that predictable.”

      Hawk hugged Alex and kissed her before they talked about future plans both before and after retirement, a robust conversation that didn’t end until the last ember dimmed.

      The next morning, they packed up their gear, ate breakfast, and headed up the trail, retracing their steps from the day before.

      When Hawk reached a ridge, his phone buzzed. He stopped and dug it out of his pocket.

      “What’d you bring that for?” Alex asked.

      “You never know,” he said as he put it up to his ear.

      “Where the hell have you been?” said Morgan May.

      “Hiking with my family,” Hawk said. “Have you been trying to reach me?”

      “Unsuccessfully, but it doesn’t matter because I have you now. Are you far from your house?”

      “Maybe an hour or so of hiking and then a half-hour drive. Why?”

      “I’ve got an assignment for you and Big Earv,” Morgan said.

      Hawk blew out a long breath.

      “That sounds so strange when you say it out loud like that.”

      “So, I’m assuming Alex finally talked with you.”

      “She did,” Hawk said. “We’re all squared away. You just tell me where to be and when to be there—and I’ll be ready.”

      “Tonight,” Morgan said. “I’ll send a car to pick you up.”

      “Where are you sending me?” he asked.

      “Mozambique,” she said. “I’ll fill you in on the flight.”

      Alex cocked her head to one side, her eyes pleading for what he was about to tell her to not be true.

      “When?” she asked.

      “Tonight,” he said.

      “Where?”

      “Mozambique.”

      “Well, let’s hurry,” Alex said. “You’ve got a plane to catch.”
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      OVER THE ATLANTIC OCEAN

      Hawk gazed out the jet’s window portal, lost in his thousand-yard stare that was more like a thousand miles. From thirty thousand feet, the whitecaps of the Atlantic were barely visible as the ocean’s vast expanse seemed to extend infinitely in every direction. Secured safely in the Gulfstream 700 hurtling five hundred miles per hour across the sky, Hawk could only hear the constant hum of the engine, his olfactory senses assaulted by onboard chef Pierre LaMond’s chicken divan wafting through the cabin. He checked his watch and calculated they had about an hour before they landed in Maputo, the only place they could get clearance to land.

      Malik Earvin, Hawk’s colleague who went by Big Earv, stretched his lanky legs and then reached toward the top of the cabin, his knuckles scraping the low overhead. Morgan May listlessly thumbed through a magazine.

      “I could get used to this,” Big Earv said as he leaned back in his captain’s chair and closed his eyes. “Private jets, gourmet chef on board, a vast offering of Cuban cigars—this is the life.”

      Hawk chuckled and shook his head, looking up from the word jumble he’d been working on.

      “What’s so funny?” Big Earv asked.

      “Alex said the same thing to me yesterday, word for word,” Hawk said. “I kid you not.”

      “She’s got good taste,” Big Earv said. “You’ve gotta love a woman who appreciates the finer things in life.”

      “I wasn’t talking about private jets, gourmet chefs, and rare cigars,” Hawk said. “She literally said, ‘I could get used to this,’ while we were roughing it on a short backpacking trip in the Montana mountains.”

      “And what about you?” Big Earv said. “What could you get used to?”

      “Both,” Hawk said. “I love the rugged outdoors—and I also love being pampered.”

      “Well, you’re both going to be in for one hell of a rude awakening when we hit the ground,” Morgan said as she put down her magazine and picked up a tablet. “You’re going to be in a concrete urban jungle teeming with civil unrest until you finally reach your destination in Duame.”

      “Sounds like my kind of party, too,” Hawk said. “Can I get used to three kinds of things?”

      “My uncle was right about you, Hawk,” Morgan said. “You’re sick in the head.”

      “Guilty as charged,” Hawk said with a grin, “which is why you want me on your team.”

      “Better you than me,” she muttered.

      “It’s why I want him on my team,” Big Earv said. “It’s always nice to work with someone who has no regard for his own life.”

      Hawk wagged a finger. “That’s not so true anymore. But I’ll do whatever it takes to get the job done.”

      “Well, it’s gonna take a lot to recapture Mr. Harris’s mine,” Morgan said. “And if you like riding on his private jet and smoking his fancy cigars, I suggest you nail this assignment.”

      She got up and opened cabinet doors built into the back of the cabin, retrieving two more tablets. Upon returning to her seat, she handed Big Earv and Hawk one of the devices each.

      “Let’s review one more time what you’re going to be doing and where you’re headed,” she said. “The extraction protocol is listed there, but it won’t be easy. Forget about any emergency extractions, too. They’re not going to happen. Once you hit the ground, you’re on your own until you get back to civilization. Mr. Harris has generously provided a vehicle for you along with a driver to get you to your destination in Duame, which is a two-day drive. Once there, you’re to go to his mine, the one previously owned by his company Alcove Industries. There’s a list of men you can ask for to discuss what happened with the mine and see if you can get them to amicably agree to return the mine to his control. You’re authorized to double the workers’ remaining salary.”

      “This ought to be easy,” Big Earv said.

      “Not so fast, my friend,” Morgan said shaking her head. “These people are loyal first and foremost to family, not the almighty dollar, though it may seem that way. If the family’s in, they’re all in, no matter what the financial terms of the deal are.”

      “If they refuse, we can get them at each other’s throats by spreading the news about our new offer,” Big Earv said.

      “That’s a good idea,” Morgan said, “but it has the potential to backfire given how tight these people are with one another. So just tread lightly whatever you do.”

      “Copy that,” Hawk said.

      “Oh, and I almost forgot,” Morgan said as she rummaged through her purse. “Dr. Z had a parting gift for the two of you, if I can find it in here.”

      Hawk scowled.

      “I hope when you say parting gift you mean that we’re the ones parting,” he said.

      “No, it’s him,” she said, head still buried in her purse.

      “I’m gonna really rage if these budget cuts mean we lose Dr. Z,” Hawk said.

      “That’s exactly what it means,” Morgan said. “Aha. Found them.”

      Hawk sighed.

      “Come on, Morgan. We can’t lose Dr. Z.”

      She handed them two small golf pencils.

      “I’m afraid we don’t have much choice,” she said. “He’s going to work for a large golf manufacturer as the director of R&D. Apparently, his golf ball invention got their attention after someone posted about it on social media.”

      “Hence the golf pencils,” Big Earv said as he placed the item on his armrest.

      “But not just any golf pencils,” Morgan said. “I mean, this is Dr. Z we’re talking about. Think he would just give you a pair of boring golf pencils?”

      Hawk picked up the pencil and studied it for a moment. He scratched it in the margins of his word jumble puzzle before using it to write in the answer to one he’d figured out. Then he twisted the eraser head and heard a click followed by a small blade emerging from a slit near the tip that he hadn’t noticed before. Digging through a cabinet, Hawk snatched a piece of cardboard and ran the blade down the middle of it, slicing the piece with ease.

      “I can think of a hundred ways to use this,” Hawk said.

      Big Earv nodded, his eyes twinkling as he tested out his blade on Hawk’s piece of cardboard.

      “Not sure it has enough lead in it to record all of your double bogeys, Hawk,” Big Earv said.

      “How would you know? You’ve never even seen me play golf.”

      “I’ve heard rumors,” Big Earv said with a smile.

      “Okay, gentlemen,” Morgan said. “Stay focused and good luck. I’ve arranged a commercial flight for your return. But, yes, it’s in first class, per Mr. Harris’s instructions.”

      “I’m starting to like this man already,” Big Earv said.

      “If you really do like this, do what you can to get this mine back into his hands,” Morgan said. “And this special treatment just might become standard operating procedure for the Magnum Group.”

      Hawk and Big Earv reviewed their assignments one final time before the captain made their final approach into Maputo International Airport. Hawk put away his tablet as the plane descended through the clouds, bringing the airport into view. But what Hawk saw worried him.

      A handful of fires rose from different areas located within and around the airport. A technical sped down the runway, the gunman on the back peppering a police car chasing them. Hawk noticed a riotous throng pushing against a chain-link fence that served as the far boundary of the airport.

      “What the hell is going on here?” Hawk asked, slack-jawed in disbelief at the scene below.

      “Labor disputes, another corruption scandal, food shortages—take your pick,” Morgan said. “Welcome to Mozambique.”

      “This isn’t what I envisioned at all,” Big Earv said. “Everything in the public I’d read about this country was how remarkably stable it was for an African nation.”

      “When are you gonna get it through that thick skull of yours that the U.S. State Department lies?” Morgan asked.

      “I’m not sure I’ll ever trust them again after seeing this,” he said.

      Hawk nodded emphatically.

      “Good. The State Department is going to do what they feel is best for relations. You want the truth, don’t ask them a damn thing.”

      “Well, I have complete faith in you two,” Morgan said. “I’m sure you’ll manage just fine.”

      “Sure you don’t want to join us?” Hawk asked.

      Morgan shook her head.

      “Brussels is calling. It’s more of a diplomatic mission. This is more your area of expertise.”

      Moments later, the tires barked as the plane touched down and quickly taxied toward the row of private hangars near the end of the runway. Morgan wished them luck one final time.

      “Good luck, boss,” Big Earv said as he disembarked, Hawk hustling after him.

      Morgan tossed their gear onto the tarmac and waved before begging the pilot to get her out of there as soon as possible.

      Hawk and Big Earv collected their gear and headed toward customs. Once they navigated their way through the bureaucratic nightmare of Mozambique—which included paying off two customs agents—the double doors leading to baggage claim and the rest of the airport flung open and revealed a chaotic scene.

      People shouted angrily, hands in the air as they clutched what looked like money to Hawk. Small groups of people encircled various men wearing suits, ties, and expressions of fear and despair. Moments later, someone opened fire in the concourse, setting off a stampede toward the exits. Hawk enjoyed the peace, however fleeting it was.

      They found a man holding up a whiteboard with the name “Hawk & Earving” scrawled on it in red ink.

      “Looks like we’ve found our ride,” Hawk said, nudging Big Earv and nodding in the direction of the driver.

      “Let’s hope he has a better way out of here,” Big Earv said.

      Hawk and Big Earv showed their passports to the driver, who peered at them closely before beckoning them to follow him without uttering a single word. Hawk glanced up at the opaque windows lining the front of the airport and noticed silhouettes of even more angry people, hands in the air, their voices barely muted by the glass.

      The driver marched toward the front doors as if he either didn’t understand the situation or had chosen to ignore it. But the crowd hadn’t ignored them.

      Irate people crowded around them as they wormed their way through the crowd. Hawk felt the crush of the throng, the body heat nearly suffocating him and the pressing crowd making it difficult to breathe.

      “We need to get out of here,” Hawk said.

      “Agreed,” Big Earv said, speaking loudly to be heard over the constant yelling. “But if we lose our driver, we’re screwed. Just stay close to him and pray nobody tries to get cute with us.”

      Hawk nodded and hustled after the driver. After weaving their way through the people, swimming upstream most of the way, they reached the man’s car. The battered Land Rover had a barely recognizable paint job amidst the dirt caked on the hood. But Hawk could see enough to know that the car’s original color was blue.

      Still without speaking, the man grabbed their gear and hurled it into the back of the vehicle. He gestured for them to get inside before he followed suit and ignited the engine with the twist of a key.

      “Shakil,” the man said, offering his hand to Hawk and Big Earv, who were both sitting on the bench seat in the back. “Not spelled the same as your basketball player and far more ruggedly handsome than him too.”

      He paused, waiting for laughter. Hawk obliged as did Big Earv.

      “You like basketball?” Shakil asked as he glanced in the rearview mirror, the car already racing around a corner of the parking lot and heading toward the exit.

      “I’m more of a football fan,” Hawk said.

      “Same with me,” Big Earv said.

      “I’ve never actually met any Americans who like the sport,” Shakil said.

      “That’s because only the last two minutes are worth watching,” Big Earv said.

      Shakil applied the brakes hard as the Land Rover skidded to a stop in front of an exit arm next to a parking booth. He tossed some money at the man inside along with a ticket and waited for the arm to start moving. As soon as it did, Shakil stomped on the accelerator, forcing Hawk and Big Earv back in their seats. The tires barked as they rounded a corner and tried to get onto the main highway. But several pickup trucks with machine guns affixed to welded structures in the beds patrolled the road, driving back and forth, firing randomly at different cars.

      A gunman wheeled his weapon around and took aim at Shakil’s Land Rover. Glass shattered, spilling inside as Hawk and Big Earv immediately ducked.

      “Holy shit,” Hawk said, plucking his gun out of the rucksack at his feet. “No wonder Morgan didn’t want to stick around.”

      “No kiddin’, right?” Big Earv said.

      The truck that fired at them veered into another lane, heading in a different direction. For a moment, Shakil relaxed. But it didn’t last long as panic fell across his face when another armed vehicle charged straight toward them.

      Shakil used an evasive maneuver to reorient their position in relation to the technical. But before they could completely avoid the vehicle, the gunman removed his weapon from the turret and sprayed the Land Rover with more than a dozen shots.

      One of them hit Shakil in his arm, another one in his head.

      The engine roared before Shakil’s head dropped, clanging off the steering wheel as the vehicle lost control.
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      BRUSSELS, BELGIUM

      Morgan May tightened her grip on the leash wrapped around her hand as she strode through Brussels Park. Queenie, the Cavalier King Charles Spaniel she agreed to walk on a dog app for an elderly woman, was trying to take full advantage of the wide open spaces. After lunging forward in an effort to run, Queenie caused Morgan to stumble before regaining her balance.

      “You’re quite spirited, aren’t you?” Morgan said to the dog.

      Queenie stopped and turned around, giving Morgan a look as if to say “you haven’t seen anything yet” before breaking into a sprint. Morgan—dressed for the occasion with a tank top, spandex shorts, and sneakers—hustled after the dog. After a full minute of running, Morgan eased Queenie into a more manageable trot and then eventually a brisk walking pace.

      Morgan tugged her visor low across her brow, shielding her eyes from the late afternoon sun streaming through the trees in the park. As she continued along the path, she scanned the park. According to the CIA asset who followed Morgan’s target to track his habitual movements, he walked his Cavalier King Charles Spaniel every day after work without fail. After fifteen minutes in the park, Morgan spotted Hans Lehmann, the CEO of the video gaming company ConnexionCom. Lehmann’s company had taken the gaming community by storm five years earlier when they released a program that allowed people to perform virtual walkthroughs that could be added as locations for the first-person shooter game called The Doldrums. Critics praised the game for its innovative way of relying on the community to expand and update the game, creating more environments to play in that weren’t so Western-centric.

      Lehmann, his blue eyes hidden behind aviator sunglasses, looked far more comfortable walking his dog than Morgan did. The pair glided through the park far more elegantly than Morgan and Queenie. With Lehmann some fifty meters in front of her, Morgan pulled on the leash, nudging Queenie left to the other side of the wide path. By the time Lehmann was twenty meters away, he and his dog were directly in front of Morgan.

      “Come on, Queenie,” Morgan said. “Time for you to do your thing.”

      Morgan added more resistance to the leash, resulting in Queenie transitioning to a slow walk, just enough for the dog to notice a fellow breed a few meters away. Queenie veered toward Lehmann’s dog and barked, causing it to bark back and then stop.

      “Your dog looks fantastic,” Morgan said. “What’s his name?”

      Lehmann cocked his head to one side.

      “An American,” he said, a mix between a statement and a question. He paused as if waiting for Morgan to reply.

      “Guilty as charged,” she said. “Hard to hide my Texas accent, no matter how hard I try.”

      “It’s refreshing,” Lehman said. “Better than the usual stodgy British accents I have to endure all day.”

      “You work for a British company?”

      “Not exactly,” he said. “Most of my employees just happened to learn their English from British apps and online teachers.”

      “What kind of work do you do?” she asked.

      “It’s boring,” he said. “Not really worth talking about. Just business. What about you? How does an American woman end up in Brussels?”

      “I’m just visiting my aunt,” Morgan said. “She’s rather elderly and never had any children, so she considers me like one of her own. I try to visit her as often as I can and help out around the house. This afternoon, that looks like me taking Queenie here for a walk.”

      Lehmann knelt next to Queenie and stroked her soft coat.

      “Well, this dog looks very familiar, so I’ve probably seen your aunt out here before. What’s her name?”

      “The dog or my aunt’s?”

      Lehmann chuckled.

      “Both,” he said. “I wouldn’t want you to think I was rude.”

      “This is Queenie, and my aunt’s name is Edith.”

      “And you are—” Hans asked.

      “I’m Jennifer,” Morgan said.

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Jennifer,” he said.

      “You never told me your dog’s name—or yours,” Morgan said.

      “Oh, right. I was so entranced by your accent that I never answered your question. I’m Hans and this is Duke.”

      “Duke and Queenie. They make quite a pair.”

      Morgan smiled as she watched the two dogs playfully nosing up against each other.

      “Enjoy your time here with your aunt,” Hans said. “Maybe I’ll see you again sometime.”

      “Maybe so. I walk Queenie every day here at this same time.”

      Hans nodded and then gave a quick pull on the leash, urging Duke to resume their walk. Morgan did the same with Queenie before peeking over her shoulder at Hans.

      Pleasant and easy on the eyes, but evasive when asked about his business.

      Morgan made one more lap around the park in order to fulfill her agreement to walk Queenie for forty-five minutes. Once the requirement was met, Morgan returned Queenie to her owner and thanked her.

      As Morgan returned to the Grand Sablon Hotel, she considered how to approach Hans to discuss his connection to The Alliance. Hans’ name appearing on the file of Alliance contacts off Charles Marshall’s computer certainly wasn’t a coincidence. They were connected somehow and she needed to figure out how and, most importantly, why. What was Hans Lehmann doing to assist The Alliance?

      She decided to ponder her next move over a glass of chardonnay at the hotel bar. Using her phone, she made notes about Hans’ possible link to the nefarious organization angling to control different sectors of both private and government business.

      What role could a video gaming CEO play for The Alliance?

      Then she had a theory—and it was a good one. If she was right, she might have found the key to unlocking one of the biggest mysteries about The Alliance. Her discussions with the CIA regarding The Alliance centered on solving how the organization was communicating and how it was able to obtain the kind of information it used to leverage people to do its bidding. Understanding both of those were key to dismantling The Alliance. And so far, no intelligence agency had made any progress on those two fronts.

      But maybe now there was a glimmer of hope. Morgan smiled as she collected her cell phone and room keycard. After draining her last sip of wine, she strode to the elevator in the lobby and waited for the doors to open.

      After they did, she ascended to her room on the fourth floor, sending a quick text message to Mia Becker, her pro hacker at the Magnum Group. When the elevator doors slid open, Morgan walked up to her door and waved her access card in front of the security panel. The door clicked and she entered.

      Morgan placed her phone and keycard on the credenza and turned on the light.

      Then she heard another click, the click of a gun safety being turned off, followed by the sound of a lamp being turned on.

      She looked in the direction of the noise and saw Hans Lehmann sitting in a chair in the corner of the room, a pistol in his hand, the barrel trained on Morgan.

      “Nice to see you again, Jennifer,” Lehmann said. “Or would you rather I called you by your real name, Morgan May?”
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      President Bullock stood in the hallway outside the White House Press Conference Room, awaiting an introduction from his press secretary Leslie Schlessinger. He inspected his American flag lapel pin, a small detail that required his attention given how the public determined his patriotism based off the decorative accessory.

      During his first press conference as president, Bullock refused to wear one, insisting that a person’s patriotism was in his heart, not on his lapel. The reasoning for his protest was ignored by the vast majority of people commenting on social media. Before the presser ended, the internet was set ablaze with click-bait headlines such as, “Why Does Bullock Hate America?” or “No Bull: President Despises His Own Country” or “Patriotism Matters to Americans, So Why Doesn’t It Matter to Their President?” There wasn’t much to the articles, other than Bullock not wearing the pin and making a veiled reference to it when he said patriotism was a state of mind, not merely a symbol used to absolve yourself of poor decisions. In a sane world, everyone would’ve wondered why he even felt the need to mention such a thing. Instead, Bullock was skewered for his insensitive comments to “the thousands of Americans who gave their lives for what the flag means.”

      That was the last time Bullock entered public without wearing an American flag lapel pin on his suit coat. He wanted to fight it, but his Chief of Staff told him it wasn’t negotiable. Bullock was reminded of the kerfuffle every time he secured the pin to his blazer, still annoyed by the fact that the outrage ever happened.

      “Mr. President,” a staffer said. “Mrs. Schlessinger is ready to introduce you.”

      Bullock had wanted to keep his appearance at the press conference a secret. If word leaked that he was going to speak, the room would’ve been crammed with journalists all anxious to spring “gotcha” questions on him regarding the latest uproar on social media and ignoring the real reason he was there. Bullock was there to talk about TANG, the new bipartisan Transparency and Accountability in Government bill that had recently passed.

      Publicly, Bullock enthusiastically supported the bill. But behind the scenes, he was working to kill it. While the president appreciated transparency at the federal government level, he found some provisions of the bill to be detrimental to the country’s security need. The American people didn’t need unfettered access to see how agencies spent every dime of taxpayer dollars, just that it was being managed properly and used to keep them safe from bad actors, both foreign and domestic. He feared that such information would be captured by U.S. enemies and used against intelligence entities and assets.

      Nevertheless, TANG passed, forcing Bullock to put on a good face and endorse the bill’s passage. Speaking against it would leave him with a difficult position to defend, especially as it would seem he had something to hide. And Bullock didn’t want to risk another lapel pin incident, as silly as it was.

      Upon receiving the signal, Bullock strode up to the lectern amid the whirring of camera shutters. He launched into a short prepared statement about the importance of transparency, subtly hinting at the fact that too much of it can weaken our security but how his administration was going to work with the intelligence community to ensure that transparency and national security could co-exist.

      When he finished, he nodded at the moderator to begin taking questions. The first few questions centered on the mechanics of the bill and how it was going to usher in a new culture of transparency. Then a reporter inquired about how national security could be weakened by this law. Bullock deftly dealt with the question, showing how enemies of the U.S. could gain access to information that previously kept secret certain details about the way different federal entities functioned.

      “The idea that those holding certain bureaucratic positions were impervious to corruption before this is absurd,” Bullock said. “Everyone can be compromised. However, it’s a lot more difficult to compromise someone when you don’t know who they are or how the entity they work for functions.”

      “Sounds like to me you have some reservations about this bill,” the reporter said.

      “Like most bills, it’s not perfect,” Bullock said. “But my administration is going to work hard to make sure that potentially compromising information is protected so that Americans everywhere can continue to feel safe like they have throughout my entire administration.”

      Bullock glanced at Schlessinger who offered a thin smile and an approving head nod. However, his comment did the exact opposite that he hoped it would. Instead of quelling more questions, Bullock’s response served as the equivalent of throwing red meat before a starving caged lion.

      He fielded question after question about TANG’s shortcomings from his perspective. Just when he was about ready to quit and duck out of the room, one more grenade was launched into the mix.

      “Mr. President, how is TANG going to affect an organization like the Magnum Group?” one reporter asked, barely distinguishable amid a flurry of questions shouted at him.

      Bullock held up his hands and shook his head.

      “Thank you all for your time today and covering this vital law that gives everyday citizens more access to the bureaucracy quagmire that’s plagued Washington for so long,” he said before turning and walking away.

      Retreating to the hallway, Bullock waited for Leslie to dismiss the press corps. Once she did, she exited the room and found the president.

      “Excellent job, Mr. President,” Leslie said. “I thought you handled some tough questions really well. You should get some positive press for how you addressed a few issues surrounding the bill and your courage to face the media and discuss it.”

      Bullock grunted.

      “You’re far more optimistic than I am,” he said. “I always expect the worst and am pleasantly surprised if by chance I’m cast in a positive light.”

      “In that case, I think you’re going to be very surprised.”

      “We’ll see,” he said. “Listen, before you go, I wanted to ask you if you knew who that reporter was who asked about the Magnum Group or whatever.”

      “That’s Aaron Torres,” Leslie said. “He writes for The Republic Report, a fledgling political magazine. He’s been vetted and seems very knowledgeable and cordial in my few interactions with him.”

      “See if he’d be interested in doing a sit-down interview with me,” Bullock said. “I’d like to chat further with him.”

      “Of course,” Leslie said. “I’ll go speak with him myself.”

      “Thank you,” Bullock said before striding down the hall.
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        * * *

      

      AARON TORRES PURSED his lips as he flipped through the notes he’d jotted down during the press conference. He sensed Bullock’s subtle expression of displeasure with some provisions in the TANG bill. However, the president gave a full-throated endorsement at the end of the press conference that squelched any assertions he made regarding the bill’s shortcomings. It was worth mentioning, but he couldn’t justify writing much more beyond that.

      However, Torres found it interesting that Bullock ignored the question about the Magnum Group. He’d heard about it and considered the existence of the program somewhat of an urban legend. Torres couldn’t be certain Bullock heard the question, but he appeared to be looking straight at him before throwing his hands in the air and ending the presser.

      Maybe I am onto something.

      Uncovering a secret government organization that operated outside the bounds of the law—that was the kind of stuff Pulitzers were made of. And while Torres didn’t feel like he had much to go on, he had something.

      “Excuse me, Mr. Torres,” a woman said.

      Torres looked up to see Leslie Schlessinger easing into a seat next to him. He knit his brow.

      “Yes, Mrs. Schlessinger, did you want something?”

      “Actually, I wanted to see if you wanted to meet with President Bullock for a one-on-one sit-down interview,”

      Torres pointed at his chest. “With me? Why would he—”

      He stopped short, an idea forming in his mind.

      “He noticed you today and wanted to give you a shot,” she said. “He likes new reporters and enjoys giving them a chance to score a big interview. What do you say?”

      “I’ll think about it,” Torres said. “And then can I get back to you about it?”

      “Sure,” she said. “I’m a little surprised you didn’t immediately jump on this, but let me know sooner than later. This offer isn’t going to stand forever.”

      “Of course,” Torres said before she shuffled out of the room.

      He noticed me?

      The reason why wasn’t really a mystery to Torres.

      Existence of the Magnum Group? Confirmed.
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      MAPUTO, MOZAMBIQUE

      As the Land Rover veered off the paved road and toward a ditch, Hawk reached over and yanked the steering wheel back to the right. The vehicle zipped back onto the road, Shakil’s foot still stuck on the accelerator. Hawk leaned forward, his hands reaching over Shakil’s slumped shoulders to maintain control.

      Big Earv cursed as he dove into the passenger side front seat and helped Hawk steady the wheel.

      “Can you get the door open?” Big Earv asked.

      More bullets pinged against the vehicle and off the road around them, Hawk weaving back and forth in an attempt to keep the hostiles off balance.

      “You got the wheel?” Hawk asked.

      “I got you. Go for it.”

      Hawk unlocked the door and nudged it open with his left elbow. Then he grabbed a fistful of Shakil’s collar and dragged him toward the door, feeding the lifeless body through the opening until the majority of it was outside and gravity took over. Hawk cringed as he watched the driver’s body tumble onto the road.

      “You deserved better, Shakil,” Hawk said.

      Meanwhile, Big Earv had slipped into the driver’s seat and took full control of the Land Rover. Hawk, still in the back seat, dove down as more gunfire erupted. Checking his rucksack, Hawk retrieved another gun and checked to make sure it was loaded. Then he eased up and took aim at the technical desperately trying to keep pace.

      Big Earv swerved in and out of traffic on the two-lane road, darting in and around other motorists puttering along without any concern for the shootout happening around them. Some of the drivers immediately pulled over to the shoulder when Big Earv roared up behind them, while others waited until shots were fired. A small handful continued on with their business as if it was just another day in Maputo. For the latter vehicles, Big Earv used every method available to him to get past them, passing them on the roadway or the shoulder. Whatever it took to get the job done.

      However, the technical behind them seemed undeterred by any roadblocks, charging forward. At one point, Big Earv drove beneath a low-hanging overpass. Hawk’s eyes widened as the technical’s gun operator was nearly decapitated before diving low at the last second. Part of the metal bars affixed to the truck broke off, making the weapon in the back unstable.

      Big Earv exited the main highway and rounded the corner on the exit without stopping. He snuck just in front of a tractor trailer. The truck locked up its brakes, blocking the road for a few seconds as well as passage onto it, effectively hemming in the technical.

      “Go, go, go!” Hawk said, urging his colleague forward.

      “We need to end this,” Big Earv said. “Any ideas?”

      Hawk looked over his shoulder at the technical whipping around the stalled tractor trailer and speeding toward them. Then he turned back toward the front and scanned the horizon.

      “See that field over there?” Hawk asked, pointing to his right.

      Big Earv nodded.

      “What do you want to do?”

      “Park behind that clump of trees and we’re going to ambush them.”

      Big Earv followed the instructions, tearing down the road and leaving a thick cloud of dust behind him. He parked the Land Rover on the right near a patch of trees. Then they sprinted to the other side of the road and waited.

      Moments later, the technical roared up on their position, the gunman already anticipating an attack from the vehicle. But Hawk and Big Earv were on the opposite side of the street.

      The technical’s driver, passenger, and gunman never even looked in the direction of Hawk and Big Earv. They both fired several shots in quick succession. The technical’s engine revved before it wound down as the truck bogged down in the empty dirt field.

      Hawk and Big Earv, guns trained in front of them, hustled over to the vehicle. In a matter of seconds, they ascertained that all three men were dead.

      “Think there’s anyone else hiding in there?” Big Earv asked.

      “If they are, let’s smoke ‘em out.”

      Hawk reached inside the cab and grabbed a handful of the driver’s shirt. He tugged and the fabric ripped. Then he snagged a lighter off the dashboard. Working quickly, Hawk shoved about half of the shirt into the opening for the fuel tank and lit the other half. He and Big Earv retreated to the other side of the road, hiding in the wooded area to wait for the explosion. When the gas tank caught fire, the explosion kicked all four of the technical’s tires off the ground as the vehicle was immediately consumed by the flames.

      They waited a moment to see if anyone tried to crawl out of the mangled metal. Satisfied that they’d killed all three men in the vehicle, Hawk and Big Earv returned to the Land Rover and headed to the nearest gas station. They had a long journey ahead of them without the luxury of a guide—and Hawk wasn’t sure when they would next come across a place to stock up. Shakil had four full tanks of fuel already stashed in the back of the Land Rover, but Hawk didn’t want to take any chances. Once they had as much as they could carry, Hawk pointed the Land Rover northwest toward Duarme and stomped on the accelerator.

      He wasn’t impressed with Mozambique’s welcoming committee, nor was he looking forward to the eighteen-hour drive north to Duarme.

      “Hope we don’t see those guys again,” Big Earv said.

      “That makes two of us.”
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      BRUSSELS, BELGIUM

      Morgan eased her hands into the air in a gesture of surrender toward Hans Lehmann. Under the circumstances, she wanted him to understand that despite her deceitful first contact she wasn’t a threat to him.

      “I’m just going to sit down right here,” she said, easing toward the desk in the corner.

      “I don’t think so,” Lehmann said, his gun still trained on Morgan. “Stay right where you are.”

      “Okay, if that’s what you want.”

      “What I really want, Morgan, is for you to tell me why you’re here and who you are,” he said with a growl. “Are you a corporate spy? I’ve seen your kind before.”

      “I assure you that I’m not a corporate spy.”

      “I’m not sure I believe that,” he said. “You wouldn’t be the first woman to try and ply ConnexionCom trade secrets out of me, although I do have to acknowledge your creativity in approaching me. Makes me think your background before entering the corporate spy world is far more robust than most I encounter.”

      “I’m not a corporate spy,” she said. “In fact, I hate video games despite the way my generation grew up on them.”

      Lehmann kept his weapon aimed at her.

      “First-person shooter games were my favorite. Still are. Never thought I might have the chance to reenact one of the scenes from The Doldrums.”

      “You’ve uploaded this hotel to the game?”

      Lehmann shrugged.

      “A sister hotel, but the basic layout is the same. In one of the rooms, you’re accosted by a  man in the shadows with a gun. Only, he doesn’t bother having a conversation with you. He just shoots you—unless you shoot him first. And since you have your hands in the air, I think you know where this is going.”

      “I’m not a corporate spy, Hans.”

      “You’re not Jennifer either, but that didn’t stop you from lying to me when we first met. The real questions are ‘Why did you lie?’ and ‘What do you really want?’ Now, answer me those and maybe I won’t have to make life imitate art.”

      “That would be a terrible mistake for you,” Morgan said. “I’m not a corporate spy, but I am very interested in speaking with you about one of your financiers.”

      “Perhaps you’ve forgotten that I’m the one holding the gun.”

      “My hands are in the air, but that doesn’t mean I’m not wielding a far more powerful weapon.”

      “I’m not interested in playing your games.”

      Morgan chuckled. “How ironic. You, the CEO of a gaming company, doesn’t like games.”

      “I don’t like being spied on or manipulated. And I certainly don’t appreciate anyone who approaches me on disingenuous terms. You have questions for me? You want a meeting with me? Call my executive assistant. But I think we’re past that now.”

      “You’re the one who escalated this,” Morgan said, “though I must admit that I saw this coming, which is why I’ve taken steps to ensure that you do speak with me—and candidly so.”

      “I don’t know what you think you’re doing or what you think you’re going to get out of me, but I can promise you that it’s not going to go well.”

      Morgan persisted.

      “The question you need to answer are simple ones. First, who was your connection with The Alliance? And second, what is your current relationship with the organization?”

      “Are you blind?” Hans said. “I’m not answering any of your bullshit questions. And my patience is running thin. Now, if you’ll get back to answering what I asked you originally, perhaps we can conclude this unsavory encounter.”

      Morgan smiled.

      “You think you’re in charge because you have a gun,” she said. “I wonder what it’ll be like trying to hire a lawyer when you’re completely bankrupt.”

      “What are you talking about?” Hans said. “I’m worth more than fifty million Euros.”

      Morgan wagged a finger and winked.

      “Not anymore,” she said. “Go ahead. Check your bank accounts, the deeds to your properties, all of it. Tell me how much money you have and fully-owned assets that are in your name. Don’t be shy.”

      “This is ridiculous.”

      “Not as ridiculous as a man with a gun who’s just been robbed blind.”

      Hans growled before fishing his phone out of his pocket and navigating to his bank app. His jaw fell slack as he stared at the screen.

      “What did you do?” he said through clenched teeth.

      “Nothing that can’t be undone,” she said. “Like I said, I just need you to answer a few questions for me.”

      Lehmann sighed.

      “This is highly illegal,” he said.

      “So is breaking into my room and holding me at gunpoint. But let’s not quibble over such things. I need you to tell me about the first time you were approached by a member of The Alliance.”

      “Well, it certainly was more straightforward than a random encounter with a dog walker in the park.”

      “Mind your manners, Hans, and keep your answers factual and to the point. I’m not interested in your extra commentary.”

      Lehmann set the gun down on the arm of his chair and clasped his hands, resting them in his lap. He let out a long breath through puffed cheeks before continuing.

      “About five or six years ago, ConnexionCom was struggling financially,” he said. “I was approached by a gentleman who offered me a large sum of money if I could create a way to pass information outside the auspices of law enforcement and intelligence agents.”

      “Hence, The Doldrums?”

      Lehmann nodded.

      “I was already working on the concept with a team of developers as a future project,” he said. “Upon receiving the generous offer from the anonymous benefactor, we put The Doldrums on the front burner and the rest is history.”

      “So you created a way for the man’s organization to communicate secretly?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “And do they have some kind of back channel where this communication occurs?”

      “I didn’t want to jeopardize the company or any employees, so I had a special server set up that’s dedicated to this man’s organization.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Do you have access to it now?”

      Lehman set his jaw and slowly shook his head.

      “If they find out I’m tinkering with it, they will probably kill me.”

      “Or you can tell them that you have to conduct some routine maintenance,” she said with a shrug. “It’s not that hard to fool people. And I can promise you that you won’t be fooling me.”

      “I told you what you wanted to know,” he said. “Can you restore my account and let me be on my way?”

      “Not quite yet. I’m going to need access to all those communications.”

      “It won’t do you much good.”

      “And why’s that?” Morgan asked.

      “Their messages are all encoded. They have some kind of encryption key that makes it difficult to read. So, even if you found it, it’d look like some innocuous conversation between teen boys about first-person shooter games.”

      “I don’t care what it looks like. I want a download of every single conversation since you started the program.”

      “That will take forever.”

      “I can wait—and so can your money.”

      “Okay, just give me a few minutes.”

      Morgan walked across the room, shuffling behind Lehmann’s chair and peering over his shoulder.

      “You’re not going to mind if I watch, will you?” she asked.

      “I don’t care what you want me to do at this point. I just want out of here and never to see you again.”

      “I can’t guarantee the latter, but I will let you go as soon as you send a file with everything I requested to this address.”

      She handed Lehmann a piece of paper with an email address Mia used for occasions such as this. It was a free internet account that was untraceable to her, especially after she would download the file and delete the account forever, both on the site and by hacking into the provider’s server.

      Lehmann initiated the transfer, which took several minutes. They both watched in silence as the status bar slowly climbed to one hundred percent. Once he declared that it was finished, he turned off his screen and returned the device to his pocket.

      “Am I free to go now?” he asked.

      “I need to verify that my colleague has received it and then you’ll need to leave the gun in the room. You can collect it later once I leave shortly after this. You apparently know how to talk your way into getting into guests’ rooms. I’m sure you’ll have no problem doing it again.”

      Morgan’s phone buzzed with a message from Mia.

      

      I received the files.

      

      Can you decrypt them?

      

      It may take a while, but I’ll get on it. I don’t have much else to do since the office is closed.

      

      Excellent. Restore Hans Lehmann’s account.

      

      After a couple of minutes, Mia reported that the money had been returned to Lehmann’s account.

      “Everything’s back how it should be,” Morgan said as she gestured toward the hallway. “But if I don’t report in within the next twenty-four hours with voice verification, the money will be removed again. And don’t think you’ll be able to hide it from my team.”

      “What’s to stop you from draining me again?”

      “I never needed your money, just your cooperation.”

      She watched as Lehmann trudged down the hallway toward the elevators. Then she called Mia.

      “What do you think?” Morgan asked.

      “If this is what I think it is, it’s going to expose the entire organization.”

      Morgan pumped her first and then ended the call. She still had plenty of work to do before starting the blood-letting.
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      HOUSTON, TEXAS

      Butch Jordan leaned on the railing of his deck overlooking his sprawling estate nestled in a private enclave in the exclusive River Oaks neighborhood. Smoke curled upward from the cigar in his hand as he drew in a deep breath. The scent of freshly mown grass and honeysuckles wafted in the air, mixing with the rich tobacco scent from his Arturo Fuente. His fifth wife Macy, twenty years his junior, lounged by the pool formed in the shape of a “j” and dotted with a hot tub with room to accommodate a dozen people. Near the back of his property, the sun glinted off his Eurocopter EC 155, ready to whisk him to his private jet on a moment’s notice.

      There wasn’t much the former Texas governor and oil baron wanted for—except for the one thing that had eluded him: the presidency.

      At the age of fifty-five, Jordan had achieved far more than most people could in several lifetimes, which is why his failed presidential run haunted him. Governor at age forty, he managed to buck a long-standing trend of older statesmen biding their time before being anointed the state’s next governor. In true Texas spirit, Jordan took the proverbial bull by the horns and wrestled it to the ground by defeating Julian McClintock, the heir apparent for the governorship. Jordan’s campaign swept up the state’s voters with his winsome speaking style and ability to connect with the everyday citizen despite his billionaire pedigree. Political pundits across the country marveled at Jordan’s success, catching them all by surprise.

      But when Jordan tried to utilize that same formula in a nationwide campaign for president before he finished his second term as governor, he failed miserably. Branded by detractors as out of touch and unrelatable, Jordan struggled to gain any momentum and found himself anything but a serious contender after just twelve primaries. He shut down his campaign and did plenty of soul searching, pondering how he failed. Even more surprising to Jordan, his second attempt was even worse, though marred by the nasty and very public divorce to a Victoria Secret model which occurred six months into the campaign.

      Jordan vowed that his third run would be different—and so far, it was. Without any domestic drama and armed with experience, he emerged as the early frontrunner from his party’s pack of contenders to sitting President Charles Bullock. But Jordan wasn’t content with the findings of a few polls. He knew he needed a knockout punch, a scandal he could unveil at just the right moment, all but assuring him victory. And he knew just how to get what he needed.

      Macy eased off her chair, gave him a wink and a wave, and dove into the water. She resurfaced a few seconds later and gestured for him to join her.

      “As much as I’d love to, honey, I can’t,” Jordan said. “Gotta stay focused, remember?”

      She feigned disappointment with a pout before swimming a few laps.

      Jordan watched her for a moment before glancing at his watch. He headed into the house to await the arrival of Tom Colton, CEO of Colton Industries and the U.S. military’s premier weapons manufacturer. Colton befriended Jordan years ago and encouraged him to run for governor when he was just thirty-five. It took a few years of nagging before Jordan decided to listen to Colton, but the political game became a new obsession for Jordan, a new mountain to conquer. Now all that remained was the presidency.

      A few minutes later, Colton rang the doorbell. Jordan waved off the wait staff rushing to answer the door, announcing that he would get it himself.

      “Thanks for coming over, Tom,” Jordan said after opening the door.

      The two men embraced before Jordan caught Colton eyeing his cigar.

      “I can get you one if you like and we can talk in the back,” Jordan said. “Macy’s sunning by the pool, probably hoping to catch your eye. She asked me what your net worth is the other day.”

      “It’s hard to get an upgrade when you’re married to Butch Jordan,” Colton said with wry grin.

      “You’re always so humble, though we both know that’s a crock of shit. I’m surprised you didn’t land in my backyard in one of your vertical takeoff and landing planes just to show off.”

      “Think it would’ve impressed Macy?”

      “Maybe, but if she leaves me, she’s taking nothing with her,” Jordan said. “You taught me a long time ago about the importance of a good pre-nup.”

      “If there’s one thing I love about you, it’s that you take to heart any advice I give you. You’re like a sponge.”

      “I’m well aware that I didn’t get here on my own. I’m standing on the shoulders of giants.”

      “A year from now, those shoulders might crumble beneath your weight, Mr. Future President.”

      Jordan playfully pushed Colton in the arm.

      “Let me get you that cigar and we can discuss how you can help me make that happen.”

      Jordan padded down the hallway to his office and opened his humidor, fetching a stogie for Colton. They walked out onto the veranda overlooking the yard and sat down at a round table in the shade underneath a gazebo. Macy stopped swimming, turned around, and smiled big as she waved at Colton.

      “I tell you, if I’m not careful, she’s going to leave me for you,” Jordan said, flicking the lighter and holding the flame to ignite Colton’s cigar.

      “I’m afraid Carol might not be too happy about that,” Colton said. “Like I told you years ago, either get a pre-nup or marry a woman who’ll never leave you.”

      “I’ve found the latter to be next to impossible, though I won’t stop trying.”

      “You also won’t stop trying to win the White House.”

      Jordan grinned and nodded.

      “But I don’t think that’s going to be a problem this election cycle,” he said.

      Colton’s eyebrows shot upward.

      “You have a plan or some dirt, which is it?”

      “How about a plan to get some dirt, though I’m going to need your help.”

      “I’m listening.”

      Jordan leaned back in his chair and took one last puff on his cigar before extinguishing it in the ashtray in the center of the table.

      “I don’t know if you listened very closely to President Bullock’s speech the other day about the new bipartisan TANG bill that just passed, but I found it quite telling.”

      “In what way?”

      “Despite all the lip service Bullock paid to the bill, you could tell he wasn’t excited about it. There were some elements that seemed to bother him, particularly in the area of national security.”

      “I picked up on some of that,” Colton said. “But I didn’t think much about it. Bullock is a former CIA guy just like George H. Bush. They’re going to do everything they can to grab power when they can and protect whatever they’ve already got. This bill backed him into a corner though as not supporting it would’ve made him look monstrous.”

      “Exactly. Now over the past six months, I’ve had a team of investigators looking for anything I could use against Bullock either from long ago or from his time in office. And I must admit, there isn’t much.”

      “That’s why his party loves him,” Colton said. “He’s scandal free and governs from a position of moral authority.”

      Jordan arched an eyebrow.

      “At least, that’s the perception.”

      “What’d you find?” Colton asked, his eyes widening.

      “Before you get too excited, know that I haven’t found a smoking gun—but I’m convinced there’s one out there. And it’s in the form of a secret organization he’s running.”

      “What kind of secret organization?”

      “The kind that operates outside the bounds of the law,” Jordan said. “And I understand you might have some inside information on the existence of such a covert group.”

      Colton sucked in a breath through his teeth.

      “That’s not something I’m super comfortable discussing.”

      “Why? Because it’s related to family?”

      “That’s also another sticky subject,” Colton said.

      “We’re talking about your son Brady Hawk, right?”

      Colton shifted in his seat.

      “The truth is, Brady Hawk isn’t exactly my son. It was a misunderstanding, one that I paid a lot of money to keep quiet. Turns out, he’s not my son. And that’s not the kind of thing you want to go around correcting.”

      “What’s your feeling about him?”

      “He’s a good man. Married now with a kid. Seems like he’s moved on.”

      “Has he moved on from working as an agent for a secret ops outfit overseen by the president?”

      “I’m not sure where you’re getting your information from, but that’s not accurate. Hawk worked for a secret organization that the president didn’t even know about for several years. But it’s dissolved now. The last I heard, he was working in the private sector as a securities specialist. You pay him and his wife to break into your corporate headquarters or hack into your server, and then they tell you how to strengthen your security.”

      “That’s not what I’ve heard.”

      “I could be wrong, but I’m telling you that if you think he’s a viable way to gather some dirt on Bullock, I think you’d be wasting your time.”

      “Maybe you’re right, but I’ve gotta try.”

      Colton shrugged.

      “Well, if you think it’ll help, who am I to discourage you? After all, I’m confident we could do great things together if you figure out a way to capture the White House.”

      “I like how you think,” Jordan said. “So, I want to have a conversation with Brady Hawk and his wife, maybe pick their brain a little, figure out if something like this might still be going on today.”

      “Do you need an introduction?”

      “That and an address,” Jordan said. “Hawk’s as difficult to find as D.B. Cooper.”

      “Maybe for you,” Colton said. “But I can tell you where they’re living these days. Just know that dropping my name or having me make an introduction might make him suspicious of you. However, you can probably win him over on your own merit.”

      “That’s what I’m counting on.”

      “Great. I’ll have my assistant send you all that information. Just don’t forget about me when you get to the White House or forget about how I’ve helped you.”

      “Never,” Jordan said with a laugh. “I know for a fact that I wouldn’t be here without you.”

      A few minutes later, Colton finished his cigar and left.

      Jordan shut the door and smiled. While Colton was a good friend, he’d betray anybody for the hopes of landing a government contract—which is why Jordan didn’t tell Colton why he really wanted to meet with Brady Hawk.
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      DUAME, MOZAMBIQUE

      Hawk maneuvered off the N222, rocks and gravel crunching beneath the tires of the Land Rover along the bumpy terrain. Big Earv pointed at the small wooden sign that directed them to the right with “Duarme” and the distance remaining etched into it.

      “Just one more kilometer,” Big Earv said.

      “We might be there faster if we walked,” Hawk said.

      Due to the potholes and mud pits dotting the path to Duarme, their entrance into the remote village moved at a snail’s pace. Children rushed up to the vehicle, crowding around the driver’s side.

      Big Earv chuckled and shook his head.

      “What’s so funny?” Hawk asked.

      “You see any kids on my side?”

      Hawk craned his neck and glanced out the passenger side.

      “I’m afraid I’m going to run over one of these kids. What’s your trick?”

      Big Earv pointed to his face and offered a toothy grin.

      Hawk furrowed his brow.

      “You’re ugly? That’s not going to work for me.”

      Big Earv punched Hawk in the arm.

      “I’m black, you big dummy. These kids probably haven’t ever seen a white guy before out here. And if they have, they know he’s rich, probably coming in search of cheap labor.”

      “Or cheap rare earth minerals.”

      “That too,” Big Earv said.

      Hawk looked out his window and smiled as he waved at the children, who were still running, hopping, or skipping to keep up with the Land Rover.

      “I hope you brought some gifts,” Big Earv said.

      “Gifts? For these little guys?”

      Big Earv nodded.

      “If not, they’re going to force you to marry the tribal chief’s daughter.”

      “Now I know you’re just messing with me,” Hawk said.

      Big Earv laughed heartily and slapped his knee.

      “It was worth it for that momentary look of terror in your eyes,” he said. “We’ll be fine. I brought a soccer ball and a pump for the kids. They’ll probably make a statue of me and put it in the middle of the village after we leave.”

      “I’ll build a statue of you if we can find the head of security for the mine and get out of here in a hurry with control of the facility reverting back to Mr. Harris.”

      “I have some special powers, but I’m not a miracle worker. But I’ll do my best.”

      “Well, you’re the Portuguese speaker, not me,” Hawk said. “I’m just here as your driver and personal security detail.”

      They eased into the more populated area of the village. Men sat on buckets outside adobe-style homes, machine guns resting on their knees as they closely eyed the visitors. Women ground meal outside their front doors and squawked at their kids.

      “Not very welcoming,” Hawk said.

      “You must’ve missed the mention in the advance report of the terrorist group that stormed into Duarme about eight years ago and rounded up about two dozen boys. The leader carted them off before training them and employing them among the ranks of his child army.”

      “Monsters,” Hawk muttered with disgust.

      “So, I’m sure you can forgive them if they aren’t the most welcoming to outsiders. The mine has given them the means to protect themselves—and they’re going to take full advantage of that.”

      Hawk scanned the area and scowled.

      “Are you sure it’s just about protecting their kids?” Hawk asked. “Something looks very off here.”

      “Just keep driving,” Big Earv said. “Tembe’s house is right up here, according to the directions he gave me.”

      Faizal Tembe was the director of security for the mine and the one man who claimed loyalty to Harris, despite working for the mine’s new owners.

      “Are you sure we can trust this guy?” Hawk asked.

      “This doesn’t sound like the Hawk I know,” Big Earv said. “You getting cold feet?”

      Hawk shook his head.

      “But I do feel like this is a setup. I mean, weren’t we supposed to have heard from him hours ago?”

      “We were driving through an endless jungle and wasteland. Did you really think we’d be able to hear from him at every moment of our trip?”

      “I thought if we didn’t he would at least leave a message and let us know he’s trying to connect with him. Besides, how many times did you call him and he didn’t answer? Four? Five? Six?”

      “I’m sure it was just some type of miscommunication,” Big Earv said before he pointed at a short drive. “Look, there. That’s Tembe’s house.”

      Hawk drove up a short incline and found a truck riddled with bullet holes, the front door wide open. He palmed his gun as he turned off the engine.

      “I don’t like the look of this,” he said.

      Big Earv signaled his agreement by following suit.

      They climbed out and crept up to the house.

      “Faizal Tembe?” Big Earv called out before showing off his Portuguese. “I’m Malik Earving and this is my partner Hawk. We’re supposed to meet with you about the mine.”

      No response.

      Hawk looked down at the walkway littered with shards of glass. Glancing back at the truck, he noticed all the windows had been shot out. Hawk eased inside, careful not to touch the door. He stepped over an overturned chair, strewn on its side.

      Big Earv announced their entry into the house but was met only with silence.

      Hawk poked his head around the corner. His shoulders slumped as he saw a man tied and bound to a wooden chair with several bullet wounds, including one in his head.

      “Damn,” Big Earv said. “This doesn’t look good.”

      They searched the house for anything they thought might help them in their quest to return the mine to the original owner. Hawk hunted high and low in Tembe’s bedroom before he found a hollow spot on the floor beneath a rug. After yanking it back, Hawk dug his fingernails into small slits outlining a square shape. Once he leveraged the board free, he found a small compartment. Hawk reached inside and retrieved a computer.

      Within a few seconds, Hawk turned on the machine as it whirred to life. He carried it over to Tempe’s body and used the dead man’s finger to access the device. Big Earv took over, navigating the computer configured for Portuguese speakers. While he scoured the computer, Hawk combed the house for anything else he thought might prove useful. He grabbed a fistful of unopened mail and shoved it into his rucksack and walked around the outside of the house a few times to see if there was anything else he could learn. Satisfied that the bulk of what they’d escape with would be on Tembe’s computer, Hawk returned to the kitchen where Big Earv remained transfixed by what was on the screen.

      “Find anything?” Hawk asked.

      “I at least know who’s in charge now,” Big Earv said. “Tembe recorded the leadership change. He was the only one who remained in the same leadership role. All the others changed hands.”

      “Must’ve done something to prove his loyalty to the new staff.”

      Big Earv looked at Tembe’s body.

      “Obviously, it wasn’t enough, whatever it was. So, maybe Mr. Delson Banze can fill us in on all the details.”

      “Banze is our guy?” Hawk asked.

      “Tembe lists him as the new manager and places him on top of his list here.”

      “Then let’s go pay Mr. Banze a visit.”
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        * * *

      

      A HALF-HOUR LATER, Hawk and Big Earv arrived at the office for the former Alcove Industries mine. The main building looked like it had been a jewel when it was first constructed. But broken windows, a sputtering generator, and a tireless truck gave the facility a different vibe than Harris had undoubtedly intended when he opened the mine.

      A man with a cap pulled low across his brow and a machine gun across his splayed legs sat next to the door, his chair tilted back against the side of the building. He grunted and looked up, training his weapon on Hawk and Big Earv.

      Big Earv took the lead, taking a step back and placing his hands in the air.

      “We’re here to see Mr. Banze,” Big Earv said.

      The man eased his chair onto all four legs and then stood.

      “I’m Delson Banze,” he said in English with a growl. “Who the hell are you?”

      “My name is Malik,” Big Earv said. “We were sent to make you an offer from Mr. Phillip Harris, the owner of Alcove Industries and former operator of this mine.”

      Banze narrowed his eyes.

      “This is our mine now,” he said, jabbing his gun toward them.

      Big Earv took another step back, his hands still raised.

      “I understand that. We’re not here to harm anyone.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      “Mr. Harris would like his mine back—and he’s willing to pay you handsomely for it.”

      Banze grunted.

      “We already make more than enough with our new employer.”

      “Mr. Harris wants to offer you double what you’re currently making,” Big Earv said.

      “Well, you can tell your Mr. Harris that we reject his offer.”

      “Really?” Big Earv asked, his eyebrows arched, head cocked. “You don’t want twice as much money?”

      “Look around, Malik. You think money matters that much to us out here? We don’t care about money.”

      “Then what do you care about?”

      Banze sighed, the barrel of his gun falling toward the ground.

      “We care about family. And my sister was diagnosed with cancer. The new owner is taking care of that for me and many others who have relatives afflicted with disease.”

      “In that case, I’m sure Mr. Harris might be willing to build you a medical facility here and staff it with the finest doctors and nurses he can find,” Big Earv said.

      Banze rolled his eyes.

      “You don’t think we’ve heard this all before? We’re in charge now—and that’s how we like it. Mr. Harris sent his men and only hired a few locals to run the mine. He didn’t have any idea what he was doing. He didn’t appreciate us, stepping on our backs to get rich. Disgusting American.”

      Seconds later, another man stepped out of the building and glared at Banze. A heated discussion ensued as the two men argued back and forth in a tribal language.

      “You getting all this?” Hawk asked as Banze and the other man continued to fight.

      “Not a word,” Big Earv said. “It’s some tribal language. I’d be willing to bet someone has a difference of opinion over how much money they should be making.”

      The argument ended abruptly and Banze turned toward Big Earv.

      “Perhaps we can work something out,” Banze said, nodding toward the man he’d just been arguing with. “My colleague reminded me that not everyone here shares my views on money. But before we do, he wanted to show you the mines so you can report back to Mr. Harris that everything is still in working order.”

      “Of course,” Big Earv said.

      “This is Shelton Fumo,” Banze said. “He’s volunteered to give you a tour.”

      Hawk cast a quick glance at Big Earv who shrugged.

      “Why not?” Big Earv mouthed.

      Fumo introduced himself as a lifelong resident of Duame, though he didn’t look to be a day over twenty-five. He acted more as a tour guide as they trudged from the main facility to the mine’s entrance, sharing interesting facts about the area and the mine itself.

      They ventured a hundred meters into the mine before Fumo pulled out a gun and trained it on Big Earv and Hawk.

      “Over there,” Fumo said, indicating a spot against a craggy wall with a support beam against it.

      “What’s the meaning of this?” Hawk asked. “We’re not here to harm you.”

      Fumo shook his head and then whistled, summoning a half-dozen armed men from farther down the mine shaft. They worked quickly to secure Hawk and Big Earv with ropes to the support beam.

      “Why are you doing this?” Hawk persisted.

      “Like Banze said, we have a different perspective on money.”

      “But we’re the ones trying to double your salary,” Big Earv said.

      “Why work for it when someone will give it to us,” Fumo said.

      “What do you mean?” Hawk asked.

      Fumo smiled as he stepped back and studied his two prisoners.

      “You’re going to call Mr. Harris,” he said. “And if he doesn’t pay your ransom within twenty-four hours, I’m going to kill you.”

    

  







            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    




      AMSTERDAM, NETHERLANDS

      Morgan stared at the spreadsheet with all the names collected from Charles Marshall’s computer. For weeks, her team had collected as much information as they could find on the internet on each person. But how and why they were connected wasn’t exactly clear, other than they were all on a single spreadsheet with the file name of “The_Alliance.” The only way to dig deep and find out the connection each person had to the organization was to conduct in-person interviews. And with the sudden announcement of budget cuts to the Magnum Group, that responsibility fell on Morgan. Phillip Harris had given her carte blanche use of one of his private jets—and she intended to get full use out of it.

      Hans Lehmann’s role wasn’t easily detectable. The connection between an organization trying to majorly disrupt the world and a man who owned a video games company seemed strange until she talked to him. The same went for Ruben Visser, a data analyst at GlobalKind Ltd., a financial services company that helped the wealthy determine good investment opportunities that were positive for the environment. Nothing The Alliance did seemed to fit that narrow scope of business, forcing Morgan to dig deeper.

      She strode up to the doors of the GlobalKind headquarters and put her shoulder into the revolving door, pushing it open. While the five-story building appeared rather modest on the outside with a simple sign with the company’s logo, the inside was different. Marble floors and plush leather chairs in the waiting area. Smartly-dressed professionals sat at their mahogany wood desks, pecking away on their calculators as their eyes bounced between their computer screens and number keypads.

      Two women and a man situated behind an expansive desk in the lobby all studied Morgan as she approached.

      “Can I help you?” the man asked.

      “I’m here to speak with Ruben Visser,” she said.

      “Fifth floor,” he said. “Take the glass doors to the left once you exit the elevators and someone inside there should be able to direct you to his office.”

      Morgan thanked the man and walked over to the elevators, eyeing the workers as she went. None of them gave her a second glance, all intently focused, fingers flying furiously across keyboards. After a few moments, the elevator dinged and slid open, inviting her inside. She ascended to the fifth floor and followed the receptionist’s instructions, turning left and entering an office through a pair of glass doors on her left. Once inside, the first person she encountered was a portly gentleman, wispy hair combed over in a poor attempt to hide his mostly balding head. He paused and looked Morgan up and down.

      “Can I help you?” he asked with a smile, hiking up his sagging pants.

      “I was hoping to speak with Ruben Visser,” she said.

      The man’s face fell as he looked at his feet.

      “Did you have an appointment with him?” he asked.

      “No, but I needed to speak with him about an urgent matter.”

      “Perhaps someone else can assist you.”

      Morgan shook her head.

      “No, I need Mr. Visser.”

      “That’s not going to happen, at least not here.”

      “Why not?”

      “Mr. Visser was let go a few days ago,” the man said. “And it’s a shame too. Really good chap.”

      “Any idea why?”

      “That’s a question you’ll have to ask him yourself,” the man said. “I’m not at liberty to discuss personnel moves. However, if you’d like to speak with him, you can probably find him at Cruyff’s Pub. He’s a regular and has his own booth in the back right corner.”

      Morgan thanked the man and scanned the room once more. She caught another employee in a cubicle staring at her before he averted his eyes once she spotted him. The portly gentleman escorted her back to the elevators and told her that she should really find out what happened.

      “I know I’m not supposed to talk about it, but most of us were stunned,” he said in a hushed tone. “Unless Ruben was stealing money or got caught with the boss’s wife, I can’t imagine why they would let him go. He’s an exemplary employee by every possible metric.”

      Morgan shrugged.

      “Or sometimes people just decide they don’t like you and do whatever they can to inflict pain on you,” she said.

      He drew back and squinted.

      “Sounds like you’ve been on the wrong end of a situation or two in your time.”

      Morgan shook her head subtly.

      “If you only knew.”
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        * * *

      

      MORGAN FOUND Cruyff’s Pub two blocks from GlobalKind’s headquarters. The lunch crowd had cleared out and all that remained were patrons either getting an early start on an evening of drinking or those who hadn’t stopped from the day before. Based on his appearances, Ruben Visser looked like the latter.

      With reddened eyes glazed over and a loosened tie dangling from around his neck, Visser stared at a half-empty pitcher of beer and picked it up. His hand swayed as he tried to pour the alcohol into his mug. Despite what seemed to be a fully-focused effort, he only managed to fill up his glass halfway—and it didn’t look like that was his intention. He cursed as the liquid spattered on the table and then wiped away the beer with his long sleeve hiked a quarter of the way up his arm.

      Morgan approached the table and watched him closely. He sat with his shoulders slumped, forehead tilted downward and resting on the palm of his right hand.

      “Is this seat taken?” Morgan asked.

      Visser didn’t look up, offering a half-hearted gesture toward the seat and mumbling to himself.

      “Is it really all that bad?” she asked as she leaned forward, trying to catch his eyes.

      Visser refused to look at her, closing his eyes as he clutched his mug and took another swig. When he finished, he placed the glass hard on the tabletop and looked in her direction. She was certain he couldn’t focus.

      This is just a waste of time.

      “Sorry to have bothered you, Mr. Visser,” she said. “Perhaps I’ll come back when you’re in a better state of mind.”

      With surprising cat-like reflexes, he reached across the table with his free hand and wrapped his fingers around her forearm.

      “How do you know my name?” he asked, his eyes finally meeting hers for the first time.

      “I need to ask you some questions.”

      “That’s not an answer to what I asked,” his response slurred.

      “One of your co-workers told me where to find you,” she said. “Chubby guy with kind eyes and unaware that the bulk of his hair abandoned him years ago.”

      Visser chuckled and released her arm.

      “That’s Andres,” he said. “Best description I’ve ever heard of him.”

      “He told me you were let go earlier this week and how to find you.”

      “I never told him where I’d be.”

      “Maybe you’re just a creature of habit?” she offered.

      “Can’t deny that,” he said. “So, why are you looking for me? If it has to do with GlobalKind, I’m sure some other grunt can help you with your investment inquiries.”

      “Your name came up on a list I was researching.”

      “A list?” Visser said, straightening up and sobering up in the process. “What kind of list?”

      “To be honest, I’m not sure,” she said. “It belonged to a wealthy Texan named Charles Marshall. All I know is that every name on that list supposedly has some loose ties to a clandestine organization known as The Alliance. Are you familiar with this group?”

      Visser shook his head.

      “I never had any clients that owned a company by that name, at least, none that I knew of,” he said. “However, many of the people I worked with were fastidious about protecting their identity.”

      He pushed his beer aside and leaned in closer over the table, lowering his voice.

      “You think I may have analyzed for this company?”

      “I think you would know if you did,” Morgan said. “You ever do any freelance work?”

      Visser paused, narrowed his eyes, and drew back.

      “What is this? Some kind of setup? Did corporate send you down here to cover its tracks after firing me illegally? I knew it. I just knew it.”

      “I’m not affiliated with GlobalKind in any way. Besides, if they already knew about it, that’s why they would’ve fired you. My first interaction with the organization was today when I entered headquarters looking for you. But I’m starting to wonder if maybe the reason you lost your job had something to do with The Alliance.”

      Visser sighed, his edge softening.

      “I did some side work,” he said. “It was for a client I met online. I don’t really know who they were or even where they were located.”

      “What did they want?”

      “They wanted me to do some data analysis for them, the same kind of stuff I do at GlobalKind. We’re not exactly allowed to do such things. So maybe they did find out what I did, though I don’t know how because my employer was very secretive.”

      “Corporations who maintain proprietary software and other processes vigorously protect their secrets.”

      “But how would anyone know? I didn’t use company software or my company issued laptop. I wasn’t even logged into the system when I performed the work.”

      “What kind of work was it?”

      “You sure are nosy.”

      “I’m trying to figure out why your name was on this list. Aren’t you interested, especially since you claim to have never heard of Charles Marshall, God rest his soul.”

      “He’s dead?”

      Morgan nodded.

      “But let’s not get sidetracked here. What was the assignment?”

      “Whoever hired me—man, woman, I don’t know—wanted me to do cost analysis on purchasing certain mine properties around the world. They were looking for mines that could gather rare earth elements containing a short list of metals. I identified as many as I thought would be profitable.”

      Morgan’s ears perked up, the gears in her mind clicking.

      “Were any of them owned by Alcove Industries?”

      Visser shrugged.

      “Look, Miss—”

      “Smith,” she said.

      “Miss Smith, I hardly remember what I had for lunch—or even what day it is right now. You’re asking me to do the impossible. I have a list at my apartment and I could check there, but—”

      “Maybe this’ll make it easier for you,” she said. “Do you remember there being any mines in Mozambique?”

      Visser pursed his lips, cocked his head to one side, and thought for a moment.

      “As a matter of fact, I do remember a mine there, and only because Mozambique is such an odd place with all their weird rules and regulations on business ownership. We almost always advise against it. But in this case, it actually made sense. I think it was in some village off the beaten path.”

      “Was it Duame by chance?”

      He crinkled his nose.

      “Yeah,” he said slowly. “How did you—”

      “Never mind,” she said. “Just a hunch.”

      “Who are you with anyway?”

      “I already told you,” she said.

      Before she could utter another word, the plate glass window of the bar shattered in a hail of bullets. Morgan dove to the floor, glass tinkling all around her, shouts and screams erupting from the confused customers. She slithered across the room toward the back alley exit, taking a quick peek over her shoulder at her booth once the shooting stopped.

      Visser sat face down on the table, motionless with blood pooling all around him.

      She swore softly, unable to afford the luxury of lament for the data analyst who just happened to take on the wrong client.

      Once she reached the door, she hopped to her feet and broke into a dead sprint.
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      BRIDGER, MONTANA

      Alex shielded her eyes from the sun hanging low in the sky as John Daniel wound up to throw her the football. He backed up a few steps and then ran before launching the ball toward her. It wobbled through the air before falling about five yards short and bouncing to her right.

      “You almost had it,” she said.

      John Daniel didn’t respond, his expression focused and determined.

      “Want to try again?” she asked.

      He nodded and held his hands out, ready to receive her pass. Alex hurled the ball to him about twenty yards away. After making the catch, he took a few steps back and tried again. This time, the ball appeared as if it would only land a couple of feet in front of Alex, so she stepped over the line John Daniel had drawn in the dirt and snagged the ball.

      “Great throw, son,” she said, wanting to encourage him.

      “Mom! It doesn’t count. You went over the line.”

      “Sorry. Want to try again?”

      He set his jaw and nodded as she threw the ball back to him.

      Before he made another attempt, Alex’s phone buzzed with an alert. She dug it out of her pocket and saw that someone was pressing the button at the front gate of their property to request access. She furrowed her brow.

      “I wasn’t expecting any packages today,” she muttered to herself.

      Alex opened the app’s camera and saw a man in a suit wearing a bolo tie and a white Stetson hat standing in front of a pair of SUVs. She pushed a button, activating the intercom.

      “Sorry, but I’m not accepting any visitors today,” she said.

      “Wait, wait, wait,” the man said. “I’m Butch Jordan and I came a long way to see you and your husband.”

      “You should’ve called first. It would’ve saved you a lot of trouble.”

      “This is the kind of conversation that can only be done in person.”

      “Not interested,” she said.

      “Please, Tom Colton told me that you were the only person who could help answer my question.”

      Alex cursed under her breath.

      “Go ahead,” she said. “I’m listening.”

      “This isn’t the kind of question I’m comfortable asking like this. And I’m not taking no for an answer.”

      “I’ll give you five minutes,” she said before pressing the button to open the gate.

      She watched on her camera as three SUVs rolled through the gate. Then she pocketed her phone and turned to John Daniel.

      “Okay, this is your last shot before I talk to these gentlemen,” she said. “Better make it good.”

      John Daniel gritted his teeth, rocked back, and then sprinted toward the line before releasing the ball with a growl. Alex put her hands in the air and then started to drift backward, realizing the throw wasn’t just going to make it to the line but go well over it. She backpedaled as she reached up and made the catch. Turning around, she saw John Daniel raising his fist triumphantly as he jumped high in celebration.

      “Great job!” she said, her smile wide.

      But her expression turned serious the moment she saw the SUVs barreling toward the house, dust flowing behind the caravan like dirty contrail.

      “Why don’t you shoot some hoops by the barn until these guys are gone, okay?” she said.

      He nodded as he ran over to her.

      “Don’t tell Dad,” John Daniel said. “I want to tell him I finally threw it that far.”

      “He’ll be proud of you.”

      “I know,” he said. “And tomorrow we’ll move the line farther back.”

      She tousled his hair and gave him a pat on his back before he hustled toward the barn.

      Alex turned her attention toward the oncoming vehicles that slowed as they neared the house. They came to a stop a few feet in front of her. Several security guards climbed out first and scanned the area before Butch Jordan exited the middle SUV.

      “Come on, guys, is this really necessary?” Jordan asked. “She’s only had a few minutes’ notice that we were on our way. I doubt there’s some assassin sitting on top of that barn over there.”

      “No, but there’s one firing shots at the barn,” she said.

      Everyone’s heads whipped in the direction of the barn only to see John Daniel make a long shot, the basketball banging off the backboard before falling through the hoop.

      “Got yourself a little athlete there?” Jordan asked as he returned his attention to Alex.

      “That or a cattle rancher,” she said. “He hasn’t decided yet—and that’s quite all right by us.”

      Jordan strode up to her and offered his hand.

      “Butch Jordan,” he said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Hawk.”

      “Please, call me Alex. Would you like to join me inside? It’s a little warm out here.”

      Jordan nodded and they retreated to the house along with a pair of Jordan’s security team. After she poured him a glass of iced tea, they sat down in the living room.

      “So, Mr. Jordan, we don’t usually get visitors out here, mostly because nobody knows how to find us,” she said, her tone carrying an edge to it. “And we try to keep it that way. I’d be very interested in learning why Tom Colton thought it was so important that you visit us since he’s likely the one who gave you our very private address.”

      Jordan leaned back in his seat, arms folded across his chest.

      “I’m not sure how much you follow politics,” he began.

      “Hate ‘em,” she said.

      “Well, maybe that explains why you didn’t recognize me.”

      “First of all, I didn’t say I don’t follow them—I just hate them. And I’d be hard pressed to recognize my own husband on that little screen. Just know this might not be the thrill you think it is for me.”

      “Understood,” he said. “Politicians are right up there with lawyers and IRS tax agents as some of the most hated professions.”

      “No, I think politicians have assumed the top position all on their own,” she said. “And I happen to know some really nice lawyers, too.”

      “All right. I get it. You’re not a fan. But in case you haven’t heard, I intend on seeking my party’s nomination for president during the upcoming election.”

      “Congratulations,” she said flatly. “Best of luck.”

      “Thank you,” he said. “But the reason I made the long trip out here is because I wanted to speak with you about part of my platform that I believe will resonate with voters.”

      “And that is—” she said, letting her words hang.

      “The issue of transparency.”

      “Now, that’s one I’ve never heard before,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

      Jordan held his hands out.

      “I understand that many politicians have made such promises in the past, but I’m very serious about pulling away the veil and allowing people to see what’s really going on.”

      “That’s not necessarily a great idea. If you open things up to the American people, you open them up to our enemies as well.”

      Jordan nodded.

      “I understand your concern,” he said as he leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees, hands clasped in front of him. “But the American people need to know that the government has their best interest at heart, not just told by some bureaucrat that it is. That talk rings hollow given some of the issues we’ve faced in this country lately.”

      “What do you want from me, Mr. Jodan? Did you come all this way to get my seal of approval? If you did, I believe you’re going to be sorely disappointed.”

      Jordan reached into his shirt pocket and retrieved a pack of gum. He held out a stick to Alex. She shook her head and scowled.

      “No, no,” he said, unwrapping a piece of gum and popping it in his mouth. “I came all this way to ask you a question.”

      “Couldn’t you have asked this question over the phone?”

      “Perhaps it could’ve been, but I needed to look you in the eye when I asked it.”

      “Go ahead,” she said. “Ask away.”

      “Were you part of a covert group that operated outside the boundaries of the law?”

      “I think the existence of such a group was revealed years ago,” she said. “It’s not exactly a secret.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “Maybe I find your question a little too invasive for someone who’s nothing more than a former governor of Texas,” she said. “It’s not like I have to answer you for any legal reasons.”

      “Your refusal to answer the question is an answer enough.”

      She laughed and shook her head.

      “If you only knew the number of questions I don’t answer. By your logic, you could ask me any of the most absurd questions, and if I refused to respond, you’d think you’d have your answer. That’s about the most absurd thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “A simple yes or no could clear things up for me,” he said, chomping on his gum.

      “You know the program existed—and so does everyone else. Whether I was involved doesn’t matter when it comes to your transparency issue. The people doing the work to keep Americans safe need to have their identities protected.”

      “Fair enough,” Jordan said. “But I do have one final question.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Are you involved in any such program now?” he asked.

      “Are you?” she fired back.

      “You didn’t answer—”

      “Look, Mr. Jordan, I know most politicians are out of touch with how the general population lives, especially ones like yourself who are multi-billionaires. But just stop and ask yourself if a woman living out on a ranch in the middle of Montana with her husband and son is the kind of person who could be an agent for a covert government organization. Does that even remotely make sense?”

      “What about your husband?” Jordan asked. “Is he around?”

      “Not at the moment,” she said.

      “Perhaps he’s the one—”

      “He’s in town getting feed for our horses and some other supplies for this ranch that we live on. Now, we may or may not have worked for that organization at some point in the past, but we’ve moved on from it. And you should too, unless you want to look like a fool screeching about programs that no longer exist today.”

      “Would you mind if I stayed here and waited for him to get back so I can ask him myself?”

      Alex glared at him, her look answering his question.

      “Okay, okay,” he said. “I just thought I’d ask.”

      Alex craned her neck to see out the window past Jordan as she noticed John Daniel throwing the ball with one of the security guards. Jordan turned around and took in the same scene before turning around to face Alex.

      “Does he like football?” Jordan asked, hooking a thumb over his shoulder.

      “What red-blooded American boy doesn’t?”

      “In that case, I don’t want this entire visit to be a complete waste for you,” he said. “I brought a ball signed by the Dallas Cowboys’ quarterback that I want to give your son.”

      “I’m sure he’d appreciate that,” she said.

      Jordan stood and offered his hand to Alex. She didn’t even glance at it before nodding toward the door.

      “If you don’t mind, I really need to get going,” she said.

      Jordan spun on his heels and strode outside followed by his security detail, while Alex remained on the porch. He whistled at one of the guards and gestured with a throwing motion to one of the other guards playing catch with John Daniel. The man hustled over to one of the SUVs and retrieved a football for Jordan. The former governor walked over to John Daniel and handed the ball to him, which was met with wild-eyed gratitude.

      “Mom, did you see this?” he asked, holding the football in the air.

      She smiled and nodded.

      Jordan offered a little shrug and a sly grin before he climbed into the middle SUV and the caravan drove off.

      Alex pulled out her cell phone and placed a call to Morgan May.

      “Have you heard from Hawk?” Alex asked.

      “No, but I’ve been a little preoccupied myself,” Morgan said. “I’m sure he’s all right.”

      “That makes one of us,” Alex said.

      “As soon as I hear from him, I’ll remind him to call you. He’s in a pretty rural area of Mozambique, which is saying something.”

      “Okay,” Alex said. “I’ll try not to worry. It’s just hard when I’m not out there with him.”

      “I understand. But I’ll have him call you the minute I hear from him, okay?”

      “Thanks,” Alex said before she ended the call.

      She turned toward the barn where John Daniel was still marveling at his football. Then he tucked the ball and sprinted toward her.

      “Why couldn’t they have stayed?” he asked.

      Alex kept her eyes glued on the vehicles, ignoring her son’s question until they were out of sight.

      She knelt in front of him.

      “Not everyone is what they seem,” she said. “Now, let’s see if you can throw the ball five yards farther this time.”
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      DUAME, MOZAMBIQUE

      Fumo checked the bindings his men used on Hawk and Big Earv, tugging on the ropes to make sure they were snug. Hawk’s wrists burned as they tightened against the post behind his back. He grimaced as he glanced at Big Earv, who looked only mildly irritated at the whole ordeal.

      “We’re not going anywhere,” Hawk said, trying to stop Fumo from eliminating every last millimeter between his body and the ropes. “That little extra pull isn’t going to matter.”

      “Of course not,” Fumo said. “But it gives me a little more peace of mind.”

      “You’ll have your money soon enough and we’ll be on our way,” Big Earv said through clenched teeth.

      “Let’s hope so,” Fumo said. “For all our sake.”

      Once Fumo finished inspecting his work, he patted down his prisoners one final time. He felt Big Earv’s pocket and found a small pencil. Fumo chuckled before he threw it onto Big Earv’s lap.

      “That’s not going to help you get out,” Fumo said.

      He put his hands on his hips, offered a wry smile, and then walked away, disappearing around the corner of the mine shaft.

      Just near the turn, a man sat against the wall, gun across his lap. He glanced at Hawk and Big Earv every five minutes or so until the guard eventually drifted off to sleep.

      Hawk waited until he was convinced the guard was out cold before whispering to Big Earv.

      “I was trying to work out in my head how we were going to be able to get the pencil out of my pocket,” Hawk said, his voice muffled by the bandana in his mouth.

      “That moron fixed that for us,” said Big Earv, his voice also muffled. “But now the real question is: Will it even matter?”

      “I think so,” Hawk said. “All I need you to do is get that pencil to me. I’ll cut my way through these bindings and get us both free.”

      “And how exactly are we going to do this if we’re tied to a post?”

      “I’ve got a plan,” Hawk said.

      Hawk shared his idea with Big Earv, who thought it was a good one. Big Earv rocked back and forth before thrusting his hips upward and in the direction of Hawk. The device hit the ground near his foot. He proceeded to take the pencil backward until it drew close enough that he could pick it up with his hand.

      With the twist of the eraser, the blade emerged.

      “We’re in business,” Hawk said.

      He methodically worked his way through the rope until it gave way and snapped. Then he spun over to Big Earv and quickly sliced through his bindings. With the two men free, they crept over to the sleeping guard. Hawk found a rock and used it to bash against the side of the man’s head, knocking him out. The two Magnum Group agents dragged the man down the shaft to the place where they’d just been tied up and secured him to the same post. Hawk stuffed a gag into the man’s mouth before darting back to the mine entrance with Big Earv.

      Hawk peered out into the darkness, the mine long since closed. Scanning the area for signs of life, Hawk found none.

      “You see anything?” Hawk asked in a whisper.

      “Not a soul.”

      “Let’s go.”

      They crept across the grounds before reaching the mine’s main office. Once they reached the building, Hawk picked the lock and twisted the knob, gesturing for Big Earv to enter first. He smiled as he patted Hawk on the back and lumbered into the lobby area. Hawk peeked over his shoulder again. Satisfied that no one was watching them, he joined Big Earv.

      They headed straight to Delson Banze’s office and started searching through his filing cabinet. Despite the literal hostile nature of Banze’s takeover, Hawk figured that there had to be at least some shred of paperwork showing where the new owners were from. The money used to pay the workers had to originate from a source somewhere. And Hawk couldn’t imagine that this business was all conducted with a handshake.

      After twenty minutes of digging, Hawk came across a file folder that looked crisper than some of the others. He opened it up and found a date on the top of the page that coincided with about the same time as Harris’s Alcove Industries lost the Duame mine. As Hawk perused the document, he found that it was a financial agreement between Banze and an organization called Unified Trust. The name meant nothing to Hawk since he couldn’t recall ever hearing that name before in any of the documents he’d read. But he had a phone number and a post office box number to go along with it in Puerto Rico. And while it wasn’t nothing, Hawk doubted any of the information alone that he’d attained would reveal the identity of who was behind the takeover. Yet, it was a start.

      Hawk and Big Earv put everything back in the office the way they’d found it, keeping Banze or his men from knowing what was gleaned. Once Hawk and Big Earv exited the compound, they found the Land Rover still sitting outside. Hawk turned the key, igniting the engine before they began the long drive back to Maputo.

      Just before 10 p.m. local time, they entered a substantial city just off the N222 highway. Hawk used the opportunity to call Morgan and update her on their progress.

      “I was starting to wonder if I needed to call the cavalry,” she said.

      “It’s a long way to Duame from Maputo,” he said. “You should make the trip sometime.”

      “So, do we have funding for Magnum?”

      “Not yet,” Hawk said. “We weren’t able to secure the mine. To say that the men in charge now are a little hostile would be putting it mildly.”

      “You didn’t get a warm reception? Even after all the money he was willing to throw at them?”

      “Considering that we were tied up in a mine shaft while the goons tried to ransom us to Harris, I’d say that was a hard no.”

      Morgan gasped.

      “They called Harris?” she asked.

      “They had me call him, so I used a number that went to a mailbox nobody listens to.”

      “Which number was that?”

      “My burner phone’s.”

      “Good,” she said. “If Harris found out that—”

      “I wasn’t about to let him find out about it,” Hawk said. “If he thought we were susceptible to being ransomed, I doubt he’d want to give us another red cent.”

      “But everything is good now?”

      “It’s relative, I guess. But we’re on the road and out of Duame, hopefully heading home soon.”

      “And are you coming back with anything?”

      “Of course,” Hawk said. “I wouldn’t be calling you from the road if I wasn’t. We broke into the office and learned the name of the organization bankrolling this takeover. A group called Unified Trust. Ever heard of them?”

      “I can’t say that I have,” she said.

      Hawk heard her fingers flying across the keyboard.

      “But I’m going to look them up and see what I can find out. In the meantime, you need to know that this entire mining operation is being directed by The Alliance.”

      “In Mozambique?” Hawk asked. “What would they want with a mine here? And how do you even know that?”

      “Long story,” she said. “But while you’ve been struggling in the Mozambique bush country, I’ve been in Europe investigating some of the Charles Marshall flash drive names, all affiliated with The Alliance.”

      “And?”

      “And one of the men I met was a data analyst for them, compiling a list of—get this—all the best global mines to purchase or seize that had rare earth elements containing rare earth metals, the kind used for making weapons including weapons guidance systems.”

      “Smart tactic,” Hawk said. “If you’re going to ignite a war, you might as well profit on it.”

      “Or be able to control who wins it,” Morgan said.

      “That too.”

      “Now while I’m waiting on this search to come back,” she began, “you need to call Alex. She’s worried about you.”

      “Did she call you?”

      “Sure did. Said she hadn’t heard from you. And I know it’s gotta be tough for her after being there with you on virtually every mission.”

      “I know,” Hawk said. “I just haven’t had a chance. But I’ll call her after we finish.”

      Hawk heard a chime in the background.

      “Okay,” Morgan said. “Here we go.”

      She mumbled to herself as she scanned the results.

      “Oh, here we go,” she said. “Unified Trust banks in the Caymans. Figures. And their officer with fiduciary responsibilities is a man by the name of Munro Captress.”

      “Munro Captress?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “Weird name, huh?”

      “Got an address on this Captress fellow?”

      “He’s in the Caymans,” she said.

      “Then I think when we leave Mozambique, we need to pay Mr. Captress a little visit,” Hawk said.

      “I’ll book you flights from Maputo to the Caymans right now,” Morgan said. “And don’t forget to call your wife.”

      Hawk ended the call and looked at Big Earv.

      “How does a trip to the Caymans sound?”

      “After this?” Big Earv asked, his eyebrows shooting upward. “If they have warm showers there, I’m game.”

      Hawk smiled and then picked up the phone again and called his wife.
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      GEORGE TOWN, CAYMAN ISLANDS

      Hawk slung his rucksack over his shoulder and grabbed his duffle bag before disembarking from the plane. The warm Caribbean breeze hit him—along with the pungent odor of jet fuel—as he stepped onto the tarmac and walked toward the door to the terminal. Other passengers scurried past him and Big Earv, darting around the two imposing agents who maintained a steady pace.

      “I know we’re all excited to be here,” Big Earv said, “but don’t these people realize that they’re going to move at the pace of stagnate pond water once we get inside?”

      “If we’re lucky,” added Hawk.

      “We’re on island time, mon,” Big Earv said in his best island accent. “In the words of the great philosopher Bob Marley, ‘Everything’s gonna be alright’.”

      Hawk and Big Earv caught up with the passengers who’d rushed past them, joining a line that snaked around a large room where two customs agents processed what looked like tourists from three recent arrivals.

      After forty-five minutes, they exited and found Morgan waiting for them.

      “What took you guys so long?” she asked. “Were you trying to smuggle evasive weeds into the country?”

      Hawk glanced at Big Earv.

      “That’s what he’s always trying to do,” Hawk said. “There’s the Lupine Lady and then there’s Evasive Weeds Malik. He’s trying to spread so much love that he gets a children’s book written about him.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Big Earv said. “You think I read children’s books?”

      “Sorry,” Hawk said. “Gotta remember who my audience is here. But if you had kids, you would’ve laughed.”

      “Why don’t we all go have a good laugh over some drinks at my favorite beachfront bar here,” Morgan suggested, gesturing toward the door. “I’ll let you guys get settled at our hotel and then we’ll go unwind. You both look like you could use some down time.”

      “That and a hot shower,” Hawk said.

      After cleaning up at their hotel, Hawk and Big Earv met Morgan in the hotel lobby and headed to her favorite bar. Once they all had their drinks, they traded stories on their most recent adventures along with the information they’d uncovered. They made plans for how they were going to handle Henry Bodden, one of the managers at Bank of the Caymans and the man who stood between them and information about Unified Trust. Morgan shared how she’d attempted to get the information out of him but he resisted, holding fast to the bank’s policy not to divulge the name of any account holders to anyone, including foreign law enforcement officers.

      “So, what are we going to do about it?” Big Earv asked. “If we’re going to have any chance of getting Harris his mine back, we need to know who’s behind the group that’s taken it over.”

      “I’ve been working on that,” she said. “I think we need to follow him and see if there’s anything he does that we can trap him with.”

      “A little gentle persuasion never hurt anyone,” Hawk said.
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        * * *

      

      HAWK SLOUCHED down behind the steering wheel, appearing interested in what was on his phone while shooting furtive glances at the sidewalk in front of the Bank of the Caymans. Big Earv sipped a cup of coffee while reading a newspaper.

      “You know you’re not fooling anyone by reading a newspaper,” Hawk said. “Nobody reads a newspaper in their car these days—or much of anywhere else. It’s a dead giveaway that you’re pretending to act busy.”

      “Says the man casually scrolling through his phone.”

      “I’m watching videos of John Daniel,” Hawk said, “including one of him launching a perfect spiral to Alex.”

      “You miss them, don’t you?”

      Hawk nodded. “I’d be kidding myself if I said the only reason I do this is for John Daniel—and Alex too. You know I love the adventure, but wanting to keep them safe is a big part of why I do this. If I can’t be there with them, at least I know they’re safe at home.”

      “Except when Russian Mafia thugs show up at your ranch house,” Big Earv said.

      “Or Butch Jordan.”

      Big Earv arched an eyebrow.

      “Butch Jordan showed up at your ranch?” he asked.

      “Good ole Tom Colton told him where we lived.”

      “That bastard. What did Jordan want?”

      “According to Alex, he grilled her about Firestorm and hinted that he knew about the Magnum Group, even though he never used the name.”

      “What’d she tell him?”

      “Nothing,” Hawk said. “But he’s wanting to run on a platform of transparency.”

      “They all do—until they see behind the curtain and realize it’s not so easy as snapping your fingers.”

      “Exactly,” Hawk said. “On one hand, I agree with him. But when it comes to what we do, the fewer people who know about us, the better.”

      Big Earv took another sip of his coffee and almost immediately spit it out as he noticed Bodden exiting his branch and striding down the sidewalk to his car. Hawk looked at his watch.

      “Doesn’t the bank close at five o’clock?” he asked.

      Big Earv nodded.

      “Where are you headed, Mr. Bodden?”

      Hawk twisted the key and ignited the engine. He eased into traffic and started following Bodden. Instead of using the early time off work to run some errands or meet someone for coffee, Bodden drove to the address of a house that wasn’t owned by him.

      Hawk called Morgan, who told them she’d be ready to help if necessary. She was afraid if she tagged along that Bodden might recognize her and blow the operation. Instead, she decided to remain on her room’s balcony, overlooking a pool that was a mere hundred yards from the beach.

      “Can you look up an address for us?” Hawk asked. “We need to know who Mr. Bodden is going to see.”

      “He’s already left work?” she asked.

      Hawk could hear her tapping away on her keyboard.

      “Yeah and I want to make sure that he’s visiting a lover and not his grandma,” he said.

      “Understood. Give me a sec.”

      Hawk drummed his fingers on the steering wheel and waited for Morgan to reply with an answer.

      “Okay, I’m back,” she said after a brief hiatus. “I found it. The house belongs to Penelope Jones, a 27-year-old flight attendant for Caribbean Air. And as far as I can tell, there’s no relation.”

      “Henry Bodden, you sneaky little bastard,” Hawk said.

      Hawk and Big Earv crept closer to the house before pulling out their phones to record what they could about the tryst.

      “I could never be a private investigator,” Hawk whispered. “This just feels dirty.”

      “Not nearly as much as what’s going on in there,” Big Earv said. “But I’m with you. I wouldn’t want to be mixed up in stuff like this all the time. Just not for me.”

      Satisfied that they’d captured enough, they retreated to the hotel, calling Morgan on the way home to discuss how and when to approach Bodden the next day.
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        * * *

      

      JUST BEFORE 1 p.m. the following day, Hawk and Big Earv entered the Bank of the Caymans branch. Several of the loan officers and tellers had already left for their lunch after staying to help with the noontime rush.

      Hawk and Big Earv entered the branch and asked to speak with Bodden regarding a big loan. Bodden promptly welcomed them into his office and shut the door behind him.

      “So, gentlemen,” Bodden began as he rubbed his hands together and sat in his chair, “what are you interested in doing?”

      “We need some information,” Hawk said.

      “Regarding what exactly?” Bodden asked. “Loan rates? Terms? Conditions?”

      “Some information about one of your clients,” Big Earv said as he studied Bodden.

      “Perhaps you aren’t aware, but our policies forbid us from giving out information to anyone,” Bodden said. “That’s why we’re such a popular bank the world over. If you place your money with us here, you can rest assured that we won’t be giving out your information.”

      “I’m sure you can make an exception for us,” Hawk said. “We’re looking for some very dangerous men. And you have the ability to help us. If you don’t, many innocent people could get hurt. You don’t want that on your conscience, do you, Mr. Bodden?”

      “Whatever any member of our bank does isn’t any of our business, only what they do with the money we give them,” Bodden said. “Otherwise, they’re free to do whatever they want to do.”

      “Are you sure you can’t help us out?” Hawk asked again. “I mean, it’d be a shame if your wife saw these pictures of you and Penelope Jones. I’m sure she wouldn’t be happy to know that you’re often leaving work early to go visit Penelope and engage in some activities that might be frowned upon by Mrs. Bodden.”

      The bank manager sighed and looked down, searching for a response.

      “Would you like to see some of the footage we can text to your wife with the tap of a button?” Big Earv asked.

      “No, that’s all right,” Bodden said. “I don’t need to see it. I was there.”

      “So, how about you be a good fellow and give us all the information you have about the man who maintains the Unified Trust bank account.”

      Bodden widened his eyes.

      “That’s one I don’t really need to look up,” he said. “That guy is very strange and doing all he can to protect his identity.”

      “Such as?” Hawk asked.

      “He conducts all his business via video conferencing—and I’ve never seen his face.”

      “You’ve never seen his face?” Big Earv asked incredulously.

      Bodden nodded.

      “He always wears a giant costume bunny head. It’s a little creepy, but I just figured he was doing that because he didn’t want anyone to know who he is.”

      “Where is he located? Here?” Hawk asked.

      “He’s got an address here, but I know he’s not anywhere near us.”

      “How come?” Big Earv asked.

      “Every time we have a conversation, the light outside is different. Sometimes it’s dark wherever he is, but it’s daylight here. But also his background doesn’t look familiar.”

      “Do you have any of these video conferences recorded?” Big Earv asked.

      Bodden sighed.

      “Yes. Just give me a minute to find them.”

      A couple of minutes later, Bodden enlarged the screen on his computer, revealing a meeting between him and a man sporting a giant bunny head costume. Bunny head modulated his voice, but he sat on the balcony of what looked like a hotel or a condo, overlooking a bay that Hawk didn’t readily recognize.

      “He usually has some sort of green screen behind him that blurs the background. But I think that day he just forgot to turn it on.”

      They made their own recording of the conversation before handing over to the bank manager his blackmail material.

      Once they returned to the hotel, they played the footage for Morgan.

      She peered closely at the screen, nearly sticking her nose on it when she saw a cruise liner pulling into the dock behind Bunny Head. Then she jotted something down and pulled out her laptop.

      “Did he tell you what the date of the recording was?” she asked.

      Hawk nodded and read off the date. Seconds later, Morgan clicked on her keyboard and hit enter. Seconds later, she pumped her fist.

      “Got him,” she said. “He’s on Portugal’s Madeira Island. And he’s also got a gold ring with unusual markings. Let’s go find this guy and get Harris his mine back. We’ll figure everything else out along the way.”

      Hawk and Big Earv sat there in stunned silence.

      “Well, gentlemen,” she said with a snap. “Get moving. Madeira is waiting for you two.”
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      President Bullock scooped up Shadow, the newest addition to the White House family, and scratched the top of the Yorkie’s head. The puppy wiggled with delight before straining to reach the bowl of treats on the counter.

      “Easy, boy,” Bullock said before placing Shadow on the ground and retrieving a treat.

      He placed it in his hand and knelt next to the puppy, who darted toward the snack. As Shadow tried to get his little teeth around the food, Bullock attached the leash to the puppy’s collar and then stood. Shadow let out a little yelp and jumped in the air.

      “You ready to go for a walk, big guy?” Bullock asked.

      Shadow leaped again, twisting and turning before his feet hit the ground.

      Bullock held fast to the leash as Shadow lunged toward the door. One of the wait staff greeted the president with a smile and then glanced at the energetic pup.

      Just as Bullock was about to exit the White House and go for a little walk, his phone buzzed with a call from Emma Washburn, his chief of staff. For a moment, he considered taking the call but decided he’d deal with her after he took a calm relaxing walk.

      “Are you sure you want to do that, sir?” one of the Secret Service agents asked after Bullock shared his plan to walk Shadow in one of the nearby parks.

      “Of course, I do,” Bullock said. “I wouldn’t have suggested it otherwise.”

      “All right,” the agent said. “Just give me a second to clear it with the director and we’ll make it happen.”

      Bullock stood at the door, waiting as Shadow’s anticipation built. After a couple of minutes, the agent looked at Bullock and gave the thumbs-up signal.

      “Let’s roll, sir,” the man said.

      White House staffers greeted the president, some of them stopping to shower Shadow with affection. He paused to let them pet and scratch the puppy, who was less interested in the attention and more interested in bounding around in open spaces.

      While Bullock loved dogs, he knew what he was doing. This wasn’t some spur of the moment purchase because he was bored. No, it was a calculated attempt to turn the focus of the media onto something that was guaranteed to gobble up millions upon millions of clicks. The president with a cute puppy named Shadow? How much cuter could it get?

      It was a good plan, but Bullock didn’t account for everything, like the possibility that another story would dwarf the introduction of Shadow to the White House family.

      As Bullock left the White House grounds and rounded the corner, he was taken aback by the swell of media members forming an impassable mob along the sidewalk and spilling into the street. He looked at the nearest Secret Service agent.

      “What the hell is this all about?” Bullock asked. “Is this normal for them to just stand outside the White House gates waiting for a photo op?”

      The guard squinted and tilted his head to one side before shaking is subtly.

      “Then would you mind telling me what’s going on?” Bullock asked.

      “Sir, did you happen to see the morning edition of The New York Times?”

      “No,” Bullock fired back. “What did it say?”

      “I probably shouldn’t be the one to tell you all this, sir. I’m sure someone on your staff would be better equipped.”

      “None of them are here,” Bullock said. “The best person to tell me what was in the paper is the person nearest to me who actually read it.”

      “To be completely honest, sir, I didn’t read it,” the agent said. “I just heard something about it as I was changing the radio station during my morning commute. All I remember hearing was the woman saying something about a ‘bombshell report’ in The New York Times that doesn’t cast President Bullock in the best light. That’s it. That’s all I heard.”

      “Probably some ridiculous story,” Bullock said, waving dismissively. “Every reporter thinks they have great scandal to present to their readership, but it’s all just a giant nothing burger.”

      “But, sir, wouldn’t you like to speak with someone on your staff who knows a little bit more than I do?”

      “Nah,” Bullock said. “I think cowering in the corner would make me look worse. I’m not afraid of some bogus report, if a comment on the story is what these bloodsuckers are after.”

      “We’ll do whatever you want, sir.”

      “I want to continue with my walk,” Bullock said before kneeling next to Shadow. “Isn’t that right, boy?”

      Shadow yipped again and struggled to break free.

      “Shadow says we’re walking, so we walk,” Bullock said as he stood up and broke into a light jog to keep up with the pup.

      However, he slowed down once he noticed all the people blocking their passage along the sidewalk.

      Bullock, sensing the dog’s fear, picked him up and let him lick his face as the president walked up to the reporters.

      “Good morning, everyone,” Bullock said. “So, who tipped you off that we have a new family member at the White House now?”

      The reporters appeared stunned into silence for a second before erupting with questions, none of which had to do with the new puppy.

      “Sir, have you read the report in The New York Times?” “Would you like to respond to the report that you are overseeing a covert special ops program that is operating outside the bounds of the law?” “What article in the U.S. Constitution gives you the right to have your own army to wage battles for you?” “Sir, is there a covert government organization under your control or not under your control?”

      The questions all came in rapid-fire succession, Bullock barely having enough time to gather his thoughts to answer just one of them. And without anyone from his press office on hand, he didn’t have a chance to get the mob under control.

      The lead Secret Service agent put his fingers in his mouth and whistled loudly, halting the peppering of questions.

      “Now, listen up,” the agent said. “We’re going to take one question at a time—and I’m going to be the one to tell you who gets to ask that question. Are we clear?”

      Several dozen heads bobbed in acknowledgement.

      “Good,” the agent said. “Now, let’s start with you.”

      He pointed at a woman near the front.

      “Ashley Nelson, The Washington Post,” she said. “Sir, some of your potential opponents in next year’s general election are talking about how there needs to be more transparency at the federal government level. Are you prepared to address this by shutting down any covert organizations that are acting outside the bounds of the law?”

      Bullock took a deep breath, grateful that he had a moment to think and respond coherently.

      “First of all, there aren’t any such organizations to my knowledge,” he said. “And if there are, we’ll know all about them on Friday at the filing deadline for these organizations. Now, I haven’t read the report, but I can guess what it says based on your questions. And I can tell you that I’m not overseeing any such organization. As documented in the past, there have been some covert operations, but that ended years ago. With this administration, what you see is what you get, and anyone who tries to say otherwise either doesn’t have well-placed sources or is flat out lying.”

      Once Bullock made it clear that he was done talking, the press corps forgot all about the Secret Service agent’s impromptu rules and erupted with more questions.

      “I guess no one wants to know about Shadow,” he said with a faint smile.

      They didn’t. And once Bullock realized he was being ambushed, he nodded at his agent to clear a path so they could continue. Moments later, Bullock and Shadow were walking again in peace.

      Upon returning to the White House, Bullock called Emma Washburn and demanded to know what was going on and why he wasn’t informed.

      “Sir,” Emma began, “with all due respect, I called you to let you know about this story and you sent me straight to voicemail.”

      Bullock growled, knowing that his anger was misdirected. She’d tried—and she’d even left a voicemail explaining what was happening. But he hadn’t take the time to listen, instead thinking the press would be entranced by a cute puppy. He hadn’t miscalculated that badly in a long time.

      “Who could’ve done this?” Bullock asked.

      “Done what, sir?”

      “Told this reporter about the Magnum Group?”

      “There aren’t that many people who know about it in the West Wing,” she said. “Maybe five or six that I can think of. Otherwise, it’s one of the best kept secrets in Washington, a city that doesn’t keep many.”

      “So, now what?”

      “Did you already handle the Magnum Group once the bill was passed?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then there really isn’t much you can do,” she said. “The TANG bill won’t out you, so you can continue to deny and be honest in the process.”

      “Honesty,” Bullock said, his voice tinged with sarcasm, “now there’s a novel concept for this town.”

      Bullock ended the call and then dialed Morgan May’s number.

      “You’re living on borrowed time,” he said, dispensing of all pleasantries.

      “That’s something you’ve already made clear, sir,” Morgan said.

      “Good. I just wanted to reiterate that for you. Just got mobbed outside the White House today by an opportunist press corps that thinks I’m hiding something and in charge of a covert ops team.”

      “How ridiculous,” she said. “We all know you aren’t in charge.”

      Bullock chuckled.

      “Is that how every politician lies in this town? They tell the truth but leave out important context?”

      “Pretty much,” Morgan said. “But I’m not in Washington. I’m on a little assignment in Portugal at the moment. And I’m not sure when I’m going to be back.”

      “I want you to find out as much as you can on this Tyler Wells reporter, the guy from The New York Times who supposedly broke this story about my secret army. Find out whatever you can on him.”

      “If you do that, it’s only going to prove you have agents at your disposal.”

      “Everybody should know that already,” Bullock said. “It’s just what I do with them that people have a problem with. Now, find out what you can and report back to me.”

      “Okay, sir. I’ll have someone on my team look into it and report back.”

      Bullock thanked her and then hung up.
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        * * *

      

      MORGAN SIGHED as the call from President Bullock ended abruptly.

      With the new law taking effect, she had a skeleton crew, giving some much-needed time off to some of her staff until she could secure more funding. However, ignoring Bullock’s request might come at a high cost, so she called Mia Becker’s number to discuss digging into the reporter.

      “Are you available to do some freelance work?” Morgan asked.

      “Freelance work?”

      “Let me be a little bit more clear. It’s unpaid freelance work.”

      “Well, I’m in Colorado rock climbing, taking some time off like you told me to.”

      “Look, I’ll make it up to you somehow, but this request is coming directly from Bullock.”

      “What’s the assignment?”

      “I just need you to dig up some dirt on a reporter for The New York Times,” Morgan said. “Man by the name of Tyler Wells. And then find out who leaked the information about the Magnum Group to him.”

      “It’ll be my pleasure,” Mia said. “Consider it done.”

      Morgan ended the call and sent over the rest of the information. Whoever Tyler Wells was, he had no idea that how big of a mistake he’d made—even if he was reporting accurately.
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      FUNCHAL, PORTUGAL

      Hawk downshifted in his rented Porsche 911 Carrera and accelerated out of the Madeira International Airport, turning south onto Estrada Regional 101. The one-lane highway encircled the Portuguese islands located some six hundred miles southwest of Lisbon, giving drivers and passengers alike a front-row seat to a rugged and scenic coast. The Atlantic Ocean thrashed the rocky shoreline to Hawk’s left, while a tapestry of terracotta roofs and green foliage carpeted the island’s rolling hills.

      “Of all the missions I’ve had with the Magnum Group, for Alex not to be with me right now is just a damn shame,” Hawk said.

      Big Earv chuckled as he shook his head.

      “What’s the matter, Hawk?” he asked, batting his eye lashes while forming an exaggerated pout with his lips. “Am I not pretty enough for you?”

      “Compared to Alex, you look like you fell out of the ugly tree and hit every branch on the way down.”

      Big Earv turned serious and slapped his right hand against his chest over his heart.

      “Those words cut so deep.”

      He couldn’t keep the face for long before breaking into a smile.

      “I’m sure there’s someone else you’d rather be here with than me, too,” Hawk said as he drove into a tunnel.

      The headlights flickered on, illuminating the road. Everything else was dark.

      “Of course,” Big Earv said.

      “And who might that be?”

      “Probably Mia.”

      Hawk turned toward Big Earv to see if he was serious, but couldn’t make out much more than a silhouette of his hulking colleague.

      “Mia?” Hawk asked as the Porsche exploded out of the tunnel and into the daylight. “I had no idea.”

      “No idea about what?” Big Earv asked, his tone serious.

      “About you liking Mia.”

      “Who said anything about that?”

      “Back there. You said—”

      Hawk paused and cast a sideways glance at Big Earv, who was grinning.

      “Maybe I did say that, maybe I didn’t,” Big Earv said. “But if you didn’t see me utter those words, you shouldn’t go starting rumors.”

      Hawk shook his head and grinned.

      “Big Earv and Mia,” he muttered to himself. “I would’ve never guessed it.”

      He navigated toward the condominiums soaring high above Funchal Bay and noticed a cruise ship heading into the harbor. After the team had figured out Funchal Bay was the site where Munro Captress had filmed from, Morgan used engineering software to determine the height of the building by approximating the angle. There were only two condos that the video Bodden gave them could’ve been shot from. Then they were able to narrow it down to the most likely one based on its relative position to the water—A Vila do Mar.

      After Hawk parked, he and Big Earv both pulled on a pair of coveralls, grabbed their toolboxes, and strode into the condo lobby. Morgan had determined with a high degree of certainty that Munro Captress lived somewhere between the seventh and tenth floor of the building. That helped the two operatives focus their efforts on those four floors. First, Hawk checked the list of residents on the keypad, searching for his name.

      “You see it?” Big Earv asked, peering over Hawk’s shoulder.

      Hawk scrolled up and down several times, looking for Munro and then Captress. Neither name appeared on the list.

      “Maybe he’s removed his name from the list,” Hawk said. “He obviously values his privacy.”

      “And for obvious reasons, too,” Big Earv said.

      “Looks like we’ll have to do this the old fashioned way,” Hawk said. “You ready?”

      “Let’s do this.”

      Hawk and Big Earv took different floors in order to speed up the process. They knocked on doors, apologizing to residents about the intrusion for routine maintenance checks. And they weren’t met with much resistance. Once inside, they checked under sinks and then tested the toilets. Then they stepped onto each balcony and stealthily snapped a picture to see if they could get them to line up with the angle from the video.

      While they didn’t get into every room, they got into enough before retreating to their car and examining the photos. After an hour, they determined that none of them matched.

      “There’s no doubt that the video Captress communicated with Bodden in was filmed from this condo—and likely on the ninth floor,” Hawk said. “But I don’t see any angle that matches exactly.”

      “You had the ninth floor,” Big Earv said. “Did you miss any rooms?”

      Hawk nodded.

      “There were three I couldn’t get into on that floor.”

      “So, it’s likely in one of those three rooms. What are the room numbers?” Hawk read them off, while Big Earv scrolled on his phone.

      “I made a video of you scanning all the names and condo numbers,” Big Earv said before reading off the three names of the residences they couldn’t get into.

      “Wait a minute,” Hawk said. “What’s that last one you just said?”

      “Preston Marcus,” Big Earv said.

      “Preston Marcus, Preston Marcus,” Hawk repeated. “Why does this look so familiar?”

      “You’ve seen the name before?”

      “Not that I recall,” Hawk said. “But there’s something very familiar about it.”

      He wrote down the name and then put Munro Captress right next to it.

      “Wait a minute,” Hawk said. “I know why this looks so familiar to me. Munro Captress is the same as Marcus Preston. Same letters but rearranged.”

      “Good eye,” Big Earv said.

      “What room number does Preston live in?”

      “Nine fifty-eight,” Big Earv said.

      “Let’s go.”

      The two agents hustled back inside the condo and ascended to the ninth floor on an elevator. Once they exited, they strode down the hallway and found Marcus Preston’s door.

      “You ready?” Hawk asked in a hushed tone. “This could get ugly.”

      “The uglier the better,” Big Earv said with a wink as he tapped his wrench against the palm of his hand.

      Big Earv knocked and waited a moment.

      No response.

      He knocked again, this time announcing in Portuguese that he was with the building’s maintenance department.

      Still nothing.

      The third time, Big Earv pounded on the door and said they would be using their key to enter to address the maintenance issues, so please answer the door.

      Then, the faint sound of footsteps scuffling across the floor.

      The door opened a crack and a bespectacled man who appeared to be in his forties with salt-and-pepper hair peeped out.

      “My unit is fine,” he said. “I don’t need any maintenance.”

      “We’re checking leaking pipes,” Big Earv said. “They may not be affecting you, but there could be issues that will cause problems for other residents. Permission for us to enter is in the agreement for this building, whether you rent or own.”

      The man drew in a deep breath and then exhaled, resigned to his powerless state. He opened the door and gestured for them to enter.

      Big Earv thanked the man and smiled as he entered.

      “Don’t worry, Mr. Preston, we won’t be long,” Big Earv said.

      The man nodded before padding back to his kitchen table, which was covered with documents, a laptop, several empty coffee-stained mugs, and crusty half-eaten bagels.

      Hawk ambled into the kitchen before kneeling by the cabinets in front of the sink. He opened the doors and poked his head inside, inspecting the area with a wrench.

      “Clear,” he shouted in Portuguese.

      When he got up, he glanced around and stole out onto the balcony, snapping a quick photo from approximately the same height the camera was placed in the bank video. He shoved his phone into his coveralls and turned around only to find Preston standing in the doorway with a gun trained on him.

      “Who the hell are you?” Preston asked in English. “I just called the office, and there was no scheduled maintenance.”

      Hawk raised his hands.

      “Hey, now,” he said, taking a step back as he attempted an English-Portuguese accent. “Settle down. There must be some mistake. The person in the office wasn’t notified because this maintenance has been scheduled for weeks for the entire building.”

      The man scowled before his eyes fluttered shut, coinciding with a smash from a wrench to the back of his head. Preston collapsed, falling forward onto the balcony. Hawk caught him before he smacked against the railing and eased him onto the ground.

      Big Earv stood grinning as he towered over Preston.

      “I’ve been wanting to do that since the moment we walked in the door,” Big Earv said.

      “He’s gonna have one helluva headache when he comes to,” Hawk said as he glanced at Preston. “Let’s get him secured. Then I want to show you something.”

      Hawk and Big Earv moved Preston to his bedroom before tying him to a chair and gagging him. Then Hawk showed Big Earv the image taken just before Preston meandered onto the balcony, comparing the photo with the screenshot from the bank video Bodden had shown them.

      “See right there,” Hawk said, swiping back and forth between the images. “This is the spot, no doubt about it. And it’s not like we needed more confirmation after seeing his name, but this is our guy.”

      Big Earv rubbed his hands together and looked down at Preston.

      “Poor little sap never knew what hit him.”

      A half-hour later, Preston grunted and fought against his bindings, alerting Hawk and Big Earv that their interrogation subject was ready. Hawk and Big Earv carried the chair into the living room and positioned Preston across from a large couch. After sitting on the couch, the two Magnum operatives began questioning Preston.

      Big Earv reached behind the couch and retrieved the large bunny head he’d found in one of the closets while Preston was unconscious.

      “Fan of the Easter Bunny?” Big Earv asked.

      “What do you want?” Preston asked, a scowl etched permanently across his forehead.

      “We need a name,” Hawk said, getting straight to the point. “Or more specifically, we need the name of the man you’re working for.”

      “I don’t know who you think I am, but I’m an independent contractor who handles financials for numerous businesses.”

      “Kind of like a CFO for hire?” Big Earv asked.

      Preston nodded, his brow still tightly knit.

      “So, I don’t know what’s going on here, but it’s clear there’s been some kind of mistake,” he said.

      “Oh, no,” Hawk said as he stood, “there hasn’t been any mistake. You’re the guy we want to talk to—but only because you know the guy who’s behind everything.”

      “Behind what?” Preston asked.

      “Don’t play dumb with us,” Hawk said. “We don’t have the patience or the time. You know damn well who we’re talking about.”

      “Like I said, I have many clients and—”

      “We want the name of your client who owns United Trust,” Hawk said. “Is that specific enough for you?”

      “United Trust,” Preston said almost as if it were a question, “that name doesn’t seem to ring a bell.”

      “I’ve got video of you wearing this giant bunny head while opening an account with Bank of the Caymans for United Trust,” Hawk said as he eased closer to Preston and pulled out a knife. “Now, do you think if I put the knife in your knee, would it help you remember the name of United Trust’s CEO?”

      Preston’s defiance melted into fear as he glanced at the blade hovering near his knee.

      “No, no. I think I remember opening an account for them. But I can’t really give you his name since I don’t know it.”

      Hawk moved the blade slowly up Preston’s body, keeping the edge pressed against the hostage.

      “Perhaps you need the proper persuasion to help you remember,” Hawk said. “Because I don’t believe for one minute that you couldn’t identify the man whose millions you’re allowed to handle.”

      “I swear, I don’t,” Preston said.

      Hawk looked at Big Earv and then glanced around the apartment walls, all covered with Van Gogh prints.

      “Our friend here really seems to like Van Gogh,” Hawk said. “Maybe we should help him look like him too.”

      Hawk moved the blade against the man’s ear before he relented.

      “Okay, I can’t tell you his legal name because I don’t know it,” Preston said. “I swear. But he goes by the name Ursa Minor.”

      “That’s not enough to save your ear,” Hawk said.

      “He’s a hermit,” Preston answered. “He lives on an island in the middle of the ocean somewhere.”

      “Where exactly?” Big Earv asked.

      Preston’s eyes swelled.

      “I don’t know. I’m telling the truth. He tried to keep everything secretive in case something like this ever happened. I swear to you, I don’t know.”

      “What does this man do?” Hawk asked.

      “I think he was a hacker at some point, maybe still is,” Preston said. “He’s very good at what he does. He’s probably watching us right now.”

      “If you think we’re afraid of a hacker, you don’t know what kind of men we are,” Hawk said as he dug his phone out of his pocket.

      He dialed Mia’s number and waited for her to answer.

      “I’m supposed to be relaxing,” Mia said once she answered. “But all you guys seem intent on making me work for nothing.”

      “And a good morning to you, too,” Hawk said.

      “Don’t act like that,” she said. “I know you need something.”

      “Your undivided attention so we can unravel The Alliance?”

      “I will allow it,” she said.

      “Good. Now, here’s what we need to know and why I called you. Big Earv and I here are wondering if you know of a hacker named Ursa Minor.”

      “Of course,” she said. “That’s Yuri Nikintin’s little brother, Sergey.”

      “Nikintin has a little brother?”

      “Unfortunately so,” she said. “They’re both little terrors, though the younger one is on the lam right now.”

      “Any idea where he might be?” Hawk asked. “We really need to speak with him.”

      “No, but Yuri would know,” she said.

      Hawk grimaced as he asked the next question: “Can you ask him for us?”

      “You want me to go back into the Supermax and interview him? Get him to rat out his brother?”

      “Pretty much,” Hawk said.

      “You’re out of your mind,” she said. “There’s no way he’s going to tell me where Yuri is.”

      “There’s always a way,” Hawk said. “And I fully expect that you’ll figure it out, understand?”

      “I’ll call you back once I have something,” Mia said, her tone forlorn.

      “Thanks, Mia. You’re the best.”

      Hawk ended the call and turned to Big Earv.

      “What do we do with this guy now?”

      “I’m sure he can figure his way out of this one,” Big Earv said.

      Then he slammed his wrench into the back of the guy’s head again before they collected all their gear and exited the condo.
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      FLORENCE ADX | COLORADO

      Mia followed a guard as he wove through the Supermax prison to Yuri Nikintin’s cell. The hacker had inflicted enough pain on federal interests that he landed in the most secure prison in the country, guaranteed to spend the rest of his life there. Getting him to speak wouldn’t be easy, but Mia understood how important it was to dismantling The Alliance. Morgan had told her to use everything at her disposal, no matter how unpleasant.

      The buff guard introduced himself as Gordon as they walked.

      “Have you interacted with this nut job before?” he asked Mia.

      “I’m familiar with him,” she said.

      “Just be careful. He can get a little squirrelly. The last lawyer who volunteered to work on Yuri’s appeals case abruptly quit after five minutes. He said he feared for his life. Apparently, Yuri was acting borderline insane.”

      “I wouldn’t label anyone like him as stable. He’s definitely calculating though, so if he was acting insane, it was an act. The man knows exactly what he’s doing.”

      “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “Guess we’ll find out, won’t we?”

      Gordon stopped at a gate and pressed his hand against the access panel. A green laser scanned his hand before the lock clicked and the next level opened.

      “Do you guys have a pool here?” she asked.

      “You think this is Club Med?” he said with a grin.

      “Three square meals a day prepared by a chef, dedicated workout time, isolated from the rest of the world to focus on yourself—seems pretty close to it.”

      “I’m sure most of the prisoners here would disagree with your characterization of this place.”

      “You’re the one who said Club Med, not me.”

      “Touché,” Gordon said. “But to answer your question, yes, we have a pool. It’s for guards only, but if you want to get a few laps in later, I’m sure we can work something out.”

      “Let me get back to you on that.”

      Once they reached the cell block holding Nikintin, Gordon rapped his baton along the iron bars. Nikintin, who was sitting on top of his bed reading a book, dropped it against his chest and looked up inquisitively.

      “You have a visitor,” Gordon said.

      Nikintin looked at Mia as she stepped into full view. Gordon grabbed a metal folding chair that had been positioned against the back wall and opened it for her.

      “I’ll let you two get reacquainted,” Gordon said. “I’ll be at the end of the hall. Just let me know if you need anything.”

      Mia eased into her seat.

      “You think I want to talk with you?” Yuri said. “You don’t write. You don’t call. You just show up here and think we can rekindle our romance all over again.”

      Mia shook her head and smiled.

      “I see prison hasn’t taken away your sense of humor,” she said. “But I did try emailing you. Just didn’t get a response.”

      “Now you’re just being cruel.”

      “They treating you well here?” she asked.

      “Better than a homeless man on the streets of San Francisco, so I guess I shouldn’t complain. But we both know you didn’t come here to check on me. You want something, don’t you?”

      She nodded.

      “Nothing big,” Mia said. “Just a little information.”

      “Then you’ll have to forgive me if I choose not to comply.”

      “I’ll respect your prerogative to ignore my question, but it comes at a price.”

      Nikintin held his arms wide.

      “Look around you. Do you think there’s any higher price I can pay than being locked up in a place like this?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said. “But I’ve arranged a little trip to the pool where we can discuss this further.”

      Nikintin furrowed his brow.

      “There’s no pool here.”

      “You’re hoping there isn’t one,” she said. “But you’d be mistaken.”

      Nikintin glared at her.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “The location of Ursa Minor.”

      He gestured upward with an open hand.

      “You don’t need me to tell you. Just look to the stars.”

      “You know who I’m talking about,” Mia said. “I need to know where your brother is.”

      “Sorry, but I’ve been a little detained lately. You know how he likes to move around. And given my current situation, I haven’t heard from him in a while.”

      “Guard,” Mia shouted as she looked down the corridor toward Gordon.

      “I wish I could help you, but best of luck in whatever it is you’re doing these days betraying those in the hacker community.”

      “Did I say we were done?” Mia asked. “We’re only getting started.”

      “But you’re leaving.”

      “No, we’re leaving,” she said. “And you’re going for a little swim.”

      “You’re bluffing.”

      “What’s the matter, Yuri? Afraid of a little water?”

      “You know that would be cruel and unusual punishment, which is against the great laws of this land.”

      Mia offered a faint smile.

      “It’s not a punishment. It’s an enticement for you to cooperate.”

      “I don’t believe you. And I won’t tell you anything.”

      Gordon arrived at the cell, hands on his hips.

      “You need something?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Mia said. “Our little friend here would like to take a dip in the pool.”

      “He has access to showers,” Gordon said.

      “No, no. He’s clean. He just needs a little persuasion.”

      Nikintin glared at them before locking eyes with Gordon.

      “You wouldn’t do such a thing. That is torture. She knows I can’t swim.”

      “The warden is all about giving our guests here new experiences,” Gordon said with a shrug, playing along as he looked at Mia. “I don’t guess it would hurt too much if our friend here got a few minutes in the pool.”

      “This is wrong, and you know it,” Nikintin said with a growl.

      “What’s wrong, Yuri, is that you won’t tell me where your brother is—and he’s trying to hurt many innocent people,” Mia said. “So spare me your righteous indignation.”

      Gordon opened Nikintin’s cell and cuffed him with the assistance of another guard. They led the prisoner and Mia back through a long maze of hallways before reaching the indoor pool. Nikintin’s eyes widened with fear upon seeing it.

      Mia moved to the edge and knelt, raking her fingers through the water. She flung the extra droplets back into the pool.

      “It’s nice and warm, Yuri. Ready for a little dip?”

      Gordon and the other guard nudged Nikintin forward as he tried to hold his ground.

      “You can’t do this to me,” he said.

      “We actually can,” Mia said. “And it’s about to happen, unless, of course, you want to tell me where I can find your brother.”

      “I told you, I don’t know.”

      Mia nodded knowingly at Gordon, who worked with the other guard to push Nikintin closer to the water, stopping just three feet from the edge.

      “Okay, okay,” Nikintin said. “I’ll tell you all I know.”

      “I’m listening,” Mia said.

      “He’s on an island somewhere, hiding out,” Nikintin said. “I don’t know where exactly. He wasn’t forthcoming with me for fear that something like this might happen.”

      Mia wagged her finger at Nikintin.

      “If you think I’m going to fall for that, you’re going to be wet in a matter of seconds,” she said. “And I can tell you that nobody outside of this room will be able to hear your cries.”

      “That’s all I know,” Nikintin said, sweat beading up on his forehead. “I swear it.”

      “You can swear all you want, but I don’t believe you.”

      Mia nodded again at Gordon.

      “Wait,” Nikintin said. “I might know a little more.”

      “No more stalling, Yuri. Out with it.”

      “My brother is on Ascension Island. He didn’t tell me what he’s doing, but you might guess if you know what goes on there.”

      “See,” Mia said, “was that so difficult?”

      “You’re a traitor to hackers everywhere, Helenos-9,” Nikintin sneered.

      “Enjoy the rest of your stay here,” Mia said. “Forever is a long time.”

      After thanking Gordon, Mia was ushered out of the facility by another guard. She dialed Morgan’s number and updated her on what Yuri Nikintin said.

      “Thank you for your help,” Morgan said.

      “It’s not exactly how I thought I would spend my unpaid leave, but you know I’m happy to help,” Mia said. “Now, back to decoding.”

      “You’re the best, Mia.”

      “It’s easy to be the best when you’re working for free.”

      Mia put on her sunglasses and roared out of the parking lot. There was still plenty of work to do whether she was getting paid or not.
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      Morgan worked over a sucker in her mouth while leaning against the side of Aaron Torres’s Toyota Camry, a car with faded gold paint and a growing rust spot on the hood. Torres hustled down the sidewalk, hands searching his pockets. When he stopped in front of his car, he continued searching for a coin before realizing the meter hadn’t expired. Then he glanced at Morgan, who hadn’t moved.

      “You can thank me later,” Morgan said as she removed the sucker from her mouth and offered her hand. “Amber Crutchfield.”

      He looked at her hand before taking it.

      “Aaron Torres,” he said. “But something tells me you already knew that.”

      She smiled and shrugged.

      “Nice deduction,” she said. “You must be an investigative reporter or something.”

      “Good guess,” he said, tongue in cheek. “Now, I’m sure you’re not just the guardian angel of poor reporters roaming the streets of Washington looking for expired meters. So, what do you want?”

      “I was wondering if you’d like to team up,” Morgan said.

      “Team up? What for?”

      “I happen to know plenty of people on Capitol Hill—and you seem to have the uncanny ability to make politicians in this town a little nervous, to say the least.”

      “What gives you that impression?”

      “It’s very unusual for the sitting president to grant a sit-down interview with the reporter of an upstart magazine, especially when nobody really knows who the reporter is.”

      Torres furrowed his brow.

      “How do you know about that interview? I haven’t told anyone but my editor.”

      “Like I said, I happen to know plenty of people on Capitol Hill. And if you’re the kind of reporter who doesn’t mind ruffling feathers, I think we might be able to form a good working relationship.”

      “So, you just want to use me to pull the cover back on your political enemies? Is that it?”

      “Of course not,” Morgan said. “Quite the contrary, in fact. Like you, I’d like to expose some of the city’s most corrupt office holders regardless of the side of the aisle.”

      “And what story exactly was it that made you realize this about me?”

      “The story about the president’s alleged secret program with trained operatives doing his bidding. Nobody gets that kind of information without a tip—and a willingness to set afire some of the most powerful leaders in this city.”

      “What makes you think I couldn’t dig that info up on my own or make other deductions?”

      Morgan held her hands out. “Look, I’m not trying to insult you, but I think it’s a long established fact that reporters are only as good as their sources. When you have good sources, you write good exposés. I’m not saying you couldn’t have come up with that story on your own, but I’m betting you have a well-placed source somewhere.”

      Torres’s stare turned icy.

      “I appreciate you saving me a ticket, but I’m not really interested in working with someone I’ve never met before.”

      “It could be quite lucrative for you,” she said. “I mean, you’re a Princeton grad. Do you really aspire to drive a piece of junk like this your whole life?”

      “Have a good rest of your afternoon, Mrs. Crutchfield.”

      Morgan stared at him as he marched back in the direction where he’d come from.

      “And a good day to you too, Mr. Torres,” she muttered under her breath. “You just made a very big mistake.”
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        * * *

      

      MORGAN RETREATED to her hotel room and dug deeper into Aaron Torres. She’d learned he graduated from Princeton after growing up in Austin, Texas. After spending years investigating different people and gathering intelligence on prospective assets as well as targets, she’d learned that ambition combined with relationships were always the keys for people getting where they went in life. Ambition without connections was an exercise in futility, much like an athlete with intense desire but no talent. And Morgan was certain that Torres had a connection that tipped him off to the existence of the Magnum Group. Finding out who would be the key to sniffing out this subversive attack on an important element of the nation’s intelligence program. Despite Torres’s report, sufficient accountability existed; that much he got wrong. But someone was also trying to undermine President Bullock, mixing fact with fiction.

      Morgan flipped through scanned editions of Princeton yearbooks, searching for anyone he was in a club with or other extracurricular activity with that might have access to such information. After hours of fruitless searching, she turned her attention to his high school years.

      Growing up in Austin, Torres would’ve possibly known people who ascended the ranks in Texas government. She delved into his past, taking inventory of the students who attended the small charter school that focused on the arts. Torres was pictured in the yearbook his senior year smiling with a plaque, detailing his award for creative writing. His time in high school looked vastly different than his time at Princeton. Instead of being a virtual ghost like he was at Princeton, Torres appeared far more outgoing in high school, even holding the office of senior class president.

      What changed him?

      Morgan also looked up other information about him and found that his mother died the summer after he graduated.

      Makes sense.

      Torres went from a vibrant young man to one that turned inward. In one clip she found from his high school’s graduation, he spoke about how his mother’s dream was for him to attend Princeton and become president of the United States. It was a dream that seemed to have died with her.

      Then she saw a clip of the audience and thought she recognized several Texas politicians on the front row. She went back to the yearbook and saw a familiar last name linked to one of the men—Cavanaugh—as in Peter Cavanaugh, campaign manager for former Governor Butch Jordan.

      Gotcha, Pete.

      Cavanaugh had a brother named Jack who worked at the CIA. She’d crossed paths with him before while working on a couple of projects with agency director Robert Besserman. And while she struggled to believe Jack would out the Magnum Group in such a manner, she knew that the adage “blood is thicker than water” had been proven a million times over.

      She decided to pay Cavanaugh a visit and grill him on why he would seek to obtain such information, much less leverage it against a sitting president when it could possibly threaten national security.

      Her phone rang a few minutes later with a call from President Bullock.

      “Any updates for me?” he asked. “I’m getting a little antsy.”

      “I’ve got a lead on who might have fed that information to Aaron Torres,” Morgan said.

      “That’s a start, right?”

      “Better than nothing at this point. When I know more, I’ll let you know.”

      “Well, make this a top priority,” Bullock said, “if anything for your future. I need to turn this story on its head, but I can’t ignore the latest internal polling we received.”

      “That bad?”

      “The group we retain to handle these surveys has found that four of the other leading candidates all rank higher on issues regarding national security. The category of trust is also one that I’m experiencing serious shortcomings in right now, all fears fueled undoubtedly by Torres’s erroneous report.”

      “I’m doing all that I can,” she said.

      “Then do it faster,” Bullock said. “I’m not sure I’m going to be able to survive this, especially if The Alliance is planning on unleashing something soon. I’d hate to have to sacrifice your organization, but make no mistake about it—if it comes to that, I will.”

      “Of course, Mr. President,” she said.

      Bullock ended the call, and Morgan threw her phone onto the bed.

      Peter Cavanaugh isn’t going to know what hit him.
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      ASCENSION ISLAND | SOUTH ATLANTIC

      Hawk stepped out of the jet and onto the tarmac at the Ascension airport, scanning the landscape and inhaling the fresh island air. An intermittent breeze caused the windsock to flap against the pole. Big Earv nudged Hawk in the back, urging him to start moving.

      “Feels like Hawaii,” Big Earv said.

      “Yeah,” Hawk said, “after a nuclear apocalypse.”

      The two pilots grabbed their luggage before disembarking with the two operatives. About a minute later, a Jeep appeared on the horizon and raced toward them.

      “I was starting to think we might be the only people on the island,” Hawk said.

      “If this is Yuri’s idea of a sick joke—”

      “I’ll throw him in the water myself,” Hawk said.

      When the Jeep finally arrived, a man in his mid-twenties hopped out, introduced himself as British RAF Second Lieutenant Cameron Van.

      “Sorry about the delay,” he said in his thick English accent. “The supply ship is coming in today and I had to finish up some paperwork for them before I could get away.”

      Hawk shook Van’s hand and helped him arrange all the luggage and gear in the back of the Jeep.

      “It’s going to be a little cozy,” Van said. “But it’s a short trip back to the base.”

      “We’ll manage,” Hawk said.

      Hawk rode up front and listened to Van explain the oddities of living on an island in the middle of the ocean a thousand miles-plus in either direction to the nearest continent. As Van spoke, Hawk surveyed the landscape, taking in the island’s odd mix of barren spaces and lush vegetation amid rising hills with pointed peaks.

      Van mopped his brow with a handkerchief.

      “Is this hot for you?” Hawk asked.

      “Just a touch,” Van said, sweat already beading up again on his face. “But it’s really the humidity that’s getting to me. We don’t have much of it in London.”

      “What do you do for fun around here?”

      “We have to make our own fun. But if you’re up for seeing how the locals party, there’s a big bonfire tonight at English Beach. Lots of dancing and drinking, especially since the supply ship just arrived. We try to urge the locals to pace themselves, but they never do. We consumed our monthly supply of alcohol a week ago, so everyone’s been on edge and ready to tie one on. You should come join us.”

      Hawk shrugged. “Sounds more like a wild fraternity party.”

      “Most definitely,” Van said.

      Once the British officer dropped them off at their car supplied by the U.S. intelligence officers working on the island, he drove off with the two pilots, delivering them to their living quarters for the next three days.

      Hawk tapped his watch.

      “We’ve only got about seventy-two hours,” he said. “We better get going.”

      They drove to Two Boats, where one of the locals ran a hostel for infrequent guests. Once settled, Hawk and Big Earv walked around the area, getting lunch at a sandwich shop. After taking a seat, the owner, a rotund man with a bald head and a scar on his right cheek, handed them a pair of menus.

      “Where are you blokes from?” the owner asked. “Cause I ain’t seen ya ‘round here before.”

      “We’re Americans,” Hawk said. “And we’re looking for someone.”

      “Doubt I could be of much help,” the man said. “I generally see the same people every day, and there’s not a single one of them who would have any reason to be tangled up with a couple of Yanks.”

      “The man we’re looking for isn’t tangled up with us—at least not in the way he wants to be,” Big Earv said.

      Hawk pulled out a photo of Sergey Nikintin and handed it to the man. Depicted in the image was a man in his mid-thirties, curly dark hair, brown almond-shaped eyes, a neatly-trimmed goatee with some slight graying, and a wiry frame. In the picture, Sergey had a cigarette dangling from his lips.

      The owner handed it back to Hawk.

      “Never seen ’im,” the man said. “What’d he do?”

      “I’m not really at liberty to discuss that,” Hawk said switching to a hushed tone. “But you didn’t hear this from me, he robbed three banks and killed a guy.”

      The owner’s eyes widened.

      “How’s a mate like that get on this island? I thought there were strict standards for being allowed onto Ascension.”

      “Those rules are all a bunch of rubbish,” another patron at the end of the counter said. “If you pay someone enough money, you can not only get on this island but do whatever you want when you get here.”

      Hawk glanced at the man and then carried the photo to him.

      “Have you seen this guy?” Hawk asked.

      The man shook his head and handed the photo back. Then he paused and held out his hand.

      “Wait a minute,” he said. “Can I see that one more time?”

      “Sure,” Hawk said, returning the photo to the man.

      He scratched his chin and furrowed his brow as he studied the image again.

      “Nope,” he said. “Can’t say that I’ve seen that bloke. But he does look menacing. Just the kind of guy who’d rob you, if you ask me.”

      Hawk pocketed the image and then ordered a sandwich. After Hawk and Big Earv finished eating, they left the restaurant and wandered around the small town, bouncing from shop to shop and inquiring if anyone had ever seen Sergey. Two hours passed and not a single person they encountered could recall seeing him.

      “You’d think on an island this small that someone would’ve crossed paths with Sergey at least once,” Big Earv said. “What are there? Eight hundred people on this island?”

      “Something like that,” Hawk said.

      “I mean, just once, someone would’ve seen him. He’s got a rather distinct look. You’d remember it, I think.”

      “Maybe we’re looking in the wrong place,” Hawk said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s possible that Sergey wasn’t living here like a commoner, right? Couldn’t he have found a way to worm his way onto the island through the military?”

      “I’ve heard this place has a stringent vetting process.”

      Hawk nodded.

      “Of course, but let’s not forget who we’re dealing with—Ursa Minor,” Hawk said. “If anyone could create an alternate identity, one that would appear appealing to military personnel seeking to give clearance to anyone volunteering to come to this island, I’m sure Sergey could have.”

      “And you think the RAF is just going to fling open its gate to us to interview all its soldiers to root out Sergey?”

      Hawk shrugged.

      “It’s worth a shot. What do we have to lose?”

      “Why don’t you call Lieutenant Van and see if he can set up something for us?”

      “I’m on it,” Hawk said. “In the meantime, we can conduct our investigation in a more conventional manner by blending in tonight at English Beach for the island’s big bonfire.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      HAWK DROVE to English Beach at dusk, but the festivities were already in full swing. A large speaker thumped pop songs that had long-since disappeared from most radio playlists. Big Earv crossed his arms over his chest and chuckled at the scene.

      “Is this what happens when you’ve been stuck on an island for several years?” he asked.

      Cameron Van surprised Hawk and Big Earv from behind, thrusting his arms around their necks, a drink in each hand.

      “It happens just about every Saturday night here,” Van said, handing them the drinks. “These are for you. Enjoy.”

      Van scampered off toward the makeshift bar a safe distance from the modest bonfire that was already lit, flames lurching skyward. Produce crates stacked four high provided a counter that a pair of women worked behind, mixing drinks and handing out bottles of beer at a feverish pace.

      “Want to split up?” Big Earv asked. “Might help us cover the crowd more quickly.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Hawk said. “I’ve got no interest in being out here any longer than we have to be. This looks like it could get very rowdy before the night is through.”

      “But you love rowdy.”

      “Armed hostiles perched over a canyon is my kind of rowdy. Drunks on the beach? Hard pass.”

      Big Earv chuckled before he shuffled away.

      Hawk approached a couple of men sitting on a log watching the fire.

      “Evening, gentlemen,” Hawk said as he walked up to them. “Is this how you have a good time on Ascension?”

      “It’s always a much better time when blokes from the mainland aren’t sniffing around,” one of the men said with a sneer.

      “I’m sorry,” Hawk said. “I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about.”

      “Don’t play dumb with me,” the man said as he stood. “We know you’re here looking for someone. No need to feign friendliness. Show us your picture and be on your way.”

      Hawk took a swig of his drink.

      “Direct and to the point,” he said. “I like that.”

      Hawk dug the photo out of his pocket and showed it to the men in the group. They all shook their heads, denying that they’d ever seen the man depicted.

      “He could look a little different,” Hawk said. “Maybe no goatee. Hair color could be different. Does this ring a bell with anyone?”

      All the men shook their heads somberly, treating Hawk coldly.

      “Very well then,” Hawk said. “Thanks for your time.”

      He moved on from group to group, most of them responding in similar fashion. Despite Van’s insistence that they join the islanders for the bonfire, Hawk didn’t feel welcome.

      In the background, several bottle rockets whistled up before exploding over the water. The display drew a chorus of “oohs” and “ahhs” from the partygoers.

      Once the fireworks stopped, Hawk persisted, approaching another group.

      “So, what’s the occasion for the big celebration?” Hawk asked.

      “It’s more of a memorial for one of our mates,” one of the men replied. “Now, who the hell are you?”

      Hawk introduced himself and explained that he was there for a short time in search of a dangerous man who was rumored to be on Ascension—and could very well still be on it.

      “A memorial?” Hawk asked, returning to the man’s initial statement, curiosity piqued by the revelation.

      “Yeah, Harry Fulmer, one of our best mates, died a couple of months ago, found his body on the shore just over there,” the man said. “Harry liked to cliff dive and came out here one night by himself. Misjudged the water and smashed off the rocks. It wasn’t a pretty sight.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Hawk said.

      “So, who’s this person you’re looking for?” the man asked.

      “Sergey Nikintin,” Hawk said. “I don’t want to alarm anyone as this man’s crimes aren’t of a violent nature. But when threatened, he could turn violent.”

      He reached into his pocket and produced the image of Sergey. As they passed it from one man to the next, they all shook their heads.

      “Sorry we couldn’t help you,” one of the men said. “Good luck in your search.”

      Satisfied that he’d spoken with just about every group on one side of the bonfire, Hawk met back up with Big Earv.

      “You find out anything?” Hawk asked.

      “They’re a tight-lipped community,” Big Earv said. “And I don’t think they were real excited about having me snoop around.”

      “Same here.”

      They decided to retire for the evening and try again the next day, possibly with Lieutenant Van’s help on the base.
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        * * *

      

      THE NEXT MORNING, Hawk and Big Earv woke up later than they’d planned and decided to grab brunch before meeting up with Van at noon. The only eatery open was All Saint’s Bar about a block from their hostel.

      They went inside and Hawk immediately recognized some of the men he’d spoken with the night before, including Lieutenant Van.

      “How was the rest of the party?” Hawk asked Van.

      “You left early? That’s a cardinal sin on Ascension. Isn’t that right?” Van asked, glancing across the room at the bartender.

      He uttered a mild grunt as he wiped the counter.

      “Paul gets a little grumpy when he’s hung over,” Van said in a whisper. “But he’s fairly new to the island. He’ll adapt.”

      “I don’t care if he’s grumpy as long as he can give me something to drink—and some information,” Hawk said.

      “I understand you’re looking for someone,” Van said, his voice still hushed. “Have you found him yet?”

      “Not yet,” Hawk said.

      “Have you got a picture?”

      Hawk reached into his pocket and produced the small photo of Sergey Nikintin.

      Van cocked his head to one side.

      “He looks vaguely familiar, but I can’t recall where I’ve seen him,” Van said. “He may just have that kind of face. What’d he do?”

      “We don’t have time to get into all that,” Hawk said. “Just know that if you see him, we need to speak with him immediately.”

      “Sure thing, mate,” Van said.

      Big Earv patted Hawk on the back.

      “Let’s get something to drink and see if anyone else has seen our guy.”

      After the duo wandered up to the bar, Hawk ordered an orange juice and Big Earv opted for a cup of coffee.

      “Everyone still recovering from last night?” Hawk asked.

      “Either that or in church,” the bartender said before easing the drinks in front of Hawk and Big Earv.

      They both wasted no time in drinking their respective beverages before they perused a menu.

      “What’s good here?” Hawk asked.

      The bartender said something, but then Hawk felt the sudden rush of a headache. He glanced at Big Earv, who was grimacing in pain.

      Then the room started spinning before everything went black.
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      FALLS CHURCH, VIRGINIA

      Morgan propped her knee up on a fence slat and leaned forward to watch the polo horses thunder down the field. Donning a white summer dress and a classic straw hat, she peered at the action through a pair of oversized sunglasses. The spectators crowded along the edge of the massive playing surface remained rather subdued as one of the players clobbered the ball through his opponent’s goalposts. A horn suddenly sounded, ending the chukker and sending the attendees back to the bar for more drinks.

      “I haven’t seen you here before,” a woman who appeared to be in her forties said to Morgan. “Have you been to the club before?”

      “I’m just here to watch Peter Cavanaugh,” Morgan said, looking back to the field and hoping to signal her lack of interest in a conversation.

      “Aren’t we all, honey?” the woman said, grabbing Morgan’s arm and breaking into a laugh. “That man is a dreamboat, I tell you. If I wasn’t married to one of the wealthiest importers in the country, I’d be doing exactly what you’re doing. He’s going to be a catch for someone. Filthy rich and extremely good looking.”

      Morgan shrugged.

      “Those aren’t everything in life.”

      “Perhaps not, but they sure do make up for plenty of shortcomings.”

      Morgan resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Maybe it was because she’d been around plenty of wealthy people in the past and knew money wasn’t the secret to eliminating a person’s problems. In fact, she’d observed that more money usually meant more problems. Regardless, she had zero interest in Peter Cavanaugh other than to confirm that he had a well-placed source funneling dangerous information to Butch Jordan.

      “Good luck, honey,” the woman said before moseying on down the fence line.

      Morgan didn’t move, her gaze fixated on Cavanaugh. And true to his playboy behavior, he galloped over to her on his Argentine polo pony and dismounted.

      “Ma’am,” Cavanaugh began, “would you mind stepping closer to the bar for this next chukker?”

      Morgan removed her sunglasses and scowled.

      “Are you talking to me?” she asked.

      “Yes,” Cavanaugh said. “I’m finding your gorgeous looks to be quite the distraction.”

      Morgan played along, knowing she’d get nowhere unless she bit her sarcastic tongue.

      “Will you score a goal for me next chukker?”

      “It’s the last one,” he said.

      “And according to the scoreboard, it’s tied.”

      “I think a dramatic game-winning goal in your honor would be most appropriate.”

      Morgan gave him a coy smile before he led his pony away, glancing over his shoulder twice and flashing a broad smile each time.

      “I told you he was a dreamboat,” the woman in her forties said in Morgan’s ear.

      Morgan turned around to find the woman offering a martini.

      “Go ahead,” she said. “If you’re going to win over Peter Cavanaugh, you need to be drinking his favorite drink once this match is over.”

      Once the final chukker began, Morgan watched as Cavanaugh worked his pony hard to get to the ball. But neither team seemed capable of breaking the deadlock. Then the bell sounded, signaling there were thirty seconds remaining in the period. Cavanaugh and his pony seemed to find another gear.

      He raced toward a loose ball in the center of the field and smashed it toward his opponents’ goal posts. The ball stopped some twenty yards from a score, leaving Cavanaugh in a dead sprint with one of his opponents. As the two horses bore down on the ball’s position, Morgan thought they might crash in a nasty collision, but Cavanaugh’s horse found another gear, beating the opponent to the ball and whipping the ball through the goal posts. The horn sounded seconds later ending the match. He turned toward Morgan’s direction and pointed at her before making a thumbs-up gesture.

      The crowd, still subdued, showed its appreciation for the play with applause only slightly louder than a golf clap.

      Cavanaugh rode straight over to Morgan and climbed off his horse.

      “That goal was dedicated to you, Miss—”

      “Crutchfield,” Morgan said. “Amber Crutchfield.”

      He paused and looked at her.

      “Amber Crutchfield,” he said before repeating her name several times. “Where do I know that name?”

      “Maybe you’ve read about my role in an upcoming film with Chris Pratt where he’s my sidekick and we save the world from imminent doom in the form of a rare asteroid carrying alien life forms.”

      He knit his brow.

      “I don’t believe I’ve heard of this film. Do tell me more.”

      “I would, but then I woke up this morning.”

      Cavanaugh smiled and pointed at her.

      “Ah, I love a woman with a good sense of humor. And I also love a woman who enjoys drinking martinis. Would you care to join me for another at the bar after I get cleaned up from another dramatic win?”

      “Of course,” Morgan said. “I’ll stick around for a few minutes.”

      Morgan meandered over to the bar and waited fifteen minutes before Cavanaugh reappeared, his hair still damp yet kempt. He wasted no time in ordering a pair of martinis, proposing a toast before they began their conversation.

      “So, Mrs. Crutchfield, what brings you out to these hallowed grounds this afternoon?”

      “I heard there were handsome eligible bachelors riding their steeds all over the field and that if I had half a brain I’d go watch them,” she said. “So, here I am.”

      “And what’d you think?”

      She took a sip of her drink, pondering her response.

      “I think there are a few diamonds in the rough out here, a couple of projects, maybe a dud or two as well.”

      “And what category would you place me in?”

      “That remains to be seen,” she said, tucking a loose tendril of hair behind her ear.

      “So, tell me, Mrs. Crutchfield, why are you really here? You don’t exactly strike me as the polo fan girl type.”

      She offered a tight-lipped smile.

      “Guilty as charged,” she said. “No more beating around the bush. I wanted to speak to you about the reason why someone like yourself won’t get involved in politics.”

      “Well, it’s kind of complicated, though I prefer to be the one in the shadows supporting the talent on stage.”

      She wagged a finger at him, dropping her cordial pretense.

      “I don’t believe that for one second,” she said. “In fact, I think you’d give just about anything to be the person out front.”

      “Is that so?” he asked with a smile, still ogling her.

      “Very much so,” she said. “But there’s just one little problem.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Your little insurance defraud scandal that hasn’t hit the light of day yet thanks to the Austin prosecutor who’s a family friend. He just made that whole mess go away for you a few years ago, while you should still be serving time for your crime.”

      He scowled, realizing he’d been ambushed.

      “That was a long time ago,” Cavanaugh said, his tone stiffening. “And just who do you think you are coming in here and accusing me of something like this?”

      “You didn’t deny it,” she said. “But I didn’t think you’d mind given how you traffic harmful information in the shadows. It’s how you’ve ascended the ranks so quickly, that and your daddy’s influence and your modest good looks.”

      “What do you want?”

      “I want you to tell Butch Jordan to drop his baseless accusations against the president,” she said. “There is no secret team of operatives carrying out Bullock’s whims and wishes. This dangerous talk seeks to undermine what our intelligence agencies actually can do. The more you scare the people into believing that they’re being targeted by their own government—when they’re not—you create a problem of trust.”

      “Trust is earned, not demanded.”

      “Agreed, which is why you don’t deserve any of it, Mr. Cavanaugh. You’re a snake in the grass and if you don’t warn Jordan to stop what he’s doing, there might be some unsavory details of your past life that become very public, the kind of details that wouldn’t make you very welcome at a club like this.”

      “Are you threatening me, Mrs. Crutchfield?”

      She took another sip of her drink.

      “Call it whatever you like. Just know that your behavior won’t be tolerated.”

      “I’ll just consider this confirmation of what Butch Jordan is saying,” he said. “Otherwise, why are you even here?”

      “You’re walking a dangerous line,” she said.

      “The real danger is when we don’t have transparency in government. But you try to pull this on me, and I’ll have all the determination I need to pull the veil back on President Bullock’s personal gestapo.”

      Cavanaugh grabbed his martini glass and marched away from the bar.

      The woman in her forties ambled up to Morgan.

      “That didn’t look like it went so well,” she said. “Maybe you should’ve been a little more handsy.”

      Morgan rolled her eyes at the woman.

      “Grow up, lady.”

      Morgan marched back to the car, wondering if she’d poked the bear a little too hard. She knew she should’ve restrained herself a little more.

      She also now knew that she’d have to find a different way to silence the rumors Jordan had sown through his burgeoning campaign.
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      ASCENSION ISLAND | SOUTH ATLANTIC

      Hawk’s eyes struggled to readjust to the light as he regained consciousness. He grimaced in pain as he rubbed his forehead, wishing for something to alleviate his pounding headache. As he looked around the room, he realized he was on what appeared to be a basement floor with Big Earv lying next to him. Nobody else was in the rather stark room. There was no furniture or carpet, only a series of shelves against the far wall with scant cleaning supplies on them and a mini fridge in the corner. A single lightbulb hung from a string connected to the ceiling.

      Big Earv moaned as he came to and pushed himself up off the cold floor.

      “What the hell happened?” he asked.

      “I’m still trying to figure that out myself,” Hawk said. “Weren’t we at a bar?”

      Big Earv knit his brow.

      “Were we?”

      “The last thing I remember was when we were talking to Lieutenant Van and then it’s all very hazy,” Hawk said.

      “I think we got something to drink at the bar after that.”

      “You’re right. Now it’s coming back to me. We were sitting at the bar. I was drinking a cranberry juice—no, an orange juice—and you were sipping a water.”

      “A coffee,” Big Earv said. “I remember now.”

      “But after that, I’m not sure.”

      “I started feeling woozy—and you did too.”

      “The bartender put something in our drinks,” Hawk said.

      “That’s right,” came a voice from across the room. “The bartender put something in your drinks.”

      The bartender from All Saints, shuffled across the room carrying two metal folding chairs. As Hawk and Big Earv stood up, they eyed him cautiously. He offered them the chairs.

      “Sit for a spell,” Paul said. “I think you two need to know what’s going on.”

      “Where are we?” Hawk asked as he eased into the chair.

      Paul walked back over to the mini fridge and retrieved a couple of water bottles. He returned to Hawk and Big Earv, hands outstretched with the liquid.

      “This should help with your headaches,” Paul said. “And I’m really sorry I had to do that to you.”

      “You drugged us?” Big Earv asked.

      Paul nodded.

      “Again, I apologize for responding so severely, but I didn’t really have a choice.”

      Hawk unscrewed the cap to his water bottle before taking a long pull. When he finished, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and then scowled as he studied Paul.

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand,” Hawk finally said.

      “I know the man you’re looking for—Sergey Nikintin,” Paul said. “Unfortunately, you’re not going to find him here.”

      “Why not?” Big Earv asked.

      “He left the island about two months ago,” Paul said. “However, I’m narrowing in on his replacement, who I believe was in the bar with you today.”

      “And who’s that?” Hawk asked.

      “Lieutenant Van. We believe he was trained by Sergey before he left.”

      “And who’s we?”

      Paul offered his hand.

      “Paul Umberton, MI6.”

      “MI6?” Hawk asked, his brow knit. “You don’t look like a typical MI6 agent.”

      “You talking about this?” Umberton asked as he gestured toward his face.

      Hawk nodded.

      “My father was an international businessman and met my mum in Hong Kong,” he said. “I’m passable for an Asian and can speak Mandarin. Vauxhall Cross started recruiting me before I set foot on the Oxford campus. But enough about me. Who exactly are you?”

      

      Hawk and Big Earv introduced themselves as operatives for a secret government organization.

      “Does this organization have a name?” Paul asked.

      “That’s actually a secret too,” Hawk said.

      “Well, you must have some government connections to arrive on Ascension at a time other than the appointed monthly flights in and out,” Paul said. “It’s highly unusual for someone to show up here out of the blue. It’s likely why everyone is suspicious of you.”

      “Makes sense,” Big Earv said.

      “So why’d you knock us out?” Hawk asked. “You could’ve just asked to have a private conversation.”

      “I needed to get you out of there before Lieutenant Van did something to you—or you told him too much,” Paul said. “He’s a very dangerous man and is believed to be responsible for a bombing in Northern Ireland about five years ago.”

      “Then why haven’t you arrested him yet?” Big Earv asked.

      “We don’t have proof that he’s our guy in either case, but we strongly suspect that he is. I’ve been tasked with gathering evidence to prove not only his involvement in nefarious activity as regards to intelligence on Ascension but also get proof that he was behind the Northern Ireland bombing. Your involvement will only screw up the entire investigation, putting him on edge.”

      “So what do you want us to do?” Hawk asked.

      “Back off,” Paul said flatly. “I need to be able to do my job. Whatever reason you have for dealing with Lieutenant Van doesn’t trump what British intelligence has on him.”

      Hawk took another big swig from his water bottle.

      “I’m not sure that’s true,” he said.

      “Well, you need to go up the chain of command to get permission to do that,” Paul said. “But in the meantime, I don’t want you interfering with our investigation. Remember that you’re our guests here. This island is controlled by British law. Are we clear?”

      “Okay, okay,” Hawk said. “I hear you, and I can respect that. But I’m still going to have a conversation with my superiors.”

      “Twenty-seven people died in that bombing in Northern Ireland,” Paul said. “I’m not sure you’re going to have anything that will trump that.”

      “Well, we’ll see about that,” Hawk said. “But thank you for the heads up and we’ll stay out of your way.”

      Paul gestured toward a door.

      “That’ll get you out through the alley,” he said. “And I apologize again for the headaches. They should wear off soon enough.”

      Hawk and Big Earv nodded at him as they exited through the back of the building. They waited until they were about fifty meters away from the building before debriefing.

      “So, what do you think?” Big Earv asked.

      “I’m reserving judgment until I can first confirm Umberton is with MI6 and then if his cover story checks out. But in the meantime, I don’t want to give him a reason to remain suspicious of us.”

      “You think he’s lying?”

      “No idea, but I wouldn’t give him a snowball’s chance in hell of being an MI6 agent.”

      “Do you believe what he said regarding Lieutenant Van?”

      “I’m not sure I believe that either.”

      Hawk clicked the key fob, unlocking the doors to the car. He eased behind the steering wheel and ignited the engine before Big Earv got inside.

      Just as Hawk put the car into reverse to back out of the parking space, he heard a click.

      “Put the car back in park,” the man said, “and raise your hands nice and high so I can see them.”

      Hawk turned around and saw a gun trained on him.

      “Lieutenant Van,” he said as he locked eyes with the man, “is all this necessary?”

      “Put your hands on the steering wheel, shut up, and drive,” Van sneered.
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      President Bullock stalked the halls of the West Wing clutching a fistful of papers. Staffers stopped and said hello to him, but he didn’t respond, his mind fully focused on dealing with a burgeoning problem—his poll numbers. He barged into Emma Washburn’s office, his jaw locked. She shooed out one of her assistants and sat bolt upright.

      “Would you look at this?” Bullock asked, tossing several documents on Emma’s desk.

      Bullock’s chief of staff removed her reading glasses and looked up at him. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, waiting for her response. Emma gathered some of the papers and started to examine them.

      “What am I looking at here?” she asked.

      “Polling numbers,” he said.

      “Isn’t this something more suited for your campaign manager than me?”

      “Look at the lines that are highlighted.”

      She put her glasses back on and then ran her finger along the highlighted lines. Bullock couldn’t wait for her response.

      “You know what issues are trending as the most important to voters this campaign cycle?” he asked.

      “The economy?”

      “Always—but also transparency.”

      “And?”

      “And do you see where my numbers are? They’re in the toilet bowl.”

      Emma shrugged.

      “It’s from a survey,” she said. “Those people can manipulate the results based on who they ask and how they ask it, never mind how many they ask.”

      “You can’t sugarcoat a twenty-two percent approval rating regarding transparency,” he said. “Butch Jordan is successfully painting me as someone who is being less than forthcoming in my style of governance, using different federal apparatuses to rule so American citizens don’t know what’s going on. It’s not a fair characterization at all. Hell, it’s not even remotely true.”

      “What would you like to do about it?” Emma asked.

      “I’d like to show voters that Jordan is full of shit. I want people to see that I’m not only transparent but one of the leaders in transparency.”

      “Are you willing to pull the curtain back on some of the past programs that have been kept under wraps?”

      He nodded.

      “I’ll do anything to make Jordan look like a liar.”

      “But you need to be careful,” she said. “You just can’t run around lifting the veil on every secret government program. There’s a reason why some of the programs have remained on the down-low all these years. You could put certain agents at risk by revealing their identities.”

      “Then we’ll carefully release the information,” Bullock said. “I just want this handled as soon as possible. Make this your top priority.”

      “What exactly do you want me to do?”

      “Find a defunct program that people believed existed and release details about how it functioned and what it accomplished,” he said. “I want people to understand that I’m serious. And the more covert the program, the better.”

      “What about Firestorm?” she suggested.

      “J.D. Blunt’s old program?”

      Emma nodded.

      “From what I’ve read, that program was nearly outed by reporters on a handful of occasions, but Blunt knew how to dissuade them.”

      “How? By shoveling them better stories?”

      She smiled and nodded.

      “He was the master at figuring out ways to make lemonade out of lemons.”

      “Well, there are still several Firestorm agents in the field working in other programs,” Bullock said. “Outing them would be devastating, not to mention I have some of them to thank for saving my bacon a time or two.”

      “You and me both,” Emma said. “If it weren’t for Brady Hawk, I’d be dead and buried in the Congo somewhere.”

      “Can you handle this for me?”

      “Of course, sir. I’ll make a few calls and get this taken care of.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      AS THE FIVE O’CLOCK NEWS began, a blonde anchorwoman stared sternly at the camera as a graphic just to the right of her head depicted a file folder with a red “classified” stamp across the front. Bullock handed a glass of bourbon to Emma. They settled into chairs in his office and waited for the report to begin.

      “In a surprise announcement earlier today, Bullock’s administration released a tranche of documents detailing a secret organization known as Firestorm that targeted threats to U.S. security,” the woman said. “According to security officials, only a handful of people within the federal government were aware of the activities conducted by Firestorm. However, some of the most successful missions included eliminating terrorist mastermind Karif Fazil and Al Hasib bomb maker Nasim Ghazi as well as the infamous hacker Black Wolf. Certain details were redacted from the report to maintain the safety of agents who were involved in the successful covert operations, but it sheds light into a program that operated outside the bounds of the law, both at home and abroad. One White House official said that the reason for releasing the . . .”

      Bullock beamed once she finished reading the report.

      “Great job, Emma,” he said. “If that’s not going to squelch Jordan’s attempts to paint me as a man who likes to work in the shadows, I don’t know what will.”

      He clinked his glass with Emma. But she didn’t share his enthusiasm, her eyes still fixed on the screen.

      “I wouldn’t celebrate just yet,” she said. “Look.”

      The graphic box moved to the other side of the anchorwoman’s head as she turned to face a different camera.

      “Although Bullock has been struggling in the polls on the issue of transparency, not everyone is sold that this decision to release details of the secret Firestorm program represents a shift in this administration’s desire to be open about certain issues.”

      Then a clip started rolling of Jordan at a political rally.

      “Today, President Bullock revealed the existence of a secret government program that was aimed at keeping us safe, but it did so by trampling all over our freedoms,” Jordan said to a chorus of boos. “I know he wasn’t responsible for this kind of program, but who’s to say he hasn’t started some program of his own that operates with blatant disregard of the law?”

      More boos from the audience.

      “When I become president,” Jordan continued, “I’m going to make sure that nothing like this happens. If our government is doing something, you’ll all know about it.”

      Cheers erupted.

      The image on the screen flashed back to the anchorwoman.

      “Despite the attempt from Bullock and his staff to demonstrate transparency in government, some people are convinced it was little more than a political stunt.”

      A man in a suit gathering several pieces of paper on the anchor desk was depicted next, his face solemn.

      “Thank you for that report, Allison,” he said. “Some people are going to need a little more convincing that Bullock actually cares about being open about what his administration is doing, that much is clear.”

      Bullock hurled the remote against his desk, the batteries flying across the floor.

      “Social media isn’t much better,” Emma said as she scrolled down her phone and then handed it to Bullock.

      He read a few lines before growling. After handing the phone back to Emma, he paced the floor, pounding his right fist into his open left hand.

      “I’m going to need a different tactic,” Bullock said. “And I’m going to have to break a few decades of precedence on this one.”

      “Please, Mr. President, don’t do anything that’s going to get you in trouble.”

      Bullock grinned.

      “I wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize what I’ve got here, but Butch Jordan on the other hand—”

      He let his words hang, his implications clear.

      Butch, you’re going to wish you never heard of the word transparency by the time I’m done with you.
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      DALLAS, TEXAS

      Morgan stepped out of the limousine provided by Phillip Harris that had transported her from the airport to his home in the affluent Highland Park neighborhood. The driver hustled around to the trunk and carried her carry-on luggage to the front stoop where a man in a tuxedo was waiting. He took the bag and carried it inside. As Morgan walked up the front steps, she eyed Phillip Harris striding toward her, a smoldering cigar hanging out of his mouth.

      “Morgan, it’s always a delight to see you,” he said, his arms held outstretched.

      He initiated an uncomfortable embrace that Morgan reluctantly went along with.

      It’s just a hug.

      She forced a smile and then followed him inside.

      “I trust your trip here was comfortable,” he said.

      She nodded.

      “Your driver is a delightful man,” she said. “We had a fascinating conversation about scuba diving around the Great Barrier Reef.”

      “James is a scuba diver? Who knew?”

      Harris meandered over to the wet bar in the corner of the room and poured drinks for them. She accepted the bourbon on the rocks but wasn’t interested in drinking it. Meanwhile, Harris downed his first one in a matter of seconds while they engaged in more small talk about scuba diving that transitioned to his adventures in Australia. He filled up his glass again and indicated toward the veranda to continue their conversation.

      “So, I was hoping to get an update on your progress in your team’s effort to regain possession of my mine,” he said.

      “Of course, though this is something we could’ve done over the phone.”

      “I know,” Harris said, waving lazily, “but I’ve found that business is far better conducted face to face. There are so many signals you miss when you’re merely talking on the phone or even video conferencing. I pride myself on my ability to read people—and that’s difficult to do when you can only see part of the book, in a manner of speaking.”

      “Well, here I am,” she said.

      “And I’m already sensing this is going to be a very disappointing conversation.”

      “Not necessarily,” Morgan said. “But I just don’t want to set you up for more disappointment by thinking that you’re going to hear what you’re wanting to hear. Unfortunately, these things take time.”

      “In other words, you’ve hit a snag.”

      Morgan shifted in her seat.

      “Based on our initial assessment of the situation, it appeared as if someone had merely approached the mine’s leaders with bags of cash and convinced them to hand over the financials.”

      “But that wasn’t the case?”

      “In a manner of speaking, yes. However, there were other factors involved that we couldn’t have accounted for.”

      “Such as?”

      Morgan placed her glass on the glass coffee table in front of her.

      “My team found your accountant dead,” she said.

      “So we’re dealing with animals here?”

      “I’d classify them more as desperate people. Since I’ve been doing this, I’ve found that it’s often foolish to ascribe malicious intent to every person’s action that goes against my objectives. And in this case, I think that proves to be true.”

      “What could they possibly be doing that more money wouldn’t be able to change their minds?”

      “For starters, the man in charge has a sister with cancer,” she said.

      “I’ll build a medical hospital and staff it with some of the finest healthcare professionals available if that’s what they want.”

      “My men actually suggested you would do that. But they weren’t interested, viewing you as a greedy American.”

      “Greedy?” Harris asked before releasing a plume of smoke. “I’m not greedy. My philanthropy work is among the best in this city, and it’s quite a competitive field given the number of billionaires I have to compete with.”

      “Don’t get me wrong, Mr. Harris—”

      “It’s Phillip,” he said, closing one eye and pointing at her as if he was taking aim.

      “Phillip, it’s not a slight against you personally. You’re dealing with a different culture that values different things. And while they might very well value money, other cultures’ values don’t always match that of our own and can’t be persuaded by throwing cash at them.”

      “Then where do we go from here? Because I’m not willing to give up just yet.”

      “Our operatives were able to extract information from the accountant’s laptop that has given us leads.”

      “Any progress?”

      “I’d say we’ve made plenty of progress after uncovering the name of the group behind the hostile mine takeover,” she said. “But knowing who’s in charge and wresting control of the mine out of their hands is a totally different matter.”

      “So, what’s your plan?”

      “We’re trying to track down the players involved in the shell corporation running everything,” she said, “and we believe they are connected to a group that’s been operating nefariously in the U.S. government and foreign governments too. We’re working hard to get this done, but it’s not going to be easy.”

      “You’ve got one week,” Harris said.

      Morgan’s eyes widened as she drew back.

      “Phillip, that’s a nearly impossible ask.”

      “Every day that I don’t have control of the money that my mine is making, I’m losing hundreds of thousands of dollars. And frankly I can’t continue to shell out the kind of resources you’re demanding for something that could drag on for an indeterminate amount of time. Now, I didn’t become a billionaire by making poor business decisions. And this is simply that—a business decision. Now, if you don’t think you can do it in a week, we could end this whole thing right now and—”

      “I’m not saying it can’t be done, but it’s going to be a very challenging task.”

      “Then continue, but do so knowing the parameters I’ve set,” he said. “One week. After that, your funding is gone, both for now and in the future.”

      Morgan stood and offered her hand.

      “You drive a hard bargain, but I can assure you that we’ll do our best to meet this deadline.”

      “Good,” Harris said. “Keep me apprised of any new developments.”

      “Of course,” she said.

      “Now that we’ve got that out of the way, the guest house is this way.”

      “Guest house? Do you think I’m going to stick around now that I’ve only got a week?”

      Harris furrowed his brow.

      “Everyone needs to relax a little bit. I even picked out a swimsuit for you and left it on your bed. I hope it’s not too small.”

      “While I appreciate the gesture, with this new timeline, I really need to get going.”

      “Perhaps another time then.”

      “Perhaps,” she said, resisting the urge to tell him that it would never happen under any terms.

      Morgan took a deep breath and exhaled slowly as she turned and walked away. If her team only had a week to get to the bottom of the situation in Mozambique, she needed to devote every waking moment to it. She didn’t mind using that as a convenient excuse. And she wasn’t about to become Phillip Harris’s latest plaything to adorn his pool.

      She collected her bag, which was still in the entryway, and strode out the front door.

      Morgan had work to do—and a lot of it.
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      ASCENSION ISLAND | SOUTH ATLANTIC

      Hawk shifted into drive as he eased onto the two-lane road. He adjusted his mirror so he could see Lieutenant Van in the back. The British officer maintained a steely gaze, his eyes focused straight ahead, his gun barely visible. They didn’t pass a single vehicle along the road as they headed across the small island.

      “Would you mind telling us where we’re going?” Hawk asked, eyes bouncing between the road and the mirror.

      “You’ll find out soon enough when we get there.”

      “Is this all necessary?” Big Earv asked as he turned around.

      “Easy,” Van said, shifting his gun in Big Earv’s direction.

      He put his hands up and shook his head.

      “I don’t want any trouble,” Big Earv said. “Just making small talk.”

      “Maybe you forgot already when I told you to shut up,” Van said. “But I meant it.”

      Hawk squeezed the steering wheel, carefully navigating along a winding ribbon of asphalt. He looked out his window at the large satellite dish operated by NASA perched on one of the hills atop the island. As Hawk scanned the area, he looked for opportunities to take back control of the situation.

      “Take this next right,” Van said.

      Hawk followed Van’s directions and turned.

      “What did the bartender want with you?” Van asked.

      Neither operative said a word.

      “Damnit,” Van snarled. “I asked you a question.”

      “First you tell us to be quiet then you demand we answer your question,” Hawk said. “I don’t mean to be obtuse. I just don’t want to get shot.”

      “You’re acting like this is the first time you’ve had a gun pointed at you.”

      “It doesn’t happen as often as you think,” Hawk said.

      “See, I knew it had happened before.”

      “Doesn’t mean I’m fond of it.”

      “Well, now that you’ve turned into Chatty Cathy, you mind answering my question?” Van asked. “What did the bartender want with you?”

      Hawk shot a knowing glance at Big Earv.

      “Come on,” Van said. “I know he knocked you out with something in your drinks and acted like you needed an ambulance. But I watched him circle the block and drive into the alley behind the bar. He wasn’t fooling anybody.”

      Hawk shrugged.

      “Pat yourself on your back for your keen observational skills.”

      “Do you need to be reminded who’s holding the gun?” Van asked.

      “Look, Lieutenant, it wasn’t a very long conversation once we regained consciousness, and frankly it’s not something you should be worried about.”

      “Did he tell you to watch out for me?”

      “More or less, yes,” Hawk said.

      “Is that all he said?”

      “There was more,” Big Earv added.

      “Go on.”

      Big Earv turned slightly angled so he could see Van.

      “He warned us that you are the guy we’re looking for,” Big Earv said.

      “I thought you were looking for a man named Sergey Nikintin.”

      Hawk rode over a bump, jarring everyone in the car. But Van held fast to his weapon.

      “Watch it,” Van said, his glare icy.

      Hawk ignored the look and continued as if nothing had happened.

      “Good memory. We are looking for a man named Sergey Nikintin—or his replacement,” Hawk said. “Know anything about that?”

      “That’s why I’m here,” Van said. “Vauxhall Cross sent me to ferret out someone who was stealing intel from our listening station here on Ascension. Once I determined that Sergey was gone, I turned my search toward someone else since we had reports that critical information was still being smuggled off the island.”

      “Interesting,” Hawk said.

      “Actually, it’s traitorous. And I’m going to arrest him. But I can’t have anyone screwing up my investigation and endangering a very important arrest. You’ve been meddling since you arrived and it must stop.”

      “I must admit, that’s a good story, Lieutenant Van. But I’m not buying it.”

      “I don’t care whether you do or not,” Van said. “I’ve also learned that you’re not with any U.S. government entity either. I asked my superiors to do a little research on you. Turns out neither one of you works for the government. So, I need to know something—who the hell are you?”

      Hawk toggled the steering wheel back and forth, jostling Van in the backseat.

      “Do that again and we’ll all be going for a ride after I put a bullet in the back of your head,” Van said. “Are we clear?”

      “Crystal,” Hawk said.

      They rode in silence for another minute before Hawk asked another question.

      “Were you and Harry Fulmer close?”

      Hawk glanced in the rearview mirror and noticed fear flicker in Van’s eyes.

      “What makes you say something like that?” Van asked.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” Hawk said.

      Van said nothing until they approached a fork in the road.

      “Turn right up here,” Van said.

      But instead of going right, Hawk whipped the car to the left.

      “I said right,” Van said through clenched teeth, his volume rising.

      Hawk stepped on the accelerator pedal, hurtling them up a small rise.

      “What are you doing?” Van said before cocking his gun. “I said go right. Turn around now.”

      “You’re the boss,” Hawk said before yanking the wheel hard to the left and spinning them around in the opposite direction.

      As Hawk turned the vehicle, Big Earv reached into the back and grabbed for Van’s weapon. Big Earv gripped the barrel and forced it upward. Van clutched the handle, hooking his finger around the trigger with the weapon still in safety.

      Hawk rammed the car into park and joined the fray. He punched Van’s forearms in an attempt to loosen his hold on the gun. But Van held fast, negating Big Earv and Hawk’s strength advantage by leaning back in his seat and forcing them to reach for him. As they wrestled for the gun, Van drew back and kicked Big Earv in the face, breaking his grip on the weapon. Then Van wriggled free from Hawk’s grasp as he opened the car door and scrambled away from the vehicle, breaking into a sprint and racing down the road toward the water.

      Hawk turned toward Big Earv.

      “You all right?”

      Big Earv thumbed away some blood at the corner of his mouth and stretched his jaw.

      “I’ll live.”

      Hawk threw the car into drive and initiated pursuit. However, as soon as he crested the hill, the road ran out, the end marked by several large boulders. He considered trying to drive around them but realized the field that stretched toward the water was full of large rocks and would guarantee them getting stuck.

      Hawk got out and watched Van hurdle rocks, picking his way through the field before disappearing over a rise.

      Hawk and Big Earv both grabbed their guns from their rucksacks in the trunk and continued following Van on foot. While Hawk was speedier, Big Earv was more adept at handling the obstacles, keeping the two operatives almost neck and neck as they raced toward the water.

      After a couple of minutes, Hawk spotted Van again and pointed him out to Big Earv.

      “I see the bastard,” he said. “We’ve got a score to settle for that foot to the mouth.”

      Hawk hustled toward a cliff that loomed directly over the water, Van standing at the edge. He spun and fired at Hawk and Big Earv, sending the two men scrambling for cover behind a couple of nearby rocks. When Hawk eased up again to take aim at Van, he was gone.

      “What the hell,” Hawk said as he crept toward the edge.

      “Where’d he go?” Big Earv asked.

      “I was hoping you saw where he went.”

      “He couldn’t have gone far. He was right there.”

      Hawk wondered if he’d misread the terrain. He’d been in enough situations to know when firm ground was rapidly vanishing, training himself to look for alternatives. But the only other option—although not a viable one—was to jump. There was no shelf beneath the edge, which soared some thirty meters above a roiling inlet dotted with jagged rocks.

      “There’s no way he could survive that,” Hawk said.

      “Look,” Big Earv said. “Is that a body?”

      Hawk examined a small portion of the inlet where a dark figured rocked with the waves though fought against it while slamming back and forth against the rocks before disappearing beneath thick foam.

      “Why would he jump?” Big Earv asked. “Makes no sense.”

      “Unless he thought we were here for some other reason, like here to find out who really killed Harry Fulmer.”

      “Want to go down to take a closer look and make sure our eyes aren’t playing tricks on us?” Big Earv asked.

      Hawk nodded as he shoved his weapon into his waistband and walked over to a narrow path that hugged the wall of the cliff and wound back and forth until it reached the rocky shore. Once the two operatives reached the shore, they climbed across jagged rocks and into the cover. Hawk edged closer to get a better view. They waited a few minutes and found Van’s jacket floating in the water but no body.

      “There’s no way he survived that,” Big Earv said. “But why jump?”

      “He seemed jumpy,” Hawk said. “Maybe the guilt of what he did was too much for him after he felt defenseless with us.”

      “The real question is did anyone see us with him?”

      “Don’t think so. We just need to get out of here before anyone can put us at the scene of his death. It won’t be long before his body eventually washes up on the rocks.”

      They hustled back up the path and returned to their car before leaving. Hawk drove cautiously back toward town, taking the most remote roads he could find to avoid people remembering seeing the two agents.

      “We need to contact someone at Vauxhall Cross to separate fact from fiction,” Hawk said. “I really don’t like where this is going.”
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      President Bullock hunched over as he walked away from Marine One, the whomping blades whipping his trademark perfect hair into a bona fide mess. A thunderstorm had just dumped a half-inch on the nation’s capital, refreshing the air and adding a touch of humidity. He followed one of his aides into the White House and headed straight for the West Wing to finalize the major announcement his press team teased to the media.

      For the previous twenty-four hours, political pundits opined as to what Bullock’s big announcement could be. Some critics engaged in wishful thinking, suggesting that Bullock was going to withdraw from the upcoming presidential election to focus on his family. Others made a more dire prediction, guessing that Bullock would share with the world a terminal medical condition. A handful predicted he would make a major change to his cabinet. But none of them were even close to what Bullock was about to do—pull the veil back on one of the country’s biggest secrets.

      While President Bullock took a working retreat, he stewed over his latest failure to demonstrate his commitment to transparency within the federal government. During that time, he considered all his options. He remained reticent to unleash a full-fledged attack on Jordan. Doing so would’ve immediately legitimized Jordan as his party’s frontrunner, which was the last thing Bullock wanted to do. He knew the former Texas governor would be a difficult opponent, even as an incumbent. Casting him as a formidable foe wasn’t in Bullock’s best interest.

      However, Bullock hatched a scheme, one that would not only show just how transparent he wanted to make the federal government but also such a big moment that it would squelch any response by Jordan or any other potential nominee.

      Bullock took a sip of water from a bottle while he waited for his press secretary to introduce him to the press corps. With all the ideas floating over the airwaves since his team hinted at a big announcement, Washington Post columnist Frank Zaretti admitted on social media just minutes before the press conference that nobody knew what was going on and warned his followers to expect anything.

      Bullock looked up in time to see Nicholas Cage sauntering down the hallway with an entourage and a security escort.

      “Mr. President,” Cage said, almost as if he were still in character, “I appreciate this great honor.”

      Bullock shook the actor’s hand and grinned.

      “You’re partially responsible for this idea whether you know it or not,” the president said. “You’re the one who made a movie revealing this secret. But I must warn you that we’re not walking into a room full of journalists here on a press junket looking for ways to praise you.”

      “You think I care what people think about me?” Cage asked with a laugh. “Have you seen any of my other movies? I make whatever I want, regardless of what people think about me or my acting ability. And, for better or worse, that’s why I land the roles that I get.”

      “I like a man who doesn’t care what others think,” Bullock said. “I wish I could govern a little more like that.

      “So, what’s stopping you?”

      Bullock pointed toward the door leading to the press room.

      “Those people in there have incredible influence on how Americans vote whether they want to admit it or not,” he said. “If I said whatever I felt like saying to whoever I felt like saying it, there’d be non-stop screeching from the wrong think police and I’d be discarded on a trash heap in the annals of history.”

      “Maybe,” Cage said. “Or maybe you’d pick up a few more voters like myself.”

      Bullock raised an eyebrow. “So, you hadn’t considered voting for me?”

      “I haven’t really considered voting for many politicians. But I am drawn to anyone speaking their mind and ignoring polite decorum. After all, this nation wouldn’t be here if everyone was simply polite.”

      A staffer opened a door to the press room and signaled to one of Bullock’s aides.

      “Are we ready?” Bullock asked.

      The aide nodded and indicated toward the door. Bullock let Cage go first, enjoying the audible gasp from the media members gathered. Frank Zaretti had warned his readers to expect anything, but Bullock knew inviting Nicholas Cage to a press conference wasn’t in his realm of possible scenarios.

      Bullock took the stage with a wide grin on his face, enjoying the gaping mouths and wide eyes. He held up his hands to quiet the murmur still rolling across the room.

      “Now, before you jump to any conclusions, I just want to say that the notion that there’s a national treasure out there hidden by the Masons is not true, despite what the presence of the gracious gentleman to my left might suggest,” Bullock said, a comment that drew subdued chuckles.

      Then Bullock went for more shock.

      “But Mr. Cage would like to tell you about another secret that actually is true. Mr. Cage, the floor is yours.”

      Cage stepped up to the mic.

      “Thank you, Mr. President,” he said as he glanced at Bullock. “I gotta say this is cooler than any set I’ve ever been on.”

      The journalists laughed harder than they had on Bullock’s comment, maybe tipping their hand at their collective disdain for him or their sudden realization that any heavy announcement wasn’t about to be made.

      “Now, the president invited me here to share with you some exciting news,” Cage said. “News of this place’s existence isn’t groundbreaking, but the fact that you’re all about to be given access to it is.”

      Another gasp from the journalists.

      “There is indeed a large room constructed in the back of Mount Rushmore,” Cage said. “That much I think we all know is true. What you didn’t know is that it is a place where some of this country’s most treasured artifacts are hidden.”

      More gasps.

      “Hollywood sells a lot of lies, but the movie I was in with this secret at the heart of the plot is indeed true—though I must add that I didn’t know it at the time. I only found this out a few hours before now. But the big announcement isn’t that it exists. It’s that you’re going to be able to view it. And not just you, the press corps, but you, the American people.”

      Instead of gasps, the journalists did something even Bullock didn’t expect—they all broke in a raucous round of applause.

      “It’s going to be one of the most incredible things you’ve ever seen—and you’re about to get a secret peek at it.”

      The lights dimmed and Cage stepped aside. A screen behind the stage dropped from the ceiling. Moments later, a short video rolled with first-person footage of the secret chamber behind the monument, displaying different artifacts in glass cases and notes next to the objects explaining what they were. One item was the bloodied pen in Abraham Lincoln’s pocket when he was shot. Another was the preferred saddle of George Washington. There was a lipstick case inscribed with a note from Marilyn Monroe found on JFK’s body when died, the accessory she used to pass state secrets to the president.

      “And that’s just a taste of what’s inside,” Cage said as the lights came up. “Mr. President.”

      Bullock suppressed a grin as he eased behind the lectern.

      “I’m sure you all have plenty of questions, and I can assure you that they will be answered at some point in the future,” Bullock said. “But that day isn’t today. What I can tell you is that there are plenty of secrets that our government keeps, some to protect you, some to protect the politicians and bureaucrats from being exposed. And then there are others just kept for secret’s sake.”

      He paused for effect before continuing.

      “I want every one of you to understand that my administration—no matter what anyone else might suggest—is determined to govern in the light. The policies and agreements that have been crafted and struck away from the bright lights of your cameras and pens have created an environment where trust in civic leaders is more myth than reality. And that’s a sad state of affairs, one that I don’t wish to preside over. I want everyone to realize that this kind of secrecy within the walls of our most hallowed institutions will be not be tolerated any longer. It’s what our forefathers gave their lives for, and we shouldn’t be so glib about their sacrifices.”

      The journalists did another thing Bullock didn’t expect: They sat in stunned silence when he finished. Not a single person moved or shouted a question to him. His brutal honesty and clear direction for where he wanted to go created a stir. There was no point of criticism, unless a journalist wanted to quibble over why Bullock hadn’t done this sooner.

      Bullock walked off the stage with Cage behind him, the media members waiting until they were gone before erupting in conversation. Cage thanked Bullock for the opportunity as well as not having to take any questions. The two men enjoyed a glass of bourbon in the West Wing and a half-hour of discussion about the state of Hollywood before Cage had to leave.

      Bullock looked down the hall and saw Emma Washburn striding toward him. He put his hands on his hips and allowed a relaxed smile to creep across his face.

      “So, what’d you think?” he asked.

      “I’d say it was pure political gold if it weren’t for Butch Jordan,” she said.

      Bullock scowled and cocked his head to one side.

      “How could anything he would say trump what I just did?”

      “Turn on the television.”

      He grabbed a remote and pointed it at the flat screen on the opposing wall. Seconds later, an image flickered on the television. Butch Jordan leaned back in a chair, a smug expression on his face.

      “President Bullock has the right name—President Bull,” Jordan said. “I’ll let you fill in the rest of that phrase.”

      “Were you not impressed with his pronouncement today?” the anchorwoman asked.

      “It was just more smoke and mirrors,” Jordan said. “I have my own big announcement coming next week. And I’m going to expose something far more interesting than some relics from American history. I’m going to expose the corruption that is oozing from this administration and negatively affecting our entire country. I’m going to tell you all about what Bullock’s secret army does in the shadows.”

      Bullock marched out of the room and into his office. He dialed Morgan May’s number.

      “Time is running short,” Bullock said. “If you don’t find some way to stop Butch Jordan, I’m afraid there’s not going to be any way I can help you—and I’m going to shutter the Magnum program for good.”
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      ASCENSION ISLAND | SOUTH ATLANTIC

      Hawk returned to the hostel and dug up the number of a contact from one of his previous missions—Liam Davenport, the UK’s Secretary of State for Defense. During an unusual joint mission with UK operatives, Hawk had risked his life to save Davenport’s life after terrorist mastermind Karif Fazil attempted to kill the British official. As a result, Davenport had made it clear that if Hawk ever needed anything, all he had to do was call.

      “You sure this guy is going to help us?” Big Earv asked as he washed up.

      “If not, he can get us in touch with somebody who can,” Hawk said as he sat on the foot of his bed. “I’ve never called on Davenport for a favor before, so I guess we’ll find out if he’s forgotten about me or not.”

      Hawk dialed Davenport’s number and waited for him to answer.

      “Liam Davenport,” he said upon accepting the call.

      “Mr. Davenport, this is Brady Hawk. I’m not sure if you remember me, but—”

      “How could I ever forget you,” Davenport said. “Don’t be so daft. Of course I remember.”

      “How’s life?”

      “I’m just happy to be alive, all thanks to you. But I must say that I’m enjoying my retirement from the rigors of daily managing the country’s defense.”

      “And how are you doing that?”

      “Spending my time in the outdoors and I’ve picked up a hobby that might surprise you.”

      “You’re a drone pilot?”

      “Even better,” Davenport said. “I’m a BASE jumper. And it’s all because of that jump I made with you.”

      “You mean the jump you had to make with me or else you were going to die?”

      “That’s the one. Who knew it would spark a new interest for me?”

      “That kind of trauma normally does the opposite,” Hawk said.

      “What can I say? I’m a peculiar man.”

      “I won’t argue with that.”

      Davenport laughed.

      “Now, if I know you, you’re still out there saving the world while dangling from ledges and the like. Am I right?”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way, sir. And that’s actually why I contacted you. I’m in an interesting situation on Ascension Island, and I was hoping you might be able to help me.”

      “Whatever you need, just say the word.”

      “Can you connect me with someone at Vauxhall Cross who can tell me if MI6 has an agent on Ascension?”

      “I could get you in touch with one of the operations directors,” Davenport said. “I’ll text his number to this phone you just called me on if that will work.”

      “Perfect.”

      “And good luck with your mission, Agent Hawk. I’m sure you’ll get what you’re after soon enough.”

      Hawk thanked Davenport and then ended the call.

      A few minutes later, a text message arrived with the contact for the British intelligence official.  Hawk immediately dialed the number, one that belonged to MI6 operations director George Cane. However, Cane didn’t answer. Hawk tried again, same result.

      “What do you want to do?” Big Earv said.

      “I’m not keen on waiting around,” Hawk said. “If Paul Umberton is an MI6 agent, we need to speak with him and sort out what Lieutenant Van was doing.”

      “And if he’s not an MI6 agent?”

      “We still need to talk to him—it’d just be nice to know if he’s a friend or foe.”

      “Why not just wait for Cane to call you back?”

      “Have you forgotten that we’re running out of time here? Not to mention that if Umberton isn’t an MI6 agent, we’ve given him a head start on trying to keep his activities here a secret.”

      “Fair enough,” Big Earv said. “Let’s go have another chat with the bartender.”

      “And maybe this time we can get a legitimate drink,” Hawk said.

      “I’ll pass,” Big Earv said. “That headache wasn’t one I want to experience again.”
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        * * *

      

      AN HOUR LATER, Hawk and Big Earv returned to Georgetown but decided against entering All Saints Pub. Instead, the two Magnum agents found a stack of crates in the alley to sit on and wait for Paul Umberton—or whatever his name really was—to emerge. Twenty minutes passed before he came face to face with Hawk and Big Earv while throwing out a large trash bag.

      “Sorry, guys, I can’t serve you out here,” Umberton said in an unusually loud voice. “You’re going to need to come inside if you want a drink.”

      Hawk furrowed his brow.

      Umberton put the back of his hand up against the corner of his mouth, as if he was telling them a secret, and spoke only a tad louder than a whisper.

      “I don’t want anyone getting any ideas about us working together—just in case we’re being watched,” he said.

      “Step inside the back,” Umberton said.

      They entered through a side door, which led into a large storage area. He gestured toward another door leading to a smaller room, this one containing walls lined with 12-packs and cases of liquor. Hawk noted there was a door in the back with a mail slot on it.

      He waited until Umberton secured the door before he said anything.

      “Got a special connection with the mailman?” Hawk asked, nodding at the door.

      “Save us both some time,” Umberton said. “The post office shares a wall with the bar. Now, enough about that. Did you find Van and confront him?”

      “In a manner of speaking,” Hawk said, guarded about how much he wanted to share.

      “What happened?” Umberton asked.

      “Let’s just say that the lieutenant wasn’t very forthcoming.”

      “And?”

      “He ran off,” Hawk said.

      “Ran off?” Umberton asked. “It’s an island. There are only so many places a person can go here.”

      “I can’t blame him,” Hawk said. “He pulled a gun on us, but once we got the weapon out of his hands, he was outnumbered. Only a fool would stick around and try to fight.”

      “Why do I get the feeling there’s more to this story than you’re telling me?”

      “It’s not important,” Hawk said. “I just want to know what else Lieutenant Van was into.”

      “He was a private man,” Umberton said. “Though I happen to know he was very close with Harry Fulmer. At one point, Van was considered a suspect in Fulmer’s death before he was cleared and it was ruled an accident.”

      “Why would Van be a suspect?” Big Earv asked.

      “The official story is that Fulmer went cliff diving at night by himself, but that’s not true. There were people who saw them together an hour or so before Fulmer’s body was found. They were fighting about something, according to eyewitness reports.”

      “Could that be why he ran?” Hawk asked.

      “Maybe he thought you were going to arrest him,” Umberton said. “Did anyone tell you that Harry Fulmer was American?”

      Hawk shook his head.

      “That changes things,” he said.

      “Well, it doesn’t change the fact that there’s a killer still on the loose out there,” Umberton said. “And I’m going to find him and bring him in once he shows his face again. I just want assurances from you two that you’re going to stay out of my way. I can’t afford to lose Van.”

      “I’ll make no such guarantees until I hear back from your superiors,” Hawk said. “But until then I’ll keep you apprised of any developments.”

      Umberton growled as he pointed toward the door.

      “Get out now,” he said.

      Hawk and Big Earv left without another word. They discussed the situation and tried to sort out who was likely telling the truth.

      “Hard to say at this point,” Hawk said. “I just need to hear from Cane.”
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        * * *

      

      LATER THAT EVENING, Hawk’s phone rang with a call from George Cane.

      “Agent Hawk, please forgive me for not calling you back sooner,” Cane said. “It’s been one of those days.”

      “I understand, sir,” Hawk said, putting the call on speaker so Big Earv could hear. “Liam Davenport gave me your number and said you could help me out, so I hope that I’m not imposing on you.”

      “Not at all,” Cane said. “And I know very well who you are, Agent Hawk. Davenport just warned me that you might be calling. You’re quite a bit of a legend and part of British intelligence folklore. So, if you need something, just say the word.”

      “I appreciate the assistance. Right now, I’m on Ascension and I need some answers.”

      “Ask away and I’ll see if I can give them to you.”

      “Are you aware of any operations any of your MI6 agents are conducting on this island?”

      “We sent an agent there recently to help solve the mystery of how highly classified intel was being stolen.”

      “Any potential leads?”

      “As a matter of fact, two come to mind—Cameron Van and Paul Umberton.”

      Hawk’s jaw went slack.

      “So, who was the agent?”

      “A man by the name of Harry Fulmer,” Cane said. “He died in a cliff diving accident, according to a local investigation. We’ve been trying to insert someone there to find out if that’s what really happened to Fulmer. But it takes time on Ascension due to all the travel limitations with planes only arriving once a month. We can’t just fly in like you apparently did. If we place an agent on the island, we need him to blend in as much as possible to avoid suspicion.”

      “That’s quite helpful,” Hawk said. “Any chance those suspects have any previous connection before going to Ascension?”

      “They both served together in the army, same regiment, in fact,” Cane said. “Why do you ask?”

      “Just a hunch right now, but I appreciate this information. You’ve been very helpful.”

      “If you ever need anything else, just let me know,” Cane said before ending the call.

      Hawk looked at Big Earv, who sat on the foot of his bed shaking his head.

      “Can’t believe it,” Big Earv said. “Both of those men are working together.”

      “They almost had us,” Hawk said. “But let’s confront Umberton in the morning. I have a feeling that it will require some additional persuasion.”
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        * * *

      

      HAWK AND BIG EARV strolled down to All Saints the next morning to find Umberton. Instead, they found the pub closed an hour after it was supposed to be open and serving breakfast. Hawk tugged on the door handle, but it didn’t budge.

      “That’s strange,” Big Earv said.

      Two other patrons that Hawk recognized sat on tables outside drinking coffee from All Saints signature mugs.

      “Where’s Paul?” Hawk asked the men as he approached them.

      “I think he had to run a few errands,” one of the men said. “He served us our coffee and said he had to do a few things but he’d be right back.”

      “When was that?” Hawk asked.

      “About an hour ago,” the other man said. “He just served us our coffee and left.”

      “Any idea where he might’ve gone?” Big Earv asked.

      “There’s only so many places you can go on Ascension. If you start looking around, you’ll find him.”

      “Do you think he left Georgetown?” Hawk asked.

      “I don’t know of any other errands he couldn’t take care of in Georgetown,” the man said. “But it shouldn’t take you long. Everybody knows Paul. Someone will remember having seen him.”

      Hawk and Big Earv scrambled for their car. Once inside, they discussed where Umberton was most likely to go. They both concluded the harbor.

      As the two operatives strolled along the sidewalk fronting the water, Hawk stopped several people and asked them if they’d seen Paul Umberton lately. On their third try, a young man nodded emphatically.

      “Where’d you see him?” Hawk asked.

      “He was getting on Jack Mayweather’s fishing boat,” the young man said, pointing in the direction of the docks.

      “Thanks,” Hawk said before he and Big Earv took off running toward the harbor.

      They decided to get breakfast at a restaurant on the water and wait for the boat’s return. Over the next eight hours, Hawk and Big Earv took turns keeping an eye on the ship’s return as well as talking to people about Paul Umberton.

      Hawk slipped the busboy at the restaurant a hundred-dollar bill to get a copy of security footage from earlier that morning. It depicted Umberton getting onto Mayweather’s ship just like the eyewitnesses recounted. And Hawk watched the ship ease out of the harbor without Umberton ever having disembarked.

      Eventually, the fishing boat chugged back into the harbor. Hawk and Big Earv greeted the captain as his crew worked feverishly to tie the boat to the dock and then dart off without another word. But Umberton wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

      The captain of the ship, Jack Mayweather, limped down the ramp, exiting the boat.

      “Captain Mayweather,” Hawk said.

      “Yes,” Mayweather said. “That’s me.”

      “I was wondering if you might be able to tell me where Paul Umberton is,” Hawk said.

      “Probably serving drinks at his pub.”

      “I spoke with several people who saw him getting on your boat this morning.”

      “But none who can prove it,” Mayweather said. “Because he didn’t.”

      “The security footage from the harbor begs to differ,” Hawk said with a sneer.

      Mayweather sighed. “I’m sorry this is so difficult for you, but there must be some mistake because he never set foot on my ship today.”

      Hawk glared at the captain.

      “Where did you go?” Hawk asked as he got in Mayweather’s face. “Where did you take him?”

      “Nowhere,” Mayweather said with a smug grin. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go get a drink. It’s been a long day.”

      Hawk and Big Earv spun around and raced back to their car. In a matter of minutes, they had parked outside All Saints—and it was dark and empty.

      “What’s going on?” Hawk asked after being denied entry a second time in the same day.

      Another would-be patron just stood there and shook his head.

      “It’s been like this all day,” the man said. “I just want to grab a drink.”

      Hawk retreated to his car and reviewed the footage from the harbor restaurant, watching every detail very closely. There was no denying Paul Umberton had boarded Mayweather’s ship.

      “Maybe he’s still on the ship,” Hawk said.

      Big Earv nodded and the two men drove back to the harbor and studied Mayweather’s ship from afar for a few minutes. Then they approached the vessel. The door was locked and no lights were on. Hawk picked the lock, gaining access to the sleeping berths beneath the deck.

      “No sign of him,” Hawk said with a sigh.

      “I think we have to face reality,” Big Earv said. “Paul Umberton is gone, and so is our one lead on this case.”

      “Not just yet,” Hawk said. “He still might be able to tell us what we really want to know.”
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      NOORD, ARUBA

      Morgan bumped along the path, the golf cart engine chugging as it climbed up a small hill. She’d talked her way into borrowing a cart by telling the golf center staff that her uncle wasn’t answering his cell phone, and there was an urgent family matter she needed to speak to him about. According to the staff at the Tierra del Sol Golf Club, J.D. Blunt had just swung through for lunch after completing the front nine.

      As the tenth green came into view, Morgan immediately picked out her affable uncle, unlit cigar hanging out of his mouth, a golf club in one hand, a drink in the other. He wore a broad grin while laughing with one of the men from his foursome. He put his drink down and smashed a ball down the center of the fairway. However, the proud look on his face melted into one of bewilderment as he turned and recognized his niece speeding toward him.

      “Honey, what are you doing here?” Blunt asked as Morgan skidded to a stop behind two other carts. “You really should call before showing up unannounced like this. I can’t even take you fishing this week.”

      She smiled and shook her head.

      “Uncle J.D., it’s so good to see you,” she said, marching up to him and giving him a hug.

      “Uncle J.D.?” one of the men asked as he looked Morgan up and down. “I can be your Uncle Al.”

      She glared at the man before Blunt poked him with his driver.

      “Show some respect to the lady, gentlemen,” Blunt said. “And, yes, she is my niece.”

      “Sorry to just show up like this, but I really need your advice,” she said. “I’ve tried calling you, and you didn’t answer, so I was starting to get worried about you and thought maybe something had happened.”

      “Nothing like a little welfare check to expense to the company,” he said with a chuckle. “But as you can see, I’m alive and well. In fact, I’m thriving, though I’d be doing a lot better if my damn boat didn’t keep breaking down every few weeks.”

      “I went to the docks looking for you,” Morgan said. “And when they told me your boat was in the shop, I figured there was only one other place you’d be.”

      Blunt removed the cigar from his mouth, took a long pull on his drink, and smacked his lips.

      “You sure you don’t want to come down here for a few days and just hang out?” he asked. “This place really is paradise.”

      “Except for the jerks you hang out with.”

      Blunt shrugged.

      “They’re easily dealt with,” he said. “I guarantee you Al will never make another comment like that, at least when I’m around.”

      “Well, I’d love to visit longer next time, but I sure could use your help with an issue I’m having. After you give me some advice, I’ll get out of your hair and let you get back to golfing and boozing and whatever else you retired guys do out here.”

      Blunt put his arm around her and then held up an index finger.

      “Just a moment,” he said to Morgan before turning to the rest of his foursome. “Guys, I’m gonna ride with Morgan on the next few holes if that’s all right. Besides, it’ll keep me from having to search for Al’s ball after every single one of his shots.”

      Al sneered at Blunt and made a crude gesture.

      “Retirement’s nice,” Blunt said, “but it’s not all roses. There are grumpy old men out there that you have to tolerate, too.”

      “Thanks for sticking up for me,” she said.

      “Of course, kiddo,” Blunt said. “Now, what issue do you need help with? I really thought I equipped you with everything you need to deal with every situation.”

      She helped Blunt remove his clubs from the back of Al’s cart and secure them to hers.

      “It’s not like that,” she said. “This is about how to reach a very specific person and get him to relent.”

      “Who’s the person?”

      “Gov. Butch Jordan.”

      “I was literally just thinking to myself anybody but Butch Jordan,” Blunt said.

      “It can’t be that bad, can it?” she asked.

      “He’s somewhat of an enigma in the political world. He’s hard to pin down because he’s so savvy. Just when you think you can pigeon hole him, he remakes himself.”

      Morgan shifted into drive and tapped the accelerator, urging the cart forward.

      “So, is he some mythical Teflon politician without any weaknesses?” she asked.

      “Nobody is unreachable,” Blunt said. “However, some people may take a little longer to reach than others. Take Daniel from the Bible, for example. You remember that story?”

      She shook her head.

      “Well, he didn’t have any flaws,” Blunt said, “at least, none that were mentioned. But there were other rulers—political leaders of the day, if you will—who hated him and wanted to see him removed from power. So, what did they do? They concocted a new law to trap him with. And they almost got away with it, too.”

      “But he escaped?”

      Blunt nodded as he pointed in the direction of his ball up ahead on the fairway.

      “The point is everyone can be reached one way or another. You might have to be more creative or resourceful, but even the most fastidious politician when it comes to complying with the law–leaders who dot every i and cross every t–will open themselves up to criticism or unwittingly make a mistake somewhere along the way. Nobody is unreachable.”

      “So, what do you suggest for Jordan?” she asked as she pulled up next to his ball.

      Blunt pulled himself out of the cart and shuffled around the back to get his 3-iron. He put a finger to his lips in a gesture to quiet her. Then he addressed the ball, smacking it just to the edge of the green.

      “Would you look at that?” he asked while admiring the long shot.

      “Uncle J.D., stay focused here,” she said.

      “I am. Did you see where that ball landed?”

      “Butch Jordan, Butch Jordan,” she said. “How do I reach him?”

      Blunt sat down, still clutching his golf club, before she eased onto the accelerator.

      “I’ve also found that every politician is somewhat of a hypocrite,” he said. “Find out where their past policies or previous pronouncements don’t align. If they’re inconsistent, they can be attacked on those points.”

      “But I’m not trying to cobble together a political ad,” she said. “I want to gain some leverage on him and force him to back off his relentless transparency push.”

      “Then look for ways that he isn’t transparent. Force his hand in a very public way to either reveal information that would be detrimental to his campaign or demonstrate his hypocritical approach to the issue.”

      “I’m not sure that’s possible,” she said.

      “If you haven’t found anything, it’s because you haven’t dug deep enough.”

      Morgan sighed.

      “I was really hoping you would be able to call him up and tell him to stand down for me,” she said.

      “It’s possible that I could do that in a few rare cases, but navigating the political landmines requires more than connections,” he said. “It requires a commitment to uncovering the truth no matter what the cost. The truth is the only way you can drag vermin like Jordan into the light.”

      She stopped the cart and nodded at Blunt’s ball. He replaced his 3-iron in his bag and then selected a pitching wedge. He took a shot and the ball flew over the green.

      Blunt cursed and stopped himself before pounding the grass with the head of his club.

      “Let me try,” she said.

      She took his club and dropped a ball onto the ground near the same position as Blunt’s was on the previous shot. After a couple of deep breaths, she relaxed and stroked the ball onto the green, rolling to a halt a few inches from the cup.

      “Are you really better than me at everything already?” Blunt asked.

      She chuckled.

      “Not at figuring out how to move political mountains.”

      “You’ll get there,” Blunt said. “Just stay after it. Butch Jordan can be had. It’s just going to take a good plan and the right approach to get leverage on him, but I’m confident you can do it.”

      Blunt strode onto the green and tapped his shot in for a birdie.

      “Just like that,” he said with a wink. “Go get ‘em. Besides, I always hated that bastard anyway.”
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      ASCENSION ISLAND | ATLANTIC OCEAN

      Hawk and Big Earv trudged up the hill leading to All Saints Pub where they found a handful of confused men stood outside the establishment, discussing why it wouldn’t be open yet. The longer the conversation went on, the more irritated the men became. Hawk decided to stand back and observe instead of engaging with the men.

      “If Paul was going to keep the bar shuttered today, he would’ve told us,” one of the men said.

      “We’re here every Monday for darts,” another man said. “How could he forget—or at least, how could he forget to tell us?”

      Hawk looked up at the sign and shook his head.

      “Is this unusual?” he asked.

      “About as unusual as two moons appearing in the sky,” the darts man said. “I never remember him not at least leaving a note if he was going to open late or if he had to run somewhere for an errand. But nothing at all and not being open at this time of day? It’s unheard of.”

      The other men nodded in agreement, muttering comments underneath their breath.

      “Has anyone checked his house?” Hawk asked. “Maybe something’s wrong.”

      “I stopped by this morning and saw him on the porch drinking a cup of coffee,” the man said. “He was fine.”

      “So, nothing could’ve happened to him between now and the time you last saw him?” Hawk asked.

      The man sighed.

      “I guess maybe it could have. It just seems highly unlikely that anything could’ve gone wrong and nobody would’ve seen it.”

      “Yeah,” another man chimed in, “Julie would’ve reported it.”

      “Julie?” Hawk asked.

      “Paul’s on-again-off-again girlfriend,” another man said. “This weekend they were on again. I saw her carrying a small overnight bag up the front steps to his house last night.”

      “Why don’t we stop by and visit,” Hawk suggested. “I mean, what’s it going to hurt?”

      One of the men chuckled.

      “New stranger man is ready to take the bull by the horns to get him a drink.”

      “Well, it seems like I’m not the only one who wants a drink,” Hawk said. “If you’re all too timid to go knock on his door, just tell me the address of his house. I’ll do it.”

      “Now stranger man is macho man, trying to shame us all,” the darts guy said.

      “Whatever,” Hawk said. “Either you want to get inside and share a drink with friends or you don’t. Which is it?”

      A few of the men mumbled before one of them gave Hawk the address for Umberton’s house. Five minutes later, Hawk and Big Earv stood outside Umberton’s residence and knocked on the door. After several attempts failed to bring anyone to the door—not even his girlfriend Julie—Hawk and Big Earv sneaked into the backyard and began picking the lock. After about a minute, the lock clicked open, giving the two Magnum Group agents access to the house. They eased inside and shut the door behind them.

      They split up to canvas the house more efficiently. But Hawk quickly realized a few minutes into his search that Umberton was very organized, far more so than he was at the pub.

      But everything seemed generic. Hawk almost felt as if he was snooping around a model home that builders construct to show off all the features they offer in the types of homes they’re building. They look nice, but have no character, appearing sterile and resident-free.

      “You finding anything?” Hawk called out.

      “So far, nothing,” Big Earv said. “But keep looking. Hopefully something will show up.”

      “That’s just wishful thinking,” Hawk said. “If Umberton left, it was a calculated move. He made sure there wasn’t anything left behind that could incriminate him.”

      “But what spooked him?” Big Earv asked.

      “Maybe when we told him that Lieutenant Van ran,” Hawk said. “If they were working together—”

      He stopped, letting his words hang as he pondered them.

      “Whatever it was, it’s like he was prepared for this moment,” Big Earv said. “This place is as clean as a whistle. No laptop, no incriminating papers. Nothing.”

      Hawk pulled a chair back from underneath the kitchen table and sat down. Big Earv joined him.

      “So, here’s the thing,” Hawk began as he drummed his fingers on the tabletop, “if Paul Umberton was our guy, how could he get information off the island and to someone with The Alliance without getting caught? According to everything I read on this island’s security, no email or phone calls leave or come here without being monitored. If their system is good, it’d be next to impossible to get intel out of here.”

      “All right,” Big Earv said, “if it were you, how would you do it?”

      Hawk thought for a moment.

      “The problem with our high-tech world is that if you use an easily scannable and searchable medium for putting all your messages in, you have to really scramble to leverage that same technology to work for you and not against you.”

      “So, you’re thinking low-tech?”

      Hawk nodded.

      “But even then, I read that every handwritten or typed letter is scanned by a machine before it’s released, so you’d really have to be creative. But it could still be done.”

      “Microdot?” Big Earv asked.

      “You knew exactly where I was going with this, didn’t you?”

      Big Earv laughed.

      “Great minds think alike—and so do we.”

      “But would he be so bold as to put his contact at risk?”

      “Maybe a PO Box that couldn’t be traced,” Big Earv suggested.

      “That’s a possibility,” Hawk said. “And I know just the person who might be able to answer these questions for us—the man who runs a post office that shares a wall with All Saints.”
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        * * *

      

      HAWK ENTERED the Ascension post office and found no one inside. He tapped a drum beat on the counter and called out for someone.

      “Hello? Anyone here?”

      Big Earv looked around at the empty room.

      “Guess it doesn’t matter where you are in the world, the post office always provides the same speedy service,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

      Seconds later, a man with a gray mustache and thinning gray hair shuffled into the room with a large German shepherd. He glared at Big Earv.

      “I hope you don’t want to post a parcel,” the postman said, his shirt sporting a patch with the name Will embroidered on it. “Razor isn’t fond of customers who don’t know how to hold their tongues.”

      “Never mind my friend there,” Hawk said. “His dad was a mailman in the U.S. It was an inside family joke.”

      “Sure, whatever, mate. Now, what do you need? I’m in the middle of my lunch break and would like to keep this short.”

      “We’re conducting an investigation on behalf of the U.S. government,” Hawk said. “Can I ask you about Paul Umberton?”

      “What about him?”

      “Did he come in here and mail many letters or packages?”

      “Everyone comes in here at some point during their stay on the island,” Will said. “You can’t live on one of the most isolated islands in the world and not get homesick or want to reach out to people back home.”

      “Even with all your strict security measures?” Big Earv asked.

      “What are you talking about?” Will asked as Razor gave a low growl.

      “The way you scan every letter or x-ray every package before it leaves,” Hawk said. “Don’t people find that intrusive?”

      “Of course they do, but it’s better than knowing that all your work to spy on your enemy is wasted because there’s a traitor in your midst passing all your secrets to his government. Nobody really complains.”

      “Did Paul Umberton ever complain?” Big Earv asked.

      Will eyed Big Earv cautiously.

      “I said nobody really complains. What part of that sentence didn’t you understand?”

      Hawk forced a smile.

      “What my friend is trying to say is did Paul Umberton seem agitated or nervous whenever he came in and scanned his letters?”

      “Never,” Will said, “but that’s mostly because he never mailed anything.”

      Hawk cocked his head to one side.

      “I thought you just said everyone comes in and mails something at some point.”

      “Everyone but Paul.”

      “That’s curious,” Big Earv said. “Did anyone ever send him anything?”

      “Sure, he would get mail a few times each month.”

      Hawk knit his brow.

      “So, he’d receive mail but never sent any? That seems a little odd, doesn’t it?”

      “You guys sure do have a lot of questions,” Will said. “I don’t think I want to answer any more of them unless you’ve got a badge to show me.”

      “We’re not exactly with traditional law enforcement,” Hawk said. “But we are curious about Paul Umberton’s strange disappearance this morning and trying to figure out who might be behind it.”

      “And you started with the post office?” Will scoffed. “Yeah, you two definitely need to keep your day jobs because there’s not much of a future in detective work for you.”

      “Well, we did notice a mail slot in a door on that shared wall between the post office and All Saints,” Hawk said.

      “A mail slot? Now you’re just making stuff up. There’s no mail slot between our buildings.”

      “Go check,” Hawk said. “It’s in the far back corner.”

      “It’s time for you to leave if you’re not going to post something. My soup is getting cold.”

      Will snapped his fingers and Razor walked over to him, following Will back behind the wall and disappearing around the corner.

      “Now what?” Big Earv asked.

      Hawk gestured to be quiet until they were outside. Once they were on the street, Hawk responded.

      “If Umberton received mail here but never sent anything out, don’t you find that a little suspect?” Hawk asked.

      Big Earv nodded.

      “But what are we gonna do about it since the mail Nazi won’t talk with us anymore.”

      “We’re gonna come back tonight and break in.”

      “There’s never a dull moment with you, is there?” Big Earv asked.
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      BRIDGER, MONTANA

      Alex grabbed her hat and slipped into her boots before heading outside to put out the oats for Dusty and Tucker. The horses sprinted up the side of the hill upon hearing the clattering of the metal latch against the wooden gate.

      Pavlov wouldn’t have had to do all that research with dogs if he had horses.

      The gentle breeze picked up into a gust before shifting so that Alex was upwind. She caught a whiff of the dairy farm across the ridge.

      “What’s that smell, Mom?” John Daniel asked as he stood on the bottom rail of the fence and leaned forward.

      “Is Dad home?” she asked with a laugh.

      “Mom!”

      Alex smiled as she spread the oats in the feeding trough. Seconds later, Dusty and Tucker were nudging her out of the way to shove their snouts down into the food. Alex slithered out between them and hustled up the hill toward John Daniel. She pinched his cheek and then tousled his hair.

      “You know that doesn’t smell like Dad,” John Daniel said.

      “Are you sure?” she asked with a wink. “Now that I’ve fed the horses, let’s go inside and get dinner. What do you say?”

      John Daniel jumped off the rail and then patted his belly.

      “Sounds good to me. I’m starving.”

      Alex filled up a pot with water and placed it on the stove. Then she chopped up an onion, tossing it with some ground beef before cooking it in a skillet.

      “What are we having?” John Daniel asked with wide eyes.

      “Your favorite,” she said. “Spaghetti.”

      “Mom, you say that whatever we’re having is my favorite. Pizza, hamburgers, spaghetti, tacos—they can’t all be my favorites.”

      “Sure they can,” she said. “My favorite horses are Dusty and Tucker.”

      “But you can only have one favorite. That’s how favorites work.”

      “Well, you’re my favorite son,” she said before kissing him on top of his head.

      “Mom, I’m your only son.”

      “Exactly, so you better be glad you’re my favorite because what would that say about you if you weren’t.”

      John Daniel scrunched up his nose in an attempt to act angry before breaking out into a giggle.

      Alex’s phone rang, distracting her from the conversation with John Daniel. It was Morgan May. The two women exchanged pleasantries.

      “So, what have you been doing since you’re not out saving the world?” Morgan asked.

      “Tonight, I’m making dinner for me and John Daniel.”

      “Gordon Ramsay by day, superhero by night,” Morgan cracked.

      “I’m not sure that’s entirely accurate,” Alex said. “You ought to see the number of plates that are deemed as finished that still have the majority of the meal untouched. I’m sure Gordon Ramsay’s scarf down every last morsel of goodness she prepares for them each night.”

      “I bet the dirty little secret is she’s too busy making her cooking shows to make them dinner and picks up McDonalds on the way home.”

      Alex chuckled.

      “You’re probably right. Now, I know you didn’t call me to find out what I’m making for dinner, did you?”

      “Always so perceptive. That’s why you’re such a good operative.”

      “I’m impervious to flattery, Morgan.”

      “Flattery is like butter when you’re cooking,” Morgan said. “No matter what you think, you can never have too much of it.”

      “I beg to differ,” Alex said. “Flattery, like butter, should be used sparingly so as you don’t crowd out what you’re really trying to accomplish—or bake.”

      “In that case, I’ll just get to the point,” Morgan said.

      “I’m listening,” Alex said as she tended to the onion and ground beef mixture now sizzling in the skillet on the stove.

      “I know you’re on a sabbatical of sorts, but I really need your help with gathering some intel on Texas Governor Butch Jordan.”

      “What kind of intel?”

      “The kind that can be used against him to show what a hypocrite he is,” Morgan said.

      “A politician hypocritical? Well, I never.”

      Morgan chuckled.

      “I know, I know. Sounds crazy, but it’s true. And of all the politicians who are hypocritical, Jordan is at the top of that list.”

      “So you just need a few things detailing how his private life doesn’t match up with his public and political life, at least the one he portrays to everyone else?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Shouldn’t be too hard,” Alex said, “but isn’t this something a super PAC would be better at putting together?”

      “So far, none of them have, so the president wants to make sure that the world sees Jordan for who he is, even as he tries to tear down our entire intelligence community,” Morgan said. “It shouldn’t be too hard, but the more private, the better. If you can find footage of him saying and doing things that run contrary to his public platform on intelligence matters, that’d be even better.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Alex said as she pushed the ground beef and onions around in the pan with a spoon.

      “Give me a call as soon as you get something. I don’t care what time it is, okay?”

      “You got it.”

      Alex hung up and finished making dinner. After she and John Daniel ate, she sent him to get a bath while cleaning up the kitchen. When she finished, her son was out of the shower. She read a quick story to him before tucking him in for bed.

      And then she sat down at her computer and started working. She used facial recognition software to identify dozens upon dozens of clips of Jordan. But the older ones she found were more damning, the ones when he was young and said things and did things that went against the heart of his platform.

      She worked for a half-hour categorizing the clips so she could review them before she found one that made her stop and send her jaw crashing to the floor.

      “This can’t be real?” she said, unsure if she was looking at an actual clip or an AI generated video.

      She ran it through a program that verified authenticity and shook her head when it registered as authentic.

      “You just never know anymore,” she said to herself before picking up her phone and dialing Morgan’s number.

      “You find something?” Morgan asked.

      “Yeah, and you’re never gonna believe this,” Alex said, her mind still reeling from the implications of what she just witnessed. “It’s gonna be huge.”
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      ASCENSION ISLAND | ATLANTIC OCEAN

      Patchy clouds swept across the sky, keeping the full moon mostly covered and bringing a welcome respite from the humidity and hot temperatures. Hawk strolled along the sidewalk, head down, ears alert, Big Earv keeping pace next to him. A stray candy bar wrapper tumbled across their path as they approached the post office from the alleyway.

      With only one security camera to deal with, Hawk shimmied up a drainage pipe and climbed onto the roof. After scanning the area, he located the security camera. He worked quickly to create a loop that showed an empty alley before motioning to Big Earv that he was clear to pick the lock. By the time Hawk’s feet hit the ground, Big Earv had the door open.

      Hawk used a pen light to illuminate the space directly in front of them. The back of the building contained a handful of carts teeming with packages. Letters were neatly stacked in bins on a worktable against the far wall. A brief search of the shared wall with the All Saints Pub showed no visible slot between the two offices.

      “Let’s try that door,” Hawk whispered.

      Big Earv nodded and they crept toward a door leading deeper into the post office. Once inside, they fanned to inspect the area before a sound made them both freeze. A low growl was coming from somewhere near the wall leading into the post office’s customer center.

      “Sounds like we have a visitor,” Big Earv said.

      Hawk aimed his flashlight in the direction of the growling, his beam catching Razor in the eyes. The German shepherd flashed his teeth and continued growling as it moved closer to the two men.

      Hawk reached slowly into his backpack, grabbing a raw steak.

      “Here you go, boy,” Hawk said, tossing the steak toward Razor. “Eat up.”

      Razor sniffed at the meat, hesitant to sinks his teeth into it.

      “Come on,” Big Earv whispered. “What are you waiting for?”

      Hawk kept his light on the dog as it circled the meat for a few seconds before chomping down on it.

      “Worked like a charm,” he said to Big Earv.

      “Eventually, it’s going to run out,” Big Earv said. “So, we need to make this quick before Razor there figures out what’s really going on.”

      Hawk rushed over to the shared wall and inspected this portion of it. At first, he didn’t see anything that resembled a slot. Then he noticed a section of cabinets.

      “Do you remember how high up the wall the slot was?” Hawk asked.

      “I thought it was a little low, maybe waist high on an abnormally-sized man.”

      “Always got to get your abnormally-sized man comments in there.”

      Big Earv chuckled.

      “I’m the standard for men,” he said. “Six-foot-four, two hundred twenty pounds, pure muscle—that should be what we consider normal.”

      “You’re impossible,” Hawk said.

      He knelt next to the cabinets and started opening them. Most of them were packed with supplies—tape, sponges, rolls of stamps, boxes for packaging items, and scissors. Hawk methodically checked each cabinet space until he found what he was looking for. The slot between the two rooms creaked as he lifted it. Pressing his face against the slot, Hawk peered inside it to confirm it was indeed All Saints. And it was.

      Just beneath the slot was a small basket, just large enough to handle standard envelopes. And in the basket was a letter.

      “Would you look at this?” Hawk asked as he removed the basket and showed it to Big Earv.

      “What’s it say?” Big Earv asked.

      Hawk put the pen light in his mouth, shining it on his hands as he carefully worked open the envelope. Once he got the letter out, he scanned the letter.

      “Weird,” Hawk said. “It’s more or less a boring account of Paul Umberton’s day.”

      “It’s got to be some kind of code.”

      Hawk shrugged.

      “I wouldn’t be so sure. It seems really generic.”

      “Then why wouldn’t he want it scanned? Nobody would read this and think that a nefarious message is being transmitted.”

      “I don’t know, but check this out: ‘Today, I purchased groceries for the week before playing cricket with some of the lads at the pub.’ How could that be code for anything? And it’s handwritten on top of that?”

      “Let me see that,” Big Earv demanded as he held out his hand.

      Hawk passed the letter to his colleague and searched the room while Big Earv perused the letter.

      “You’re right,” Big Earv finally said. “Beats me how this is some secret.”

      Hawk took the letter back and then studied the piece of paper. He held it up to the light and tried to see if there were any other markings on it. But he didn’t notice any. Then he used ultraviolet light to see if there was another note written in invisible ink.

      Still nothing.

      “I don’t get it,” Hawk said.

      He stuffed the letter back in the envelope and went to hand it to Big Earv when his thumb grazed across the stamp. Instead of it being smooth, the surface seemed slightly raised.

      “Wait a minute,” Hawk said as he picked at the corner of the stamp.

      After a few attempts, Hawk managed to loosen the edge and peeled back the stamp.

      He gasped as he looked at it.

      “There you are,” Hawk said.

      “What is it?” Big Earv asked.

      Hawk pushed a small disc-shaped object into the palm of his hand and showed it to Big Earv.

      “A microdot,” Hawk said. “This is using some old school spy craft to get the message out. No wonder he didn’t want his messages undergoing X-ray inspection.”

      “Who knows what secrets are on that thing,” Big Earv said.

      “Well, whatever they are, whoever Umberton intended to see them is going to be sorely disappointed when he gets nothing.”

      The two men stopped when they heard a familiar growling noise coming from behind them.

      Hawk spun around to find that Razor had nearly polished off the entire steak. A small portion of it hung loosely out of the side of the dog’s mouth.

      “Good boy,” Hawk said.

      Razor snarled and flung the rest of the steak aside. Then without warning, Razor launched into a full-fledged sprint across the room, hurdling mail carts and darting between work stations. The animal skidded across the slick tile floor, not coming to a stop until it slammed against a cabinet. Hawk and Big Earv raced to the opposite site of the room and toward the back door. While they were both fast enough to make it there, they weren’t fast enough to get the door closed before Razor could slip through.

      Razor toppled over a mail cart, spilling packages all over the floor.

      Thinking on his feet, Hawk pulled out of his backpack the bag the meat had come in. Still dripping with blood, the sack was emptied into the cart. Razor pounced onto the mail strewn across the floor, his teeth shredding every letter they made contact with that had blood on it. Meanwhile, Hawk and Big Earv darted toward the door and slammed it shut behind them, keeping Razor contained.

      “You got the letter?” Big Earv asked.

      Hawk smiled and tapped the corner pocket on his shirt.

      “Let’s get the hell outta here—and get the hell off this island,” Hawk said.
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      BRIDGER, MONTANA

      Alex kissed John Daniel on top of his head and squeezed him tight. As she got up to go, he grabbed her arm and tugged on it. He wrapped his arms around her and gave him a hug.

      “You and Daddy aren’t both going to leave me again, are you?” he asked.

      She forced a smile as she drew back.

      “Are you worried about something?” she asked.

      “I don’t want anything to happen to you or Daddy,” he said. “But I get really scared when you are both gone for so long.”

      “Daddy’s going to be fine,” she said. “And I’m not going anywhere for a while, okay? We both want to be here for you, but we’re also working hard to make sure that little boys like you all across the country and the world don’t have to live in fear.”

      He said nothing as he stared up at the glow-in-the-dark stars now faintly glowing.

      “Do you think Daddy’s going to die?” he asked.

      “One day, we’re all going to die, but we’re going to do our best to be here for you while we can, okay?”

      Alex noticed his eyes glistening as his lips quivered.

      “I don’t want Daddy to die,” he said.

      “I’m not going to make any promises, but the truth is you just never know when your time is going to be up. But I can promise you that your daddy is doing everything he can to be safe and make sure you’re safe too.”

      He reached up to give her another hug before rolling over on his side and closing his eyes.

      “Good night, Mommy,” he said. “I love you.”

      Before Alex closed the door, she was almost certain he’d already fallen asleep. She took a deep breath as she tried to suppress the strong emotions nearly overcoming her in the moment.

      You can cry later, Alex.

      She hustled over to her computer and checked the status of her attempted hack into the Butch Jordan campaign rally server. Her automated system was working its way through the computer until it gained access. Rubbing her hands together, she went to work uploading a video, one that was guaranteed to expose Jordan. Alex had considered simply placing it on Jordan’s campaign website, but she knew it wouldn’t last long and would likely be removed almost immediately before anyone had a chance to view it. If Alex’s efforts weren’t going to be wasted, she needed as many people to see the video as possible at once—and that was going to happen in just a few hours at Jordan’s big campaign stop in Denver.

      Alex opened up a streaming feed on social media from Jordan’s campaign that showed a static camera shot of the Denver Broncos’ stadium jam-packed with people ready. Upbeat music pumped through the sound system as attendees bopped to the pulsating music. Alex laughed quietly, guessing that Butch Jordan had likely never listened to the popular song that had the crowd dancing and swaying, each person’s cell phone flashlights turned on and held high. For a moment, Alex viewed the audience and wished she was there. There was energy around the campaign, the kind that was intoxicating. But she’d felt it before only to be disappointed. She’d long since learned that political candidates would say anything to get elected and always came flawed with cartloads of baggage.

      But Butch Jordan was a special breed—and one she relished the opportunity to destroy.

      The fact that Jordan was rich didn’t bother Alex as much as the aspiring presidential candidate’s desire to enact policies that would endanger the lives of Americans everywhere. She didn’t doubt that he had good intentions, but he wasn’t principled or pragmatic, instead fashioning his platform to the whims of the latest polls. Instead of leading from a place of vision, Jordan followed from a place of popularity. If an idea was popular, he latched on to it, regardless of whether it made sense or not, and never mind if it was financially feasible.

      Jordan wasn’t the first candidate to exhibit such ideals, but it was the passion with which he wanted to dismantle the ability of the intelligence community to keep Americans safe that enraged her.

      Alex leaned back in her chair and played the video once more. Fifteen seconds into the clip, she could feel the rage coursing through her body. Not that she needed more motivation, but watching the footage of Jordan’s ignorance and arrogance in full display as he made his intentions known spurred her on to fight harder. She seethed as the clip ended. Jordan, swilling a glass of liquor, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and looked at the camera as he said that he was going to “remake America as we know it.”

      “Disgusting traitor,” she said to herself.

      Alex’s phone rang with a call from Morgan.

      “How are we looking for tonight?” Morgan asked.

      “All systems are go,” Alex said. “I’ve already hacked my way into the computer system that the Jordan campaign’s AV team in Denver will be pulling the footage from. I’m renaming it the same file as the video they intend to show tonight. They won’t be able to figure it out until it’s too late and thousands of people have captured footage of Jordan bragging about how he’s going to take down America.”

      “Brilliant. President Bullock will be happy to hear this. Keep me posted in case anything changes.”

      “Copy that.”

      Alex ended the call and watched the countdown timer on the social media site. Another pop song blared on the loudspeaker at the stadium, generating a similar response from the audience. Satisfied that everything was running smoothly, she got up and padded into the kitchen for a glass of water. She returned to her chair when she heard the shuffling of feet across the wooden floor. Standing a few feet in front of her was John Daniel, shielding his eyes as he squinted at her.

      “Mommy, I can’t sleep,” he said.

      “Why not?” she asked as she drew him close.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I can’t stop thinking about Daddy.”

      “Well, I can’t help you there. Close your eyes and try not to think about anything. That usually works for me.”

      “I tried that,” he said.

      She glanced at the clock displaying fifteen minutes before the rally was set to start.

      “Tell you what,” she began, “I’ll snuggle with you for five minutes and then Mommy needs to get some work done.”

      “I also heard some noise outside,” he said.

      “Oh, that was probably just the wind,” she said.

      “No, it was different,” John Daniel insisted. “It wasn’t the wind. It sounded like a truck.”

      Alex scowled as she got up and strode over to the window. She flung open the curtains.

      “Do you see a truck out there?” she asked. “Take your time. Look all over the yard. You see anything out there?”

      John Daniel stood on his tip-toes and placed his hands on the sill as he peered outside.

      “What do you see?” Alex asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “Okay, see,” she said. “There’s nothing to worry about. Now, let’s get you back in the bed.”

      “Will you still snuggle with me?” he asked.

      She glanced back at the live stream, which showed twelve minutes remaining before the event was scheduled to begin.

      “Sure,” she said. “I’ve still got some time.”

      He smiled big and wrapped his hands around her. Alex led him back to his bedroom and climbed underneath the covers with him. She asked him if he wanted to go camping again soon, which he answered with a resounding yes. They chatted briefly about what they loved about being in the great outdoors before he drifted off to sleep. Alex eased from underneath the covers and quietly left his room.

      Sitting down at her desk, she checked everything again to make sure nothing had changed. However, she did a double take when she looked at the live stream.

      The countdown was stuck—and so was the image.

      “What’s going on?” she said aloud.

      She checked her cords and found everything was secure. Then she looked in the upper corner of her screen and saw that there was a line striking through the icon used to indicate connectivity to the internet.

      Alex swore under her breath as she tried to figure out what had happened. She rushed outside to check the cable connection leading into the house. Everything seemed intact, including an object attached to one of the lines she’d never noticed before.

      What is this?

      Then she heard an engine rumbling, the dust trail of a truck visible on the ridge above their house in the moonlight. The truck’s brake lights flashed as the vehicle slowed and rounded a corner and disappeared from sight. She hustled up the long driveway to investigate further. Once she reached the road, that’s when she noticed the fiber cable they’d had installed sliced in half.

      “Son of a bitch,” she said before kicking at the dirt.

      She pulled her phone out of her pocket and dialed Morgan’s number.

      “Everything still a go?” Morgan asked.

      “Negative,” Alex said. “Someone just sliced the fiber cable that carries the internet to our house. My hands are tied.”

      Morgan swore and went off on a short rant before regaining her composure.

      “I wish there was something more I could do,” Alex said.

      “But how?” Morgan asked. “How did they know what you were about to do?”

      Then Alex had an idea. She raced back to the house and looked more closely at the small box attached to the incoming cable boxes. Upon further inspection, she recognized the device.

      “What’s a transmitter doing here?” she asked. “Who could’ve done this?”

      That’s when she remembered Butch Jordan’s visit.

      “Bastard,” she said before letting out a guttural scream.
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      LOS ANGELES

      Hawk entered the Magnum Group headquarters and found it eerily quiet. No Dr. Z parading around in his bow tie with his latest gadget pestering Hawk at the door. No usual bustle from the other employees buzzing around discussing the latest technological advancements. No energy. Just a sterile shell of itself.

      He poked his head into the lab, the tables all covered with white drape cloths.

      “It’s a little sad, isn’t it?” Big Earv’s baritone voice booming from behind him.

      Hawk nodded.

      “I know we’re the ones out in the field, but it really feels like so much more of a team when we’re all working together,” he said. “Now, it kind of feels like we’re just freelancers or vigilantes.”

      “You and me both, brother,” Big Earv said as he wrapped his giant hand around Hawk’s shoulder.

      “But I’m hopeful we can figure out a way around all this. We’ve just got to get Harris his mine back.”

      Big Earv put his hands on his hips and surveyed the room.

      “Well, I hear that Morgan might have some good news for us in the conference room. You coming?”

      “Tell her I’ll be there in a minute,” Hawk said.

      “Catch you in a few.”

      Hawk waited until Big Earv was gone before rummaging through Dr. Z’s cabinets. It felt a little wrong at first, snooping through the lab in search of something. But Hawk had his reasons. Dr. Z usually took care of him before he left for missions, just like the unsuspecting pencil that had helped him out of the jam in Mozambique. But Hawk felt he needed something a little more than a blade for his next mission. The deeper they went in unraveling the faces behind The Alliance, the more dangerous Hawk felt things were going to be.

      Hawk knelt as he checked one of the cabinets under a lab table, opening the door and sifting through several objects inside. There was one that looked very familiar, one Dr. Z had demonstrated in the past. A small pen that served as a flash bang, detonating five seconds after it was activated and the cap was removed. But there was another item that caught Hawk’s eye—a traditional-looking watch with a numeric clock face and a leather band.

      “What’s this do?” he asked.

      He flipped it over and read the engraved instructions on the back that explained how to use it. With a twist of the crown, a nodule mechanically protruded from the top of the watch. Then Hawk pinched two small buttons on opposite sides of the device, resulting in the nodule to emit a small laser. He picked up a steel rod off a stack of scrap metal and attempted to slice through it. The longest distance the laser could reach was about six inches, a healthy distance to do some damage.

      Hawk tucked both devices into his pocket and headed to the conference room.
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        * * *

      

      ARMS CROSSED, face sullen, Morgan tapped her foot and glanced at her watch as Hawk entered the room.

      “Nice of you to join us, Agent Hawk,” she said, her tone icy.

      “Sorry,” he said, trying to sound as apologetic as he could. “Usually I have someone to help me get the tech I need, but there wasn’t anyone to help this time.”

      “Unfortunately, that’s the hand we’ve been dealt,” she said. “The sooner you come to terms with that, the better. But if you want our funding fully restored, you need to figure out a way to force United Trust to restore ownership back to Phillip Harris. Because based on the new law, this will be the new normal for us. And trust me, nobody is happy about it.”

      Hawk settled into his chair and scanned the room, while Morgan’s voice echoed off the walls. Instead of Mia and Alex and Dr. Z and a half dozen other support personnel, Hawk only found Morgan, Big Earv, and a couple of analysts.

      We could’ve held this meeting in Morgan’s office.

      “Mia’s not with us, but she was able to work with Julio here to figure out what was on the microdot you were able to bring back,” Morgan said. “Julio, why don’t you take it from here?”

      Julio Lopez stood up, a diminutive man with glasses and a nasally voice. He used his laser pointer to highlight some of the information gleaned off the microdot.

      “As you can see here, we were able to identify some of the targets,” Lopez said, his laser drifting down a long list of names. “However, what we found interesting was how your man Paul Umberton was running this operation. He targeted political candidates in key races, hedging his bets. If the power accompanied the position, he had already begun compiling phone calls, security footage, emails, and texts on both candidates.”

      “Why wouldn’t they just rig the election?” Big Earv asked.

      “Too costly and too risky,” Lopez said as he chewed on the end of his pen. “If they got caught, too many key cogs in the organization would be revealed, making it easy to take down. But all The Alliance would have to do is threaten to share embarrassing info about the person and they would become controllable. Once politicians come to power, they rarely give it up.”

      “Someone must pry it from their cold, dead hands,” Hawk said. “We know this all too well.”

      “In that case, you know what a disaster this is,” Lopez said. “With The Alliance able to manipulate any politician, it makes me wonder if anyone isn’t compromised at the federal level.”

      “Honestly, I don’t care about any of this right now,” Hawk said. “All I want is to figure out who’s behind it and put together a plan to expose them. And that’s only the first step of our strategic initiative if we’re going to restore our full funding so we can properly keep this country safe.”

      Morgan nodded.

      “That’s exactly what we’re trying to do here—and we need to act quickly before Harris decides that it’s not worth it to continue partnering with us. He’s a patriot first and a businessman second. But if he doesn’t get his mine back, he’s not going to be able to fund us. So, we have to get this done.”

      “What else did Mia find? Anything we can use?” Big Earv asked.

      “Interestingly enough, there was a code next to each name on the microdot, which she was able to decrypt.”

      “What’s the code correspond to?” Hawk asked.

      “It leads to a site on the dark web,” Morgan said. “And the code is the password for the file corresponding to each person on the list. And there were some interesting ones, for sure.”

      “Any names we’d recognize?” Big Earv asked.

      “How about President Bullock?” Morgan suggested. “You recognize that name?”

      Hawk shook his head and slapped the table. “The Alliance has dirt on him?”

      “It’s more like who doesn’t The Alliance have dirt on,” Morgan said. “But I wouldn’t exactly call what they have on Bullock dirt. It’s benign stuff that would likely be ignored by most people. But Butch Jordan on the other hand—that guy will be beholden to every whim of The Alliance’s wishes if they choose to leverage what they have against him. Have a look.”

      She picked up a remote off the table and clicked on the television. A few seconds later, footage of Jordan started rolling across the screen.

      Everyone’s eyes in the room widened as they watched the footage of Jordan with some of the explicit imagery blacked out.

      “Did you get the footage with those redactions?” Hawk asked.

      “No,” she said. “This is just to cover our asses in case we get dragged into court. We don’t want to be in possession of anything that could be considered illicit and illegal.”

      “Why not release this now?” Big Earv asked. “It’d be a surefire way to get him to withdraw from the race.”

      Morgan pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes before looking at Big Earv.

      “Believe me when I say this, but there’s nothing more I’d like to do than to release this to the public,” Morgan began, “but it would raise the kind of questions that might lead to actions further hampering our ability to do our jobs. If people knew that spy agencies could access this kind of private footage—both from cell phones and security cameras—there’d be an uproar over these practices.”

      Hawk stroked his chin as he thought for a moment before responding.

      “That’s why I don’t particularly care for this kind of intrusion by any government entity,” he said. “If bad actors embedded in these agencies at the federal level decided to use this type of information against people, it would put everyone at risk of being manipulated. But now we’ve got outside agencies hacking into government servers and doing it. Either way, it’s bad—and I don’t care how many people’s lives we save by collecting this type of data and images. It’s not worth it.”

      “So, you’d rather us release the footage, even if it means losing our ability to spy on terrorists?” Morgan asked.

      “I’d rather it be limited on a case-by-case basis so this kind of stuff doesn’t happen. But a bunch of low-level military lackeys sitting on an island in the middle of the ocean collecting dirt on the world can’t be a good idea, as we know all too well these days.”

      “At the moment, there’s not much we can do about the collection of intel by foreign countries,” Morgan said. “But that wasn’t all Mia found.”

      Hawk and Big Earv exchanged knowing glances.

      “Told you she’s good, Hawk,” Big Earv said.

      “What’d she find?” Hawk asked.

      “She found the address of the man who owns the post office box in China where your bartender sent all the information he gathered,” Morgan said. “Wheels up at eighteen hundred hours. We don’t have any time to lose.”
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      SHANGHAI, CHINA

      Hawk and Big Earv ambled along a sidewalk fronting the Huangpu River as the sun peeked up over the horizon, cutting through the city’s vast tapestry of skyrises and industrial towers. Despite the early time of day, people bustled toward their businesses, eager to begin another day of work. While the pedestrians remained quiet and lost in their own worlds listening to music or podcasts through ear buds, the streets were a cacophony of horns, rumbling engines, and screeching tires with the occasional clash of metal on metal. Bikers braved the traffic, navigating through vehicles constricted by congestion and traffic lights.

      As Hawk continued along nearly shoulder to shoulder with those rushing to work, he longed to be home in Montana more than ever. He missed Alex and John Daniel as well as the wide open spaces of big sky country.

      “You all right?” Big Earv asked Hawk.

      He shrugged.

      “It’s all a bit much, isn’t it?” Hawk said.

      “What?”

      “The people, the traffic, the sheer busyness of it all,” Hawk said. “Feels like we’re all packed in here like sardines marching to our deaths.”

      “I love the city,” Big Earv said. “The energy, the innovative spirit, the anticipation that something is about to happen—it’s all oozing from the people we’re walking with. This is good for my soul.”

      Hawk looked around and furrowed his brow.

      “Guess we have different perspectives,” he said. “I don’t know if I’ve ever been in a place like this that felt as if it was going to suck the life right out of me and toss me aside like a peanut hull before being trampled underfoot. I’m not sure I could matter less right now.”

      Big Earv gave him a sideways glance.

      “That couldn’t be any farther from the truth right now. You matter—and you know it all too well.”

      “Just seeing if you were paying attention,” Hawk said, “though it’s hard to with all these people.”

      “You get used to it living in a metropolis,” Big Earv said.

      “This isn’t a taste I want to acquire, if you know what I mean,” Hawk said.

      “Well, find something from the experience to appreciate and take that with you,” Big Earv said. “That’s what I do when I have to ride horses in the boondocks.”

      Hawk smiled and patted Big Earv on the back.

      “Sounds like I need to have you out to the ranch more often.”

      “No offense, but I’ll pass,” Big Earv said.

      Hawk glanced around at the city scape and shuddered.

      “To each his own.”

      They came to an intersection and turned north, heading away from the river. They walked for a couple of miles before they spotted the apartment building with the corresponding address of the post office box owner.

      “You think this guy is going to answer the door?” Big Earv asked as they climbed the steps.

      “If he doesn’t, we’re going to knock it down,” Hawk said. “This mission is critical right now to our organization’s survival and the safety of Americans, and I’m not leaving without an answer.”

      Big Earv nodded and then looked over his shoulder.

      “I’m with you—but do you think those guys back there are following us?”

      Hawk used the rearview mirror of a truck to stealthily inspect the men Big Earv noticed.

      “Maybe, though this is the first time we’ve been able to tell if anyone is following us. But let’s make the block just to be sure.”

      Hawk and Big Earv strode right past the apartment building to the next intersection and then circled the building.

      “I think we lost them, if they even were following us,” Hawk said.

      “Better safe than sorry,” Big Earv said.

      They entered the building and climbed the steps to the eighth floor, the location of the post office box renter’s home. Hawk took a deep breath as he stood in front of the door. He knocked several times and stepped back, hoping for a speedy response. But no footsteps, no creaking of floorboards, no calls from inside to notify the visitors that someone was coming.

      Hawk knocked again.

      This time, his persistence drew the ire of an elderly woman who hobbled into the hall, leaning heavily on her cane. As soon as she made eye contact with them, she launched into an animated discussion, arms waving, cane shaking, head bobbing.

      Hawk urged her to slow down in Mandarin.

      Once she finally started speaking in a calm voice, Hawk was able to understand her grievances. She was taking care of her sick daughter who needed sleep, and the loud knocking in the hallway awakened her. And then she told them that the apartment had been empty for years, claiming it was haunted ever since a little boy died there after a television fell on top of him and crushed him.

      Hawk asked the woman if she was certain. Then she asked if he was considering moving in. He told her that he wasn’t before she broke into laughter. She claimed to tell that story to every prospective buyer in order to keep it empty so that end of the hallway could remain quiet. But she insisted that it was all true and that no one had lived at that address for quite some time.

      Hawk said he wanted to check and turned the knob. The door flung open, revealing an empty—yet dusty—apartment. It had been completely cleaned out.

      “See,” the woman said, gesturing toward the apartment, “what did I tell you?”

      Hawk thanked the woman for her time and groaned as he realized they had lost so much time on a fruitless search.

      “Morgan’s not gonna like this,” Big Earv said. “We came all this way for nothing.”

      Then an idea percolated in Hawk’s mind.

      “Maybe it doesn’t all have to be for naught,” he said.

      “What can we salvage out of this trip?”

      “We might still be able to get what we came for,” Hawk said. “It’s just going to take a little more time and patience.”

      “Those aren’t two things I have a lot of at the moment.”

      “Me either, but at this point, we don’t have too much to lose. If Harris is going to pull our funding if we don’t figure this out, we need to stick it out until the bitter end. Agree?”

      Big Earv nodded reluctantly.

      “What do you have in mind?” he asked.
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        * * *

      

      Hawk laid prone on the rooftop of a building across the street from the post office in a residential district of Shanghai. He kept a pair of binoculars trained on the entrance to the facility, while Big Earv stayed well out of sight, leaning against an HVAV unit as he kept his eyes glued on the small camera he’d positioned inside. Big Earv focused on the box where the Paul Umberton letter was addressed. People came in waves around certain times, but no one had inserted a key into the box Big Earv was watching.

      “What if he doesn’t check his box for three or four days?” Big Earv asked over their coms. “How are you going to explain all this to Morgan?”

      “If we leave, what else are we going to do? Go home and hope for a miracle?”

      “You know I’m with you, but I’m just trying to think about all the possible scenarios and how we should proceed if they happen.”

      “This is it,” Hawk said. “It’s last straw and end-of-our-rope kind of stuff. We don’t get this right, we go home empty-handed in more ways than one. In fact, if we don’t get this right, we could be working on our last mission together.”

      “Aww, hell no,” Big Earv said. “I’m not ready for that.”

      “That makes two of us. Now, keep those eyes peeled. We can’t afford to miss anything.”

      A half-hour passed and the post office was nearly desolate before a man entered and walked up to the box.

      “Got him,” Big Earv announced. “He’s wearing a royal blue jacket with a baseball cap pulled down over his eyes. But wait—”

      “What is it?”

      “Is that—”

      Big Earv stopped talking.

      “You all right?” Hawk asked.

      “I think so,” Big Earv said, finding his voice again. “Is that Paul Umberton?”

      Hawk located the man as he exited the post office and tried to make out his facial features.

      “Well, he’s certainly not Chinese,” Hawk said. “That much I’m sure of.”

      “That’s him,” Big Earv said. “I’m sure of it.”

      “What the hell—he mailed himself a letter? That’d be unusual—unless he was already planning on disappearing.”

      Hawk handed his binoculars to Big Earv.

      “Keep an eye on him,” Hawk said. “And don’t lose him. I’m going to follow him.”

      “And you want me to just stay up here?” Big Earv asked as he found Umberton and started watching.

      “Stay here until I know where Umberton’s going, okay? Just keep me apprised of any major directional changes.”

      “Copy that.”

      Hawk hustled down the stairwell and hit the street level. He walked swiftly, weaving in and out of pedestrian traffic. Not that anyone seemed to mind his hurried pace or even give him a second glance. Unfortunately, Big Earv attracted quite a few eyeballs due to his six-foot, four-inch height—and the country’s rabid NBA fandom that would draw people in search of a picture with an NBA player.

      Hawk’s impatient pace helped him blend in even more. After a few minutes, Umberton turned right, ending Big Earv’s line of sight and forcing Hawk on his own.

      “Come join me,” Hawk said over the coms. “I’m still behind the bastard.”

      He trudged along for several more minutes before Umberton reached a high-rise apartment building. Umberton walked up the steps and headed straight for an elevator. Hawk did likewise, keeping his head down and out of Umberton’s direct line of sight. Once he got off the elevator, Hawk stayed on, ascending one floor before racing back down the stairwell and catching Umberton unlock a door at the end of the hall. After he disappeared inside, Hawk raced down to the door to get the number.

      “He’s in unit nine seventy-two,” Hawk said in a whisper. “Join me on the ninth floor and we’ll figure out a way to snag him.”

      “Copy that,” Big Earv said.

      After a few minutes, Big Earv arrived, panting and drenched in sweat.

      “What’d I miss?” he asked.

      “Nothing so far,” Hawk said as he looked out through a slightly cracked door.

      Then there was movement.

      “He’s on the go,” Hawk said. “We need to retreat to the floor above.”

      They went up set of stairs and waited for Umberton to appear. As soon as he did, they galloped down the steps after him. The exit led them into an alleyway, trailing Umberton.

      Umberton gave a cluster of scantily clad women a sharp nod and then continued on without a second look.

      However, Hawk and Big Earv were immediately descended upon following Umberton’s rejection. They tried to fend off the women, but they swarmed the two operatives.

      “Please,” Hawk said in Mandarin Chinese, “We’re not interested.”

      The delay wasn’t all that long, but it was long enough for Umberton to slip from their sight. Hawk and Big Earv ran up to the alley where Umberton had disappeared. Nobody was there.

      They rushed up and down the sidewalk for the better part of ten minutes, every trip as fruitless as the last, all unable to find Umberton.

      “Damnit,” Big Earv said. “We lost him.”

      “Maybe, but at least we know where he lives now,” Hawk said. “That little bastard isn’t going to get away from us again.”
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      BRIDGER, MONTANA

      Alex scraped a healthy portion of scrambled eggs onto John Daniel’s plate along with a piece of toast and a fruit medley. After pouring a glass of orange juice, she set the breakfast in front of him on the table. He gave her a toothy grin and thanked her before devouring his food. When he was finished, she handed him his backpack and lunch before ushering him to the truck where she drove him to the bus stop.

      While they waited for the bus to arrive, John Daniel mindlessly tossed his football in the air in the passenger seat.

      “First day of second grade,” she said as looked admiringly at her son, “you ready for it?”

      “I was born ready,” he said. “And I can’t wait to show this ball off to all my friends.”

      “Is that the one Governor Jordan gave you?”

      He nodded and smiled.

      “He’s so nice, Mom. Do you know if he’s going to visit again?”

      “You never know,” Alex said, answering as charitably as possible. “Just don’t play with that ball.”

      “Why not? It’s signed by the Dallas Cowboys quarterback.”

      “Exactly,” she said. “You want to keep it nice. It might be worth a lot of money one day.”

      John Daniel huffed. “What good is a football if you just put it on a shelf to look at?”

      Bus headlights swept across the windshield as it rumbled around the corner on the dusty road. Two other parents were parked behind Alex also waiting for the bus to arrive.

      “Whatever you do today, be kind to your teachers and your classmates,” she said. “And have fun.”

      “Mom,” he said as he opened the car door, “it’s school. School isn’t fun.”

      “But it can be,” she said.

      “Maybe when you were a kid, but not for me,” John Daniel said. “But I’m going to have fun at lunch playing with my new ball. Bye, Mom. Love you!”

      Before Alex could get in another word, he darted toward the bus and its flashing lights waiting for him to board. She resisted the urge to cry once the bus doors shut behind him and the vehicles resumed chugging up another hill behind them toward another cluster of ranches.

      He’s growing up so fast.

      Alex wiped away a stray tear with the back of her hand before putting the truck into drive and returning to the house. As she drove, she refocused her mind on what she had to do, methodically going through each task: feed the horses, fix the broken gate, get the groceries, make dinner.

      There was one more that took ultimate priority: get revenge on Butch Jordan.

      She stopped near the entrance to their property and inspected the fiber pipe that carried the internet to their house. It had been repaired, restoring her ability to better communicate with the outside world and process data over the internet at a much more feasible speed. But just seeing the blade marks in the casing around the fiber enraged her. Jordan had violated her trust, eavesdropping on every conversation she’d had since he visited her.

      Alex fixed the gate and fed the horses before she noticed a truck bumping along their driveway toward the house. It skidded to a stop near the barn.

      Alex eyed the man closely.

      “Are you Edgar?” she asked.

      The man nodded and flashed his credentials and handed her the work order that Morgan May had signed off on. She leaned forward to inspect all the documentation.

      “And you’re Alex Hawk?”

      “So I’m told,” she said speaking in a hushed tone. “I want you to sweep the house, but I just want you to show me where the bugs are. I’d rather not whoever’s listening to know that I’m aware of the bug’s existence.”

      He smiled and winked.

      “I gotcha,” Edgar said. “You just go about your day doing whatever you got to do and I’ll give you a full report when I’m finished.”

      Alex thanked him and headed back to the barn to take care of a few more morning chores.

      A couple of hours later, Alex was brushing Dusty and Tucker when Edgar knocked on the side of the barn.

      “You finished?” she asked.

      Edgar, clipboard in hand, nodded before shuffling over toward her.

      “I’ve got a full report for you right here,” he said.

      “How bad was it?” she asked.

      “Not as bad as you might think, though the listening device he used was a super powerful one that’s capable of picking up normal decibel level conversations through doors and walls. It’s a prototype that I’ve never seen in the field before.”

      She eyed him cautiously.

      “Where’d it come from?” she asked.

      “The only one I’ve seen like this was from a recent tranche of new tech developed by Colton Industries. However, I’ve yet to see one in the wild yet, especially one used against a U.S. operative.”

      Alex set her jaw and resisted the urge to curse. Instead, she smiled and continued reviewing the report with Edgar. He flipped the page and showed her a picture of the device, cleverly hidden by sticking it on the bottom of his chair encased in a piece of chewing gum.

      “It was transmitting everything to a device on a box attached to the side of your house, all while able to harvest unencrypted information over email and the internet,” he said.

      “Every communication I send is encrypted,” she said.

      “Then they wouldn’t have been able to know what you were saying or what files you were sharing. But if you had a conversation on the phone, they knew all about it.”

      “That explains a lot,” she said.

      “Are you sure you want me to leave everything in place?” he asked. “The work order I have says it’s a sweep and removal.”

      “I’ll handle the removal part when I’m ready,” she said. “But for now, everything stays.”

      “Then may I suggest you dispose of it by burning it in a fire. It’s the best way to make sure that the device is completely useless. I don’t know about that specific model, but some of them will stop transmitting but can still gather and record conversations for up to two weeks after you think they’ve been destroyed.”

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll blow the thing to oblivion when I’m done with it.”

      Edgar chuckled and held out the clipboard, pointing to a spot on the work order for her to sign.

      “I’m sure you will,” he said.

      Alex thanked him for his help and started scheming.

      “Revenge is going to be sweet, Governor Jordan,” she said to herself as she finished brushing the horses. “And then you’re next, Mr. Thomas Colton.”
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      SHANGHAI, CHINA

      Hawk pulled up the hood of his jacket and kept his head down as he navigated through the people shuffling through a market crammed beneath the shadows of aging buildings in a narrow street devoid of vehicles. A light steady drizzle fell from a darkened noon sky, leaving puddles on the concrete in some spots and mud in other places deteriorated by wear and tear over time. Vendors huddled around steaming pots as the smell of rice and cooked fish wafted through the air.

      As Hawk negotiated the oncoming market shoppers, he glanced over his shoulder to make sure he hadn’t lost Big Earv. While he stood out in Asia due to his size and skin color, Big Earv did his best to blend in.

      They continued through the market for a few minutes before Hawk darted down a set of stairs and into a tight passageway comprised of small shops. Tailors, butchers, dry cleaners, grocers, and cafe owners stood outside their businesses beckoning pedestrians inside, eager to turn them into customers. Near the end of a row of shops, Hawk saw the place he was looking for, a small pho cafe.

      The restaurant had no customers and contained just four tables with two chairs apiece. He and Big Earv entered before ordering the “number seventeen,” which wasn’t on the menu board affixed behind the counter. The man glanced around before gesturing for them to follow him. He led them through a cramped kitchen and into a small office, which had just enough room for a desk and two chairs across from it. With all four walls painted dark blue, boxes stacked with paper spilling off the sides made the space feel even smaller. Behind the desk sat a woman that Hawk had only known as The Canary.

      The woman offered a stiff smile as she stood and shook Hawk and Big Earv’s hands before inviting them to sit down. She nodded at the man, who closed the door and shuffled away. Hawk and Big Earv complied, easing into the chairs across from her.

      Hawk had read The Canary’s file during the flight to Shanghai and became familiar enough with her. According to the CIA report, The Canary was recruited while studying international business at UCLA a decade earlier. She wasn’t interested in a government position upon returning to China, instead focused on utilizing her knowledge to help people launch small businesses. She had helped her father start a small cafe, the same one she still worked out of. Despite her success, she wanted to remain among the people she sought to help. However, those objectives didn’t deter her recruitment by the agency. Most prospective agents were required to pursue a position within the Chinese government, but The Canary was given an exception as officials used her as an inconspicuous spy to watch specific targets.

      Based on what Hawk read in The Canary’s report, she was good at what she did. Using the reports she filed, U.S. agency officers were able to identify Chinese spies in the U.S. and capture them before they could transmit a devastating amount of intel back to their superiors. Hawk rarely let his guard down, but his knowledge of The Canary’s history with the agency put him at ease.

      “Gentlemen,” she said as she slid a stack of papers on her desk to the far corner, “what can I help you with?”

      Hawk reached into his jacket pocket and produced a picture.

      “We’re looking for this man who lives in this area,” Hawk said, “and we understand you might be able to tell us more about him. He goes by the name of Paul Umberton.”

      She took the photo from Hawk’s hands and studied it for a second before giving it back.

      “That’s not Paul Umberton,” she said. “That man goes by the name of Wei Zhao. And might I ask how you’ve gotten yourself tangled up with him?”

      “He was on the island of Ascension using the British government’s listening program to steal information and recordings from some of the world’s most powerful leaders,” Hawk said.

      The Canary winced.

      “What’s wrong?” Hawk asked.

      “I don’t like this at all,” she said. “There’s something not right here.”

      “What do you mean?” Big Earv asked.

      “If Zhao is involved, you’ve got yourself a plethora of problems, starting with the fact that whatever operation you’re conducting, it means that the Chinese Mafia is mixed up in it.”

      Hawk’s eyes widened.

      “The Chinese Mafia?” he asked. “Why the hell would they be in on this? There isn’t any Mafia involved in what we’re doing—at least, not any that we know of.”

      “Not any that you knew of,” she said, “because now you know about it. I can promise you that Zhao will leverage whatever he found, too, even if it’s for another cause.”

      “He claimed to be MI6, trying to convince us another man was the one we were looking for,” Hawk said.

      “Sounds like Zhao,” she said. “Due to his ability to pass as a British citizen, I’m not surprised he would try something like that on you. His father was a leader within The Five Seas, a Shanghai Mafia group before he was murdered a few years ago, while his mother was from England. And right now, there’s a major war going on between The Five Seas and the Bamboo Brotherhood.”

      “That bastard told us his father was English,” Big Earv said.

      “You’ll be lucky to get any truth out of him,” The Canary said, “but if he was on Ascension, nothing good will come of that, especially if he’s passing that information along to his contact in Beijing.”

      “Who does he work with in Beijing?” Hawk asked.

      “Not sure exactly, though I have a few guesses,” she said. “The most likely candidate is a man named Qiang Chen, a wealthy businessman who had made a vast fortune by creating tech products that people use every day here. Globally, he’s despised because many other countries have accused him of stealing their patents. He started out by strictly managing manufacturing plants, but he started keeping some of the American patented product designs and creating his own identical products then selling them to the Chinese market.”

      “For a wealthy businessman, colluding with the Mafia seems rather odd,” Hawk said.

      “True—unless you understand Chen’s predicament,” she continued. “Due to the outcry over his blatant thievery, American companies have boycotted all of his manufacturing plants, leaving him without a way to steal patents. So, he’s resorted to hiring Chinese Mafia members to break into other manufacturing plants and steal their patents.”

      Big Earv shook his head.

      “That’s quite the racket,” he said.

      “You haven’t even heard the best part,” she said. “Chen’s security cameras are the most widely used in the country. And according to some reports, he has the ability to control the cameras or shut them off altogether, allowing whoever he hires to plunder with impunity. And once they’re inside the building, they can do whatever they want. Most of the time, they make it look like a simple robbery, but a few months later, Chen has a new product sweeping the country by storm, followed by a lawsuit from a company that was working with a manufacturer that was broken into.”

      “I’m still trying to figure out why someone like Chen would care about gathering intel to blackmail others,” Hawk said.

      “Chen would sell his own mother to slave traders if he thought he could get enough for her,” The Canary said. “If there’s monetary gain to be had from something, you can almost bet that Chen has his fingers in it.”

      Hawk leaned back in his chair and stroked his chin, thinking for a moment.

      “Do you happen to have any files on Chen?” he asked. “I’d like to read more about him and find out what his angle could possibly be for partnering with someone like Zhao.”

      “Of course,” she said as she handed it to him. “I’m going to go out front and help my dad for a few minutes. You two take all the time you need.”

      The Canary got up and left the room, closing the door behind her. Hawk and Big Earv perused the file together. When they finished, Hawk turned to his colleague.

      “So, what do you think?” Hawk asked.

      “I’m thinking along the same lines as you are, trying to figure out why Chen would want this information, other than for greed.”

      “My only conclusion would be that Chen has to be associated with The Alliance somehow,” Hawk said.

      “Or maybe Chen is the link we’ve been searching for all along,” Big Earv said.

      Hawk cocked his head to one side.

      “What do you mean?”

      “If Chen owns manufacturing plants, he’d become valuable to The Alliance, especially if their goals are what we think they are,” Big Earv said. “He could manufacture their weapons or gadgets to monitor everyone to keep them compliant to the new world order they want to establish. He’d be a vital cog in their wheel.”

      “But why would he want the information to blackmail people?”

      Big Earv shrugged.

      “Maybe to get supplies and materials? Or maybe he’s looking to move up within The Alliance and take it over? No matter what, a man as ambitious as Chen would find a way to leverage it for power and fortune.”

      “I like it,” Hawk said. “It’s all plausible, though we don’t have any proof yet.”

      “Then we just go to Beijing and investigate Chen and find out for ourselves.”

      The door opened and The Canary returned.

      “Did you gentlemen have an opportunity to read over Chen’s file?” she asked.

      Hawk nodded.

      “We believe Chen might be the guy we’re ultimately looking for, though we can’t be sure,” Hawk said. “We need to find Zhao and verify who he’s passing this intel to.”

      “Zhao’s slippery,” she said. “But there’s one thing he does very consistently. Every Wednesday when he’s in town, he takes the last bullet train to Beijing. If you want to follow him and see what he’s doing, that’s the best way to do it.”

      Hawk and Big Earv thanked The Canary and slipped back into the mass of people in the market.

      “Let’s get back to our hotel and get a plan together,” Hawk said. “We’ve got a train to catch tomorrow.”
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      DALLAS, TEXAS

      Butch Jordan entered his campaign office and tipped his cowboy hat to the young blonde wearing a tight-fitting blouse and skirt who looked up from hammering away on her keyboard. She smiled back and gave him a knowing wink.

      “Good to see you, Amanda,” Jordan said. “You sure do look nice today.”

      Her face flushed red as the other interns in the office all glanced at her, eyebrows raised and smirks on their faces. She dropped her head, tightened her lips, and returned to her work.

      Jordan clapped his hands several times as he surveyed the room and sensed what was going on.

      “Come on, everybody,” Jordan said. “I don’t pay you to giggle. Get back to work or I’ll find someone who can do your job. Let’s go.”

      He shot one more furtive look at Amanda before striding into his office. After removing his cowboy hat, he settled into the oversized leather chair behind his desk and propped his boots up on it. He snatched a folder off the corner of his desk that his assistant had prepared for him. Before he’d worked through the first document, his phone buzzed, interrupting him.

      “Mr. Jordan,” his assistant said, “Alvin Fulton from your campaign office said he needs to see you—and it’s urgent.”

      Jordan sighed.

      “Send him on in.”

      Fulton entered the office waving a manila folder and grinning like he’d just pulled off an embarrassing prank.

      “Are you sure this is urgent?” Jordan asked. “You look like you just got into something you shouldn’t have.”

      “Maybe I just heard something I shouldn’t have—but it makes no difference to me. It’s going to be your gain if you’re willing to act on it immediately.”

      Jordan wrinkled his brow and steepled his fingers, elbows resting on the edge of his desk.

      “You know I hate that word immediately,” he said, “unless, of course, it’s me giving out an order for when I want something done.”

      Fulton, an Austin transplant who sought refuge in Texas after growing weary of the fast-paced New York lifestyle, tossed the file on Jordan’s desk and sank into the chair opposite Jordan. While the campaign wiz wasn’t a true Texan, he appreciated Jordan’s approach to governance and wanted to be a part of it.

      With his fingers interlocked and placed behind his head, he leaned back and propped his feet on the end of Jordan’s desk.

      “If you don’t use that word by the time you finish reading that file, I’ll forfeit my pay for a month,” Fulton said still wearing a wide smile.

      “Deal,” Jordan said.

      His eyes flickered as he scanned the words on the handful of pages secured in the upper corner by a staple.

      “Is this an actual transcript?” he asked.

      Fulton, eyes closed, nodded slowly.

      “Are you sure?” Jordan asked.

      “I’ve listened to the recording myself. Would you like to hear it?”

      “Bring it to me immediately.”

      Fulton froze and scowled.

      “There you go, boss, blowing your chance to get me for a whole month for free.”

      “If this is true,” Jordan said, “your worth is invaluable to this campaign. I’d feel like I was robbing you blind.”

      “See, I told you it was urgent.”

      “But I’m not doing anything until I hear it myself.”

      Fulton removed his phone from his pocket and navigated to an audio app. He pushed the play button, allowing Jordan to hear the conversation for himself.

      “But it’s just one side of a conversation,” Jordan said. “We can’t be sure what was being said by the person on the other end.”

      “It doesn’t take a genius to piece together what the discussion centers around.”

      “Play it one more time,” Jordan directed.

      Fulton took his time as he initiated another playback.

      Jordan recognized the voice right away as one belonging to Alex Hawk. The call lasted just under a minute and a half, ending with her telling presumably the president or one of his aides that Ethan O’Brien needed to be vetted.

      “Seriously? He wants to hire O’Brien? How is his base going to react to that?”

      Fulton shrugged.

      “O’Brien isn’t a controversial figure by any stretch of the imagination, but I think it tips Bullock’s hand for his re-election campaign,” he said. “He’s going to try and bill himself as someone who reaches across the partisan aisle in an attempt to unite the country.”

      “And if he hires O’Brien, he’ll be successful at doing that.”

      “So, what do you want to do?”

      “Get him on the phone immediately,” Jordan said.

      Fulton smiled.

      “You just used that word again,” he said.

      “So.”

      “So, now you owe me twice my salary for this month.”

      Jordan sat upright and pointed at Fulton.

      “If this works out, I’ll pay you triple.”

      Fulton snatched the folder off Jordan’s desk.

      “I’ll have O’Brien here within the hour. I heard he’s speaking on the Baylor campus later tonight and happen to have a friend who’s part of his traveling entourage.”

      “This is why I hired you,” Jordan said. “Now quit preening like a peacock and just get me results.”

      “Aye, aye, cap’n,” Fulton said, giving Jordan a mock salute before leaving the office whistling.
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        * * *

      

      Fulton delivered as promised, introducing Ethan O’Brien, one of the top podcasters and political pundits in the country, to Butch Jordan. They sat down and had a brief yet productive conversation about what might be the best way to move the country forward. It didn’t take long before Jordan realized why Fulton insisted swift action be taken. The two men were ideologically aligned on about ninety-five percent of the major issues. And on the five percent that they weren’t, Jordan concluded it wasn’t a big deal. Finding anyone who thought a hundred percent like he did was a near impossible task and would make him question the potential advisor’s ability to think freely.

      O’Brien, who famously abandoned Harvard Law School during his third year because he lost faith in the judicial system, entered politics first as a low-level lobbyist for a large pharmaceutical company before abandoning them out of principle. He quickly found his footing as a reporter and then as a pundit. For several years he floundered in Washington, trying to build up enough of a resume to bolster his standing among potential readers. Then when podcasting became a viable way to assemble an audience, O’Brien’s good-natured personality shone while interviewing both political friends and foes alike, though his guests were devoid of any vitriol toward others that characterized their online presence when talking with O’Brien. Listeners found the civil tone refreshing and soon O’Brien’s podcast became one of the top ten downloaded podcasts in the nation. His rise to fame, though seemingly meteoric to some, was the slow and steady result of him groping in the proverbial dark for a way to get his message across until he found success.

      Jordan recognized an opportunity to officially absorb O’Brien’s civil tone into his own campaign, while sending out loosely affiliated attack dogs when necessary to get nasty when addressing opponents. O’Brien saw the mutual benefit of working on such a prominent campaign with an innovative billionaire willing to learn and adapt. It didn’t take more than an hour before a deal was struck.

      Overwhelmed with urgency, Jordan asked Fulton to alert local media that the campaign was going to hold a press conference at five o’clock with a major announcement. And within a half-hour of the announcement, Fulton texted to Jordan that not only were all the major television stations in town planning on covering the press conference, but so were three major networks and a handful of prominent cable TV outlets.

      Jordan put his cowboy hat back on and strode out of his office to prepare.
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        * * *

      

      TEN MINUTES BEFORE the press conference was slated to begin, Jordan popped a breath mint into his mouth and took a deep breath. He felt a rush of adrenaline coursing through his body like he hadn’t felt since he kneeled down to win the national championship as a member of Texas’ national championship football team. All the hard work hard been done, but a few more seconds needed to tick away to finalize the result.

      “Nervous?” O’Brien asked as he put a hand on Jordan’s shoulder.

      Jordan shook his head.

      “Hell, no. I’m excited. Honestly, I’m about to go out of my mind. This is so incredible and makes me believe that together we’re going to be able to redirect the trajectory of the country.”

      “I love your optimism.”

      Jordan smiled.

      “By the time this thing is over, they’re going to talk about us like they did with Washington and Franklin, men who helped rewrite history.”

      “I’d just be happy if we could get this country to talk civilly with one another,” O’Brien said. “But maybe I’m not setting my heights high enough.”

      “You’re being modest, which is also why I like you so much,” Jordan said.

      After a few more minutes of small talk, a member of Jordan’s press team gestured for them to step up to the lectern in the darkened presentation room on the campus of Jordan’s corporate offices. The lights overhead nearly blinded Jordan as he took his position, unable to see the number of media members gathered for the event. But the buzz from the crowd made it evident to him that there were plenty of people present, maybe even far more than projected.

      Jordan wasted no time launching into a prolonged introduction, sharing about how his burgeoning campaign has been seeking for a way to marry its passion for civility with a way to communicate that fact effectively. He then proceeded to talk about how Ethan O’Brien was the perfect man for the job, as if Jordan had been planning this all along and the two were longtime friends. Nobody needed to know the way this deal was hastily cobbled together mere hours before the press conference was announced.

      Finally, Jordan welcomed O’Brien onto stage. The house lights came up, allowing Jordan to see the packed room and enabling the press corps to get preferential lighting to capture the newest member of Jordan’s campaign. Standing in the wings, Jordan soaked in the scene. When O’Brien finished talking, he took questions, eloquently answering each one with the winsome approach that won him twenty million podcast subscribers.

      Jordan’s press team allowed O’Brien to take ten minutes worth of questions before closing down the event, an announcement met with groans by the journalists.

      As Jordan put his arm around O’Brien, the two men retreated into the hallway behind the stage where Fulton met them with a forlorn look on his face.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Jordan asked.

      “I need to speak with you in private immediately,” Fulton said.

      “Ah, there you go using that word,” Jordan said, smiling as he pointed at Fulton. “Looks like we’re even now. You’re back to your regular salary again.”

      Fulton offered a stiff smile before gesturing for Jordan to join him in an adjacent room.

      “If you’ll excuse me, Ethan,” Jordan said. “I’ll be right back.”

      Jordan shut the door behind him.

      “What’s going on? You look like you just lost your best friend.”

      “We were set up,” Fulton said.

      “Set up? How?”

      “While we were in the middle of our love fest press conference in there, the DOJ just announced that it was opening an investigation into Fulton, who’s been accused of bribing a federal judge.”

      Jordan’s face fell.

      “What the hell? Did you know about this?”

      “Of course not,” Fulton said. “It’s not like this was made public until just a few minutes ago.”

      “So, what’s the case about? Is this just some political stunt by the attorney general?”

      Fulton shook his head.

      “I don’t know how it could be. Apparently, they’ve been gathering evidence for a while now. But from what I understand, Fulton bribed a federal judge to give a light sentence to a former donor who nearly beat his wife to death in a federal courthouse.”

      “Damnit,” Jordan said as he slammed his fist against the wall.

      “I don’t know how we’re going to survive this.”

      Jordan set his jaw as he glared at Fulton.

      “Well, I’m not sure either, but I do know that I’m not going to have to pay you for this month or any month after,” Jordan said. “Consider your ass fired.”

      Fulton sighed.

      “I’m telling you, we were set up.”

      Jordan narrowed his eyes.

      “Get out. And don’t let me ever see you around here again.”

      Fulton slammed the door as he stormed out. Once he was gone, Jordan kicked a trash can and let out a string of expletives. But he knew Fulton was right. Alex had laid a trap for Jordan and he’d foolishly walked right into it.

      Damn you, Alex.
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      SHANGHAI, CHINA

      Hawk stepped out onto the balcony of his hotel room and watched as the last rays of sunlight vanished, giving way to Shanghai’s vibrant night life. With the hotel situated along the banks of the Huangpu River, the neon lights flickering on from business located near the river walk reflected in the calm water. Meanwhile, across the river at the Shanghai Expo, a constant buzz hung in the air from concertgoers gathering to hear China’s mega pop star Jai.

      “Hope you don’t plan on getting to bed early,” Hawk said over his shoulder.

      “Why?” Big Earv said.

      He shuffled out of the room, joining Hawk on the balcony.

      “What is going on here?” Big Earv asked.

      “One of the concierges told me that Jai’s concert here has been one of the most anticipated of the year and maybe even in the city’s history. He said tickets were expensive but the concert sold out within minutes.”

      “So, we’re going to get to listen whether we want to or not?”

      Hawk nodded.

      “We might as well enjoy the show,” he said, patting the seat next to him. “Ever been to a Chinese pop concert before?”

      Big Earv shook his head.

      “I’m pretty sure that would be a no from me.”

      “That makes two of us. But we can change all that tonight while Jai croons away with her songs about unrequited love and the search for meaning in life.”

      Big Earv eased into his chair and leaned back, propping his feet up on the balcony railing.

      “You sound like a brochure for one of her concerts.”

      “That’s because I’m just quoting from an article I read reviewing her music,” Hawk said with a grin.

      Hawk and Big Earv discussed their lives back home, both men looking forward to spending time with family members, Hawk with Alex and John Daniel, Big Earv with his aging father whose health was declining. Then their conversation turned toward the operation.

      “You ever ridden one of those bullet trains before?” Hawk asked.

      “Once,” Big Earv said, “though it wasn’t by choice. I was in Tokyo and had a flight cancelled and needed to get to the coast.”

      “Then you know it’s not easy to go from one car to the next without getting noticed.”

      “We’re definitely going to have to use disguises—and operate independently from one another. Even with disguises, if he sees us together, our cover’s blown.”

      Hawk gestured for Big Earv to go inside before putting a finger to his lips.

      “What’s that all about?” Big Earv asked.

      “Just in case anyone is listening,” Hawk said. “We need to be careful.”

      The crowd roared, the sound so loud that Hawk thought he’d left the sliding glass door open.

      “We probably won’t be doing much sleeping tonight,” Big Earv said. “At least not until that concert is over. Maybe we should review our plan for tomorrow night one more time.”

      Hawk and Big Earv discussed how they were going to follow Zhao to the home of his employer.

      “If this is Mafia, we need to be prepared,” Hawk said. “We’re not going to be able to just stroll into his house and demand some cooperation. A man that wealthy must have enough security to form his own personal army.”

      “Well, that’s all speculation until we actually see where Chen lives—if that’s where Zhao is actually going.”

      “True,” Hawk said. “This could all be one giant smokescreen, but we’ll find out soon enough.”

      “I just hope it’s not too late to do something about Harris’s mine.”

      “I hope it’s not too late before our entire government is compromised.”

      A knock at the door startled both men.

      “Yes,” Hawk said in Mandarin as he moved to the door. “Who is it?”

      “Room service,” the voice replied.

      Hawk closed one eye and put the other flush against the door so he could see through the peephole.

      “How many are there?” Big Earv asked in a whisper.

      “One that I can see, but it also looks like several more shadows are being cast on the hallway floor from men standing just out of view.”

      As Hawk was mulling the situation, he urged Big Earv to get back and grab his gun. But before either man could get fully armed, the door jamb was met with a whack, which sounded like wood splintering. Hawk dove behind the bed on the far side of the wall and whipped his gun out of his bag lying open against the wall. He handed it to Big Earv before retrieving another pistol.

      Hawk didn’t have time to affix the noise suppressor to the end of the barrel, nor did he care. He fired a couple of shots at the first man who entered. Big Earv took care of the second. Both bodies dropped hard, the gunfight attracting unwanted attention along with screams from several guests nearby. However, with the concert speakers thumping across the river and fans yelling in delight amidst a pyrotechnic show and fireworks display, the fearful shouting didn’t raise any alarm bells for others.

      Hawk’s heart pounded as he laid still, using the mirror on one of the walls as a way to identify any approaching combatants. He glanced at Big Earv, who was handling the situation with the same familiarity as a trip to the grocery store.

      “Think that’s it?” he whispered.

      Hawk shook his head and held up two fingers followed by a shrug. Then he shifted into a prone position, allowing him to see all the way into the hall beneath the bed skirt. Lying just a few feet away was the lifeless body of one of the attackers, his forearm bearing a unique tattoo of waves converging from five different directions on a scimitar.

      The Five Seas.

      The Canary had warned them that they were dealing with Chinese Mafia and to tread lightly. Hawk had never felt quite so overwhelmed.

      How many are outside these doors? We can’t hold them off forever.

      Hawk reached into his ruck sack and felt for a flash bang. He needed something to give him momentary cover in order to clear the hallway so they could escape. He pulled the pin and hurled the device outside. The thunk in the corridor as the flash bang hit the floor was followed by thundering footsteps, soldiers scattering in both directions.

      Hawk threw another one and tugged on Big Earv’s shirt.

      “It’s show time.”

      Hawk gestured for Big Earv to focus on the right side of the hall while he focused on the left. They remained safely inside their room before firing through the smoke. Then, just as Hawk had hoped, the two groups started firing back at each other. In less than a minute, it stopped as the smoke cleared.

      Each end of the hallway contained a pile of bodies, four men in each group, all lying either dead or dying.

      “We’ve gotta move before people figure out this wasn’t part of the concert,” Hawk said.

      “Roger that.”

      The two operatives retreated inside and gathered their gear, needing less than a half-minute to do so. Then they hustled toward the stairwell, collecting more weapons before stepping over bodies. Once outside, Hawk fished his cell phone out of his pocket and called The Canary.

      “We’ve run into a little problem,” Hawk said after she asked what they needed.

      “What kind of problem?”

      “Nearly a dozen men from The Five Seas paid us a visit,” Hawk said.

      “And you lived to tell about it?”

      “I don’t think we’re completely safe yet, but we can’t go back.”

      “Of course,” she said. “You can stay at my safe house,” she said. “I’ll stop by tomorrow to get more details.”

      The Canary proceeded to give Hawk the address for her safe house along with instructions on how to gain access. They walked swiftly along the sidewalk, searching out the darkest streets and alleys to avoid security camera coverage. The half-hour walk took ninety minutes due to all the detours. But once they arrived, Hawk was convinced no one would be able to track them down, at least for the next twenty-four hours.

      “I hope you’re right,” Big Earv said. “Because I need some sleep and then we need to make sure we’ve got all our ducks in a row for tomorrow night.”

      Hawk nodded.

      “Seems like perhaps we’ve underestimated Zhao, though he certainly seemed to understand who he was dealing with when it came to us.”

      “Water over the dam,” Big Earv said.

      “That’s right,” Hawk said as he set his jaw. “Tomorrow’s a new day—and hopefully Zhao’s last after he leads us to Chen.”

      “Damn straight,” Big Earv said with a grin.
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      Bullock sank into the couch, celebratory drink in hand. He picked up the remote and clicked on the television, preparing to watch the political pundits ravage Butch Jordan for hiring a man who illegally sought a lighter sentence for a man who committed a heinous crime—and all because he was a political donor. After Bullock took a long pull on his drink, he scanned through the channels until he found a panel addressing Washington’s daily scuttlebutt. However, it didn’t take long before they switched from rumors to reporting on the afternoon’s shocking announcement by the Department of Justice.

      The blonde woman behind the desk, Elizabeth Lindstrom, organized her papers and then stacked them as she turned somber. Bullock had done several sit-down interviews with Elizabeth, considering her to be a tough but fair journalist, a rarity in the modern era of journalism and its hallmark partisan reporting. She was ten years his junior, though she looked fifteen or twenty years younger after his short time in the White House. Graceful as she was timeless, Elizabeth clasped her hands together in front of her and turned to her left where a trio of commentators appeared poised to strike like rattlesnakes assessing their prey.

      “This ought to be interesting,” Bullock mused to himself before taking another sip of his drink.

      “So, let’s get into this bombshell report about Ethan O’Brien named in an indictment by the DOJ that he bribed a federal judge to dismiss the case against Richard Smith, the CEO of Sky Capitol Investments who nearly beat his wife to death in a federal courthouse after learning that she was the one who aided FBI agents investigating suspicion of illegal trading by his company,” Elizabeth said. “It’s pretty obvious based on what we know from court records that Richard Smith was not the kind of man who deserved any kind of special treatment.”

      “Scum of the earth,” Allison Geller, a panel member who was a fellow at a Washington think tank, said as she nodded her head. “Absolutely despicable.”

      “I think that’s something we can all agree upon,” Elizabeth said. “But the reason why this story is grabbing all the headlines today is because of the political ties between O’Brien and presidential nominee candidate Butch Jordan. So, what I want to discuss is how does Jordan move forward after being affiliated with anyone who would use illegal means to seek a lighter sentence for such a monster?”

      Gary Moore, the bespectacled columnist for a national political magazine, pursed his lips and cocked his head to one side.

      “Elizabeth, I think you’re missing the real story here,” Moore said, holding his hand up in the air. “Now, let me preface this by saying that what Richard Smith did was abhorrent as well as Ethan O’Brien for allegedly bribing a federal judge to give his campaign sugar daddy a lighter sentence. However, the bigger story to me is the timing of this announcement. It smacks of weaponization of the DOJ by Bullock’s administration.”

      The camera shot selection shifted back to Elizabeth, who stared quizzically at Moore.

      “Let me get this straight, you have more of a problem with the indictment than the fact that a campaign was trying to hire O’Brien?” she asked. “Is that what you’re trying to say?”

      Moore nodded emphatically as he pushed his glasses up his nose.

      “Look, Elizabeth, based on all the polling that’s out there, it’s obvious that Bullock is going to have an easy path to another term in the White House if Jordan isn’t the nominee running against him,” he said. “If you want to secure another term, eliminate your more formidable opponent. It’s that not difficult to understand.”

      Bullock narrowed his eyes.

      “What the hell kind of message is this?” he said aloud.

      He fumbled for his phone before calling Emma Washburn.

      “Good evening, Charles,” she said. “Enjoying watching your potential opponents get roasted?”

      “What channel are you watching?” he asked. “Because right now, all I’m seeing is some pencil necked punk telling the world that the biggest problem is how I’m weaponizing the justice department against my political opponents.”

      “Seems like a bit of a stretch to me,” she said. “Who’s saying this?”

      “Gary Moore.”

      “Nobody takes that guy seriously,” she said dismissively. “He’s always shilling for Jordan. I think they’re golfing buddies or something like that.”

      “That’s not what people on social media are saying right now. Thousands of people are liking a post of his quote and sharing it with their followers.”

      “Come on, Charles. The people who are doing that are the ones who were never going to vote for you in the first place. They’re just looking for an opportunity to affirm their bias against you. Using that as a barometer for how people are going to react to this story isn’t a good idea.”

      “Whether that’s true or not doesn’t matter,” he said. “If enough people who haven’t been paying close attention yet to the campaign or this story hear what Moore’s saying and believe it, they’re going to take it as fact. We need to get out in front of this story as quickly as possible before Jordan’s minions set the narrative.”

      “I’ll talk with your campaign manager,” she said. “But I think you’re overreacting just a bit. This story will blow over like everything else in this town.”

      “Some stories don’t blow over—and if voters think I’m willing to use a federal agency at my disposal to attack those who I have political differences with, they won’t trust me. And right now, that’s about the only thing I’ve got.”

      “Okay, I’ll get on this and update you later with how we’re going to respond,” Emma said. “But I just think you should relax and not lose any sleep over it. You’ll weather this just like you do everything else.”

      Bullock thanked her for her insight before hanging up. But he didn’t have as much as faith as she did that an accusation like that would disappear. Those were the kinds of things that stuck in voters’ minds, more so than past moments of indiscretion or even former legal troubles. Violating the trust of public office was an egregious act in American politics, even in an era where nothing seemed to disqualify a candidate. Bullock wanted to stand out as a man of integrity and principle, but that claim was being assaulted.

      He turned his attention back to the television where Moore began speaking again.

      “The reality is that no matter what Ethan O’Brien did, he’s not the one who’s in power right now,” Moore said. “Right now, that man is Charles Bullock—and what’s he’s doing with is power? Is he a man we can trust to lead this country in some very challenging times ahead? Is he going to leverage his power for personal gain at the expense of this country? That’s the real issue for me, not a bad hire by Butch Jordan.”

      Bullock clicked off the television and ambled over to the wet bar to fix another drink.

      Seconds later, his phone buzzed with an incoming call from Morgan May.

      “I hope you’re calling me with a solution to this ridiculous shit storm that’s come out of nowhere,” he said.

      “As a matter of fact, I do,” Morgan said. “I’m not about to let Jordan take you down and, consequently, the entire country when he’s the one who’s the real danger here.”

      “So, what do you have in mind?” he asked.

      “It’s going to require a bold announcement on your part,” she said. “But if you’re willing to do it, I think you’ll come out smelling like roses.”

      “And Jordan?”

      “He’s going to rue the day he made the decision to run for president.”
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      SHANGHAI, CHINA

      Hawk inspected his disguise in the mirror a final time, tweaking his wig and making sure his goatee was properly affixed to his face. When he exited the room, he met Big Earv in the hallway, briefcase in hand and glasses pressed high up the bridge of his nose. He offered a toothy grin, revealing what appeared to be a chipped tooth.

      “You’re certainly less threatening in that outfit,” Hawk said. “I certainly wouldn’t be concerned about taking you on in a fight, if that’s what you’re trying to accomplish here.”

      “They’ll never see me coming,” Big Earv said.

      “We’re in China,” Hawk said. “It’s about as diverse as a vat of plain vanilla ice cream. You’re going to stand out one way or another.”

      “Of course I will. But if I don’t look like someone who The Five Seas need to worry about, they’ll forget about me.”

      “And they’ll do so at their own peril.”

      “Now you’re getting it.”

      “But you still look like a giant nerd,” Hawk said.

      Big Earv smiled as he reached into his pocket, producing a calculator.

      “And I’ve got the toys to sell my cover. Would you like to know the cosine of—”

      “Let me stop you right there. That’d be a big no from me.”

      “Pick apart my disguise all you want, but at least I don’t look like a freak show who hasn’t changed since the last Comic Con,” Big Earv said. “You’ve got an anime character on your t-shirt.”

      Hawk shrugged.

      “I don’t know who this is, nor do I care.”

      “You better care because someone is going to ask you about it, guaranteed. Wearing a shirt like that is like a Sirens song to other anime fans. They’re going to want to engage you in a conversation about that. You better do a little research instead of acting like it’s just another t-shirt to help you blend in. If you want to be convincing, you’ll need to be able to hold a conversation about whatever character that is on your shirt. Besides, he looks like he wants to fight.”

      Hawk tugged on his shirt and examined the character depicted, a young man with bulging muscles wearing boxing gloves and an eye that emitted a blue light. The name Ippo was scrawled beneath the image. He looked up the name and read a quick primer about Ippo Makunouchi, the main character in an anime series that sounded like a cross between Rocky and the Karate Kid.

      The Canary wandered into the living room clutching a cup of tea. She eyed both of her guests before commenting.

      “You definitely look different than you did yesterday,” she said. “I certainly wouldn’t mistake you for the two men who had to fend off getting attacked by some goons from The Five Seas. But you’re also not going to blend in either.”

      “It doesn’t matter what we do, we’re never going to blend in here,” Hawk said. “The goal is to become forgettable. That’s all.”

      “I’m not sure you’re going to accomplish that either,” she said. “But you certainly don’t look threatening.”

      “That’s a positive,” Big Earv said as he flexed and looked at his biceps. “It’s hard to hide these guns.”

      “Steve Urkel on steroids,” Hawk mused.

      Big Earv nodded.

      “After I knock someone out, I’m gonna ask, ‘Did I do that?’”

      “That would be hilarious, but only if you do it in that nasally nerdy voice of his.”

      The Canary took another sip of her tea, her expression serious.

      “I have no idea what the two of you are going on about, but at least you both seem loose,” she said.

      “Where’s your disguise?” Hawk asked, his expression turning serious.

      “I’ve got a blonde wig for these occasions along with my Jai t-shirt,” she said. “They’ll just think I’m a groupie returning to Beijing from the concert.”

      Hawk glanced at his watch.

      “We should probably get going,” he said. “The last train to Beijing leaves in less than two hours.”

      We shouldn’t go together,” she said. “Our chances of being forgettable rise the less connected we look.”

      The two Magnum operatives agreed with her before Hawk placed a small black case on the kitchen table. He unzipped it, revealing coms.

      “If we’re going to be apart, we need to stay connected.”

      He inserted his ear piece and then eyed both Big Earv and The Canary.

      “See you at the station,” he said before slipping out the back door.
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        * * *

      

      HAWK WALKED TWO BLOCKS before he veered north onto the sidewalk adjacent to Hengfeng Road, which led straight to the Shanghai Railway Station. Most of the foot traffic was heading south, leaving Hawk to fight upstream. But the closer he got to the station, the more the crowd thinned out.

      When he was about three blocks away from the entrance, he suspected two men were following him. He used the side mirrors on a row of mopeds parked outside the businesses to casually check for the men. Hawk stopped outside a bakery and acted as if he was contemplating going inside. He checked his watch before shooting a glance at a side mirror that showed the men still intently watching him. Unable to withstand a public incident, Hawk darted down a tight alley, hoping the men would follow. And they did.

      Hawk scooted to the right when he approached an intersection. He ducked behind a stack of crates in the back of a restaurant. The two men didn’t take long to reach the intersection, stopping to survey the area. After a brief moment, they split up, one continuing forward while the other turned toward Hawk’s position.

      The man, a gun trained in front of him, moved cautiously. With his head on a swivel, Hawk wasn’t sure he’d have the opportunity to take out the man without a gun fight. But he presented Hawk with an opening after pausing and shoving his weapon into the back of his belt. Facing in the opposite direction, the man never saw Hawk coming.

      Hawk pounced on the man’s back, driving him into the wall. His face smacked against the brick as he tried to shred Hawk. But he held on tight, wrapping his arms and legs around the man before riding him to the ground and splashing in a mud puddle. The man writhed, fighting to free himself. Hawk didn’t let up, jamming his knee into the small of the man’s back while pinning his arms above his head. He jerked his head to the side and shouted something that Hawk didn’t understand. However, it wasn’t loud enough to attract any curious onlookers, giving Hawk time. He pistol whipped the man in the back of the head, knocking him out.

      Due to the sensitive nature of the situation, Hawk couldn’t afford to let the man live and eventually report what he was wearing to others. So, Hawk dragged his body behind a dumpster. He found a pillow inside and used it to muffle the two shots he fired into the man’s head. Then he flung the limp body inside.

      Hawk heard approaching footsteps and crept low as he moved back toward the intersection. A few seconds later, the man’s partner arrived, his forehead creased with lines.

      He called his partner’s name, but received no reply.

      As he spun around with his gun trained in front of him, Hawk performed a roundhouse kick, knocking the gun free. Stunned by the contact, the man staggered back with a confused look on his face. Hawk didn’t hesitate, putting his shoulder into the man’s chest and driving him toward the side of a nearby building.

      But before they slammed into the wall, The Five Seas thug swung his legs up into the air, knocking Hawk’s gun away. He whipped them around so that his feet hit the wall first. Pushing off the bricks, the man dove back toward the ground and rolled. He snatched Hawk’s gun off the ground and trained it on him.

      “Who are you?” the man demanded.

      Hawk, slumped against the wall, slowly raised his hands but said nothing.

      “I said who are you?” the man repeated before clicking off the safety.

      “Hey, hey,” Hawk said. “Slow down. I’ll tell you what you need to know, but please lower that gun.”

      The man didn’t blink, keeping the weapon trained on Hawk.

      “Answer the question,” the man growled.

      Then Hawk watched as a bullet ripped through the man’s head, killing him instantly. Hawk glanced to his right, the same direction where the bullet came from.

      The Canary strode toward Hawk, giving him a sideways glance before offering her hand to him.

      “Were you trying to get yourself killed coming this way?” she asked.

      Hawk knelt and pried his gun out of the man’s hand.

      “No, I was just—”

      “Never mind,” she said. “I don’t need an explanation. But we need to hurry if we’re going to make the train.”

      They jogged together until they came to the main road before splitting up once again. Another fifteen minutes later, they arrived at the station, which was teeming with commuters and screaming Jai fans.

      “You make it here, Big Earv?” Hawk asked over the coms.

      “I’m on the platform, but this place is nuts,” Big Earv said. “Apparently that pop star we saw the other night is on this train and word spread quickly over social media, so everyone is trying to get on board. It’s a nightmare.”

      Hawk fought his way through the groupies stacked a dozen people deep on the platform, worming his way past them until he reached his carriage. A train conductor inspected Hawk’s ticket before taking it and directing him in the opposite direction as the business class cars, where Zhao routinely sat when traveling to Beijing.

      Hawk pulled his cap low across his brow and started reading a novel written in Mandarin, becoming completely forgettable. His covert scan of the carriage noted a half-dozen men from The Five Seas. They didn’t seem overly concerned about him—or at least if they were, they weren’t showing it. A couple of the men joked with one another as they played a game of chess. Another man churned through a Brad Taylor novel written in English, while the others sipped water and made small talk with other passengers all while keeping a watchful eye on the rest of the passengers.

      “Is everyone on board?” Hawk asked.

      “I’m on,” Big Earv said.

      “I’m in the carriage behind you,” The Canary said.

      Hawk glanced out the window to see scores of flashes exploding from cameras accompanied by high-pitched screams. As the train started leaving the station, it jerked slightly; the rest of the subsequent movement was smooth while the train hurtled toward its cruising speed. He returned his attention to the book, deciding to keep a low profile for as long as possible into the six-hour ride.

      Thirty minutes into the trip, Hawk got up, stretched, and meandered toward the business class carriage. With conductors stationed at the exit of every cabin, Hawk realized his chances of reaching the business class lounge were low. But he had to try.

      The conductor in his cabin didn’t even give Hawk a second look as he eased between the two passenger cabins. However, when he reached the point where the train transitioned from coach seating to business class, Hawk’s ticket underwent a more scrutinous examination—and he was quickly rejected without a word, only a finger pointing in the opposition direction, the insinuation clear: Hawk needed to return to his seat.

      As Hawk settled into his assigned seat, The Canary’s voice came smoothly through the coms.

      “What did I tell you?” she said. “Getting to that business class lounge isn’t going to be easy, especially with what I just saw.”

      “And what was that?” Hawk asked.

      “Three members of the Bamboo Brotherhood are also on board,” she said.

      “Bamboo Brotherhood?” Hawk asked, his voice unusually loud before he toned it down. “Bamboo Brotherhood? Who is that?”

      “It’s another Chinese Mafia organization,” she began, “and its leader hates Zhao. The Bamboo Brotherhood has been trying to take him out for the past several weeks. That’s why him taking this trip has truly surprised me. There’s something going on here, though I’m not sure I can see it just yet.”

      “Makes no difference, to be honest,” Hawk said. “We just need to get to Zhao before he winds up dead.”

      “Well, we need to be careful because something is off,” she said. “This looks like a turf war is about to break out and we need to be mindful of how we proceed. Any sudden movement and we might get gunned down with everyone else, just because.”

      “I’ll move as slow as I need to go if that means I can wind up in the business class lounge car,” Hawk said.

      “That’s not going to work, at least, not tonight,” she said. “I’ve ridden this exact train dozens of times and never seen such security measures being taken. We’re not advancing forward on this train until we can get this train to stop.”

      “How do you get a train going three hundred miles per hour to stop?” Big Earv asked.

      “I’ve got an idea,” Hawk said. “Just sit tight and follow my lead.”
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      President Bullock adjusted his watch and then cracked his knuckles. The buzz from the White House press room was nearly deafening as journalists discussed what the surprise announcement would be, but the noise in Bullock’s head drowned it all out. With a deep breath, he leaned against the corridor wall and contemplated whether he was doing the right thing.

      Am I about to sabotage my political career?

      Bullock couldn’t help but wonder if that’s the fate that awaited him as he strode up to the lectern. The conversation quieted and gave way to a flurry of cameras whirring as they captured a somber Bullock. Arranging his papers, he glanced down at his speech and looked up, doing his best to remain confident amidst the wave of doubt shaking his trust in Morgan May’s plan, let alone his decision to go along with it. Every attempt he’d made to shut down Butch Jordan’s meddling had been met with derision from political pundits, making Bullock consider if he was hated or feared. Whatever it was, his counters to Jordan’s claims seemed to fall flat.

      What makes you think this is going to be any different?

      Like a man preparing to dive off a cliff, Bullock swallowed hard and prepared to take the final small yet terrifying step. There was no way to walk this back, not now. And if he was looking for the quickest way out of it, the best way was to take the plunge and hope his revelations hit the media in the same way it hit him. He cleared his throat and wiped off his sweaty palms on the side of his pants.

      “I stand before you today to address an issue that is long overdue to be addressed by our nation’s legislature and the intelligence community,” Bullock began. “When 9/11 happened, this country vowed to aggressively fight terrorism, leveraging the country’s resolve to use every means necessary to hunt down terrorists. And in the moment, if that required temporarily sacrificing some of the freedoms and protections with our free speech that we proudly enjoyed, so be it. Not everyone thought this was a great idea, even at the time. But those voices were overwhelmed by those driven by the desire to never witness the grotesque images that accompanied those attacks against Americans in our own country. And I’ll be the first to admit that I was right there with the majority, enraged by the abhorrent images I saw. If I had to give up a few freedoms to prevent such an attack from happening again, I felt it was my patriotic duty to do so.”

      Bullock glanced back down at his notes and took a deep breath.

      “But after some reflection and some recent revelations that have come to light,” he continued, “I realize that was a mistake, so much so that it’s made me wonder if the 9/11 terrorists were playing the long game, ambivalent about the number of Americans they killed and more concerned with the fallout of such a shocking attack.”

      Bullock eased back from the lectern and clasped his hands. He bowed his head, closing his eyes for a moment, before continuing.

      “What I’m about to do is declassify a top secret report I received a few days ago. I’m aware that some of you may view this as self-serving and even criticize me for only responding this way because of how this information could affect me. However, I’ve been criticized before, so my skin has grown thick. Sitting in the Oval Office requires a large measure of principle, a determination to do the right thing no matter how political opponents might pounce on you for it. The fallout of making this report public could very well ruin my political career, but I don’t care. What we’re doing needs to stop and I’ll explain to you why.”

      Bullock glanced around the room, expecting to see the hollow eyes of cynical journalists staring back at him. But instead, he sensed—for the first time since he’d assumed office—that he was connecting with journalists who seemed to care about their country, true fellow Americans. The scene rattled him for a moment as he fumbled with his papers. He took a deep breath and regained his composure.

      Bullock explained how U.S. intelligence had been jointly operating a listening post in the Atlantic Ocean on Ascension Island, gathering information on foreign actors who seek harm to both our countries and our interests.

      “The fact that the intelligence post exists is common knowledge, easily verifiable and known to most people who pay attention to these sorts of things,” Bullock said. “But what it is gathering should surprise you.”

      He pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes as he reached the moment of his big revelation.

      “Instead of simply targeting our enemies,” Bullock said, “this base has been gathering information on everyone, amassing a trove of recorded conversations and written communications such as texts and emails. While on its face, that may not seem like much, especially for law abiding citizens. Some of those who might consider this to be a bit of an overkill will say that if you aren’t breaking the law, it’s not a big deal. But when this information falls into the hands of those intent on destroying you, nothing good will come of it, even if the intel is benign. Political strategies and creative ideas are just two areas that make people vulnerable and susceptible to illegal activity. If I was morally bankrupt, I could’ve taken what I learned about one of my political opponents and launched a surprise attack on him in a debate or leaked it to reporters in exchange for a one-on-one interview with me. But that’s not the kind of leader I am.”

      Bullock shifted his weight from one foot to the other.

      “In this report, I learned that every political candidate could be compromised, myself included,” he said. “Years ago when I was in college, I made a terrible decision to get behind the wheel of a car while intoxicated. I was driving through a rural area back to campus and hit an elderly man named Josiah Yoder. Although he survived, it sadly resulted in a debilitating injury that prevented Mr. Yoder from working again. My family’s team of lawyers made it all go away, handsomely compensating the man for the injury and erasing the incident from my record. After that accident, Mr. Yoder befriended me, but kept what happened a secret, telling me that he was satisfied that I had learned a difficult lesson and had turned my life around after that. There’s not a day that goes by that I don’t think about him and his kindness toward me. But without context, that story would’ve been used against me.

      “Unfortunately, other political candidates have had similar information gathered as leverage to control them if they obtain office. Instead of rigging elections, these sworn enemies of our country are simply hedging their bets. No matter who takes office, they will be beholden to the regime attempting to make a mockery out of our democracy.

      “For example, I learned in this report that Butch Jordan, while governor of Texas, created a secret organization that trampled both state and federal laws to gain access to phone records of his political opponents. Then he planted evidence on those who threatened him the most. Gil Mulholland was one of those opponents and is sitting in prison right now because Jordan ordered one of his minions to upload illegal images to his computer. I don’t need to give you all the gory details because they’re all a matter of public record. But if you don’t think Jordan could’ve been compromised as a result of that information being held over his head, you’re crazy. With such information being held over his head, he’d do just about anything to avoid being exposed.”

      An audible gasp went up around the room.

      Perfect.

      Bullock didn’t slow down, forging ahead and presenting his case to the press corps furiously taking notes. By the time he finished, he’d leveled the entire field, revealing the likely biggest secrets about each candidate and ending the threat of an election cycle marred with mudslinging. With the secrets out in the open, Bullock figured the conversation could center around policy ideas and track records instead of silly peripheral issues that had little bearing on the ability of a candidate’s leadership skills.

      He concluded by announcing the pause of all data collection on Ascension Island, something that both the U.S. and British government agreed to do until their respective intelligence agencies could find a better way to secure the information collected.

      Bullock refused to take any questions despite them being volleyed at him in rapid succession. He retreated to his office and poured himself a drink to watch the reaction to his comments. And after the first fifteen minutes, he couldn’t have been any more pleased with how people were responding, the overwhelming majority in support of what he had done. Pundits said Bullock exhibited the kind of leadership and integrity necessary to lead the world’s greatest superpower.

      He punched in Morgan’s number on his cell phone and waited for her to answer.

      “Well done,” he said. “Did you see the press conference?”

      “Of course, sir,” she said. “You did a fantastic job of presenting the issue and making your case. I’m not surprised by how the public is reacting.”

      “I couldn’t have done it without you,” he said. “So, for that, I’m incredibly grateful.”

      “As always, I’m happy to help, sir.”

      Bullock hung up and leaned back in his chair, smiling as he took a sip of his bourbon.

      He opened his file one more time to read it, surprised at the glaring omission. He could only hope that his darkest secret never came to light.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ALEX TURNED off her television after watching Bullock’s live address. The not-so-subtle takedown of Butch Jordan was fun to watch, his political future razed in the name of exposing strategies of our country’s enemies.

      But Morgan wasn’t satisfied.

      Butch Jordan was getting off light, in her opinion.

      However, there was one more person who had somehow avoided the ire of her wrath—until now when she could fully turn her sights upon him.
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      LOS ANGELES

      Mia wiped the sweat off her brow with the back of her arm and stopped for a hydration break. She sat down on a rock overlooking the ocean as she guzzled water. Despite wearing a visor, she squinted as she looked eastward, the early morning sun glinting off the Pacific. Then she shifted her focus back toward Todd Chase and his abs glistening with sweat.

      “For someone who claims to not hike very often, you’re in some incredible shape,” Todd said.

      Mia smiled, accepting the compliment without a reply and remaining coy. She drew in a deep breath, inhaling the fresh ocean breeze.

      “I’ve hiked the Paseo Miramar trail several times,” she said. “So I knew what to expect.”

      “But you’re barely breathing hard.”

      “Neither are you,” she said with a shrug. “Did you expect me to be crawling along the trail at this point?”

      “No, but I’ve been up here before with friends who act like they can just hike any distance without any issues—and they all struggled.”

      “Just because I don’t spend all my free time in a gym doesn’t mean I’m not fit,” she said.

      “But it’s L.A.,” he said. “If you want to stay fit, you gotta stay in the gym.”

      Mia stood and gestured at herself.

      “Apparently, that’s not true,” she said.

      While Mia ditched her gym membership a couple of years ago, she maintained her trim physique by working out at home with her own set of weights and regularly jogging both in local parks and on her treadmill. She refused to let her time behind a desk on a computer keep her from staying in good shape. But she didn’t want to tell Todd everything on their second date.

      However, she couldn’t deny that she liked him, more so than many of the other men she’d dated. Todd held a stable job as an investment fund manager and seemed intent on building a relationship with her, a novelty in her dating experience. It didn’t hurt that he was easy on the eyes.

      But she’d kept her cards close to her vest, even feeling guilty for once about not being able to tell him what she truly did. A software developer with a rigorous travel schedule would be a hard sell, but she knew what she’d signed up for when she accepted the position with the Magnum Group. The job wasn’t perfect for cultivating a lasting relationship, but she was determined to figure out a way to make both of them work.

      “Ready to finish the loop?” he asked as he stood.

      “Let’s do it.”

      “Want to run it?”

      She cast a sideways glance at him.

      “Think you can keep up with me?” she said before darting off down the trail, water bottle firmly in her right hand.

      She glanced over her shoulder to see Todd scrambling after her. They went up and down, enjoying the contours of the terrain. When they made it back to the parking lot, Mia’s phone buzzed with a message from Hawk. She looked back at Todd.

      “Look, I hate to do this to you, but I really need to deal with this at work,” she said as she put her helmet on and swung her left leg over one side of her motorcycle. “Maybe we can get together later so I can cash that raincheck on brunch.”

      He smiled and nodded, still struggling to catch his breath.

      “Sounds good to me,” he said. “I’ll call you later.”

      She flipped the visor down on her helmet, kickstarted the engine, and roared onto the main road. A few minutes later, she was zipping along the 101 toward her apartment when a wave of taillights rolled toward her.

      She cursed under her breath and sought for another route. She glanced at her onboard computer, showing a solid line of red stretching almost three miles along with an alert that an overturned tractor trailer had turned the eastbound lanes of the 101 into a parking lot. After checking her shoulders, she veered between a couple of trucks, resulting in obscene gestures and long honks. Mia just waved and kept going until she worked her way to the nearest exit.

      A LAPD car’s lights flickered on and a siren wailed as the policeman eyed her and started trying to follow her.

      Moments later, her phone buzzed with another message. Her automated voice assistant read it to her.

      

      
        
        Mia we need your help STAT. When will you be online?

      

      

      

      Mia had the computer respond with ten minutes before she revved the engine and flew through a pair of cars. Even through her helmet, she could hear the police cruiser’s engine roaring behind her. Mia glanced over her shoulder at the cop and then accelerated down the exit ramp onto Laurel Canyon Road, the LAPD officer breaking free of the traffic and initiating a serious pursuit.

      Mia headed north without looking back. She heard the cop’s tires squealing as he followed her off the exit. She turned right and then left and then right again until she made the block, effectively doubling back. She watched the cop race north along Laurel Canyon before she headed south to her apartment. After tapping out a quick text to Hawk to let him know she’d be in front of her computer in five minutes, she jumped off her bike and headed toward her front door. But her plans were delayed again when Mrs. Keller, the 85-year-old widow living on the apartment beneath, her was struggling to get her groceries inside.

      While Mia wanted to scream, she suppressed her urges and assisted Mrs. Keller, making three trips to bring all the groceries inside from her car and setting them down on her kitchen counter. Mrs. Keller wanted to thank Mia and promised to make her an apple pie for her troubles. But Mia barely stuck around to hear the rest, dashing upstairs to her own apartment.

      

      
        
        We could really use you any time now

      

      

      

      With a deep breath, Mia sat down and activated her computer. As the machine whirred to life, it didn’t take more than a few seconds before she realized that she wasn’t online. She searched her service provider’s social media to see if there were any interruptions. There weren’t any listed. Then she called the support desk, which told her that everything was working properly on their end but that maybe something was wrong with her computer. She hung up, frustrated.

      Another text from Hawk irritated her further. She unplugged her computer and restarted it. And when it had rebooted, the problem persisted.

      Mia ran outside to see if someone had possibly tampered with the line leading into her house. A bird’s nest sat tenuously on the internet box connecting the line from the outside to the inside of her apartment. She gently relocated the nest to the small table on the porch and then opened the box.

      She spotted the problem almost immediately. One of the wires appeared to have come loose from the connector, breaking the line. She re-inserted it and locked the box back before replacing the nest and then sprinting upstairs.

      “Come on, baby,” she said aloud.

      After about a minute, online capability was restored. She texted Hawk back.

      

      Ready. What do you want me to do?

      

      
        
        We need you to stop the bullet train from Shanghai to Beijing

      

      

      

      Mia growled as she considered what it was going to take her to accomplish the job.

      “Stop a bullet train?” she said to herself. “Is that all?”

      Her fingers flew across the keyboard as she got to work.
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      SOMEWHERE BETWEEN SHANGHAI AND BEIJING

      The train jostled Hawk as it rolled across the darkened countryside, a speedometer above the door reporting their current speed. Hawk’s eyebrows arched as the speed ticked upward, nearing 400 kilometers per hour. He put his head back down and returned to reading his book. Then he tapped out a message on his phone to Mia.

      

  




ANY PROGRESS?

      He waited for a reply. Nearly a minute passed before Mia wrote him back.

      

      
        
        I’m a hacker, not a miracle worker

      

      

      

      While Hawk was impatient, he had good reason. Along the route between Shanghai and Beijing, there were only a handful of rural areas for the stopping of the train to work. If they were in the middle of a metropolitan area, the lights and security cameras blanketing the area would make it impossible for Hawk and Big Earv to sneak into the other cabins without being noticed. But in the dark? Anything was possible.

      Hawk sighed and put his phone away as the train zipped through Zhenjiang nestled along the banks of the Yangtze River. It’d be another half-hour before it mattered. And he could tell Mia was getting irked by the impatient messages he barraged her with.

      Best to just sit back and enjoy the ride.

      But relaxing wasn’t in Hawk’s nature. Instead of catching up on some reading, Hawk cased the carriage, scanning each passenger and careful not to get caught. Being forgettable wasn’t possible if he appeared as if he was casing a location. Instead, he hid behind the bill of his cap as he made mental notes of each person nearby.

      One woman wore a shimmering blue qipao, her eyes shielded by the brim of her straw hat from her more traditional garb. Others wore blue jeans or slacks, some with ties, others with t-shirts or jackets. The attire choice wildly varied, standing in stark contrast to the homogeneity of the passengers’ ethnicity. A mix of business professionals, working class folks, and Mafia thugs rode in relative peace as the bullet train sped toward Beijing.

      However, one teenager stood out, garnering unwanted attention for his refusal to stop playing one of Jai’s songs over the Bluetooth speaker that hung from his backpack. His eyes hollow and vacant, the teen sported a screened t-shirt from the Jai concert, her picture emblazoned across the front. He turned off the device and acknowledged that he thought a security guard had heard the voice in his head.

      “Maybe I was just making it up,” he said aloud in Mandarin.

      “Let’s go,” a security guard said. “Now!”

      The boy didn’t move with the immediacy the guard expected before he was jerked to his feet and shoved toward the back of the train. Instead of doing what he was told, the boy glared at the guard.

      “That’s not necessary,” the boy said. “I’m doing what you’re asking me to do.”

      Another shove. This time, the boy absorbed another blow, but twisted and turned before tripping and falling. He crashed to the floor in the aisle, landing just a few feet away from Hawk’s foot.

      Several people chuckled, while others stifled laughs. The security guard loomed over the boy.

      “Let’s go,” he shouted.

      Another man eased to his feet, his wide body and tall frame towering over the diminutive security guard.

      “I’ll handle my friend,” the man said with a growl.

      The security guard backed away, retreating to the other end of the carriage. Meanwhile, the teenager still lay on the ground near Hawk’s feet.

      Instead of helping up the teen, the menacing man glared at the passengers, surveying them all.

      “You think this is funny?” he asked the woman wearing the qipao.

      She shook her head before putting it down again.

      “I’m talking to you,” the man said as he grabbed her chin with his hand and jerked her head upward so he could see her eyes. “Don’t look away from me.”

      Behind him, another woman clucked her tongue and groaned.

      The man spun around, this time turning so Hawk could see his left bicep, which had a tattoo of the Chinese symbol for war comprised of bamboo culms. Hawk was careful not to reveal his recognition of the man’s Mafia affiliation.

      The Bamboo Brotherhood.

      Then it dawned on Hawk that perhaps members of The Five Seas weren’t there for him, but were there for a turf war—or maybe to prevent an assassination.

      Hawk turned his attention back to the thumper snarling in the elderly woman’s face. The thug backhanded her, making the already relatively quiet carriage completely silent. After a moment, the security guard started toward the man, who whipped his head in the guard’s direction and glared. The look was enough to send him back to his position.

      “How dare any of you laugh at this boy,” the thug bellowed. “He was tripped carelessly by this old woman’s umbrella—and you think it’s funny. Well, it’s not.”

      The man spun, hand open, ready to slap the woman in the face. But Hawk grabbed the man’s wrist before he made contact and then delivered a devastating uppercut, the thug unconscious before he hit the floor. The carriage erupted in applause. Hawk slunk back into his seat.

      “So much for trying to stay forgettable,” The Canary chirped in Hawk’s ear.

      “There are some things I just can’t let go no matter what,” he said in a hushed tone.

      “The matter here is that you just might blow this operation,” she said. “And in the process, put all our lives in danger while wasting our time.”

      “Let’s not worry about that until it happens.”

      Slowly the life returned to the carriage as conversations resumed. After a couple of minutes, people were even laughing again, forgetting that the man who’d just terrorized a couple of elderly women was out stone cold.

      Hawk resumed reading while still scanning the car for any sudden movements. There wasn’t anything he picked up on for the first few minutes following his powerful punch. But as the man began to stir, Hawk noticed a couple of other men staring at him, their eyes bouncing between the groggy thug and Hawk, the unsuspecting powerhouse.

      The man grunted as he rose to his feet, the carriage falling silent again as they noticed his movement. Once upright, he drew back his fist and prepared to hit Hawk. But before he could, two other men dove on top of the thug. Hawk noticed two other men engaging in fisticuffs in the corner. It didn’t seem to matter what they were wearing as the fracas spread throughout the car.

      Pockets of one-on-one or two-on-one fights erupted. T-shirt wearers. Suit wearers. It didn’t matter what the person looked like, they were engaging in a fierce fight, all while ignoring Hawk.

      “What the hell is happening in there?” The Canary asked as she peered through the front glass into his carriage from the adjacent one.

      Hawk shot her a glance and shrugged as he remained in his seat.

      A high-pitched screeching noise caused everyone to stop and plug their ears as some people fell to their knees. The security guard glared at the passengers while scanning the carriage, his bullhorn raised high in one hand, his gun pointed toward the floor with the other.

      “Everyone sit down now,” he barked, his gun trained in front of him as he surveyed the carriage. “If this continues, I will request we stop at the next station and anyone still fighting will be escorted off this carriage. Do I make myself clear?”

      No one responded.

      He screeched his bullhorn again, the ear-piercing pitch forcing people to bend over as they tried to plug their ears to get some relief from the pain. Then he stopped and asked again if everyone understood.

      This time, mumbled affirmative responses followed, satisfying the guard as the passengers who’d been fighting returned to their seats.

      The altercation ended, but Hawk could see they were still sitting on a powder keg, just waiting to explode at the next opportunity. And he wasn’t sure he’d be spared if it happened again.

      He pulled out his phone and hammered out a quick note to Mia:

      
        
        Please hurry. We’re running out of time.
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      SOMEWHERE BETWEEN SHANGHAI AND BEIJING

      The bullet train whizzed through a station and sped into a rural area where its speed climbed again—400 kilometers per hour, 450 kilometers per hour, 500 kilometers per hour. However, Hawk couldn’t tell much difference. When the train was speeding through the city, the well-lit buildings and street lamps provided a way to measure how fast they were traveling. But in near darkness? Hawk’s only way of knowing was the speedometer over the cabin door notifying them of the speed.

      He checked his watch and then looked up at the full-color display screen located next to the speedometer. A small blue dot moved along a ribbon of railway running parallel to the coast, tracking every twist and turn with GPS precision.

      “Is Mia even awake?” Big Earv asked. “What’s taking her so long?”

      “I’m sure hacking into a bullet train server requires a little more time than usual,” Hawk said. “But I know she’s working on it. Just be ready when the moment comes. You remember what to do?”

      “Better than I know my own name,” he said.

      “All right, Malik, be ready.”

      “You think you’re real funny, don’t you, Cowboy?”

      Hawk smiled. “I’m not ready for my own primetime special, but I’m getting there.”

      The train hummed as it climbed a small rise before whooshing down into a valley and over  a bridge. Hawk noticed the moon glistening off the river below before the train came to an abrupt stop. The passengers looked around at each other confused.

      Hawk’s phone buzzed with a text from Mia.

      

      How’s that?

      

      Hawk looked out his window and noticed the fact that they were still on the bridge.

      

      
        
        It’ll do … stopping on a bridge wasn’t the most helpful, but we’ll make it work. Can you kill the lights too?

      

      

      

      She fired back a response.

      

      Consider it done. You’ve got 4:47 before the train will start moving again. If you’re going to make your move, do it now

      

      “We’ve got about four and a half minutes,” Hawk said over the coms. “Everybody ready to move?”

      Both The Canary and Big Earv answered in the affirmative.

      Then the lights went out.

      “Time to go,” Hawk said.

      Hawk and Big Earv escaped through an open window. When Hawk hit the tracks, he slipped, his foot dropping through the gap between the unusually wide slats. He put his hands out to brace his fall, halting the drop when his waist was even with the slats. Pushing himself up, he wriggled back onto the bridge before looking over his shoulder at the some two hundred foot drop into the river.

      Big Earv put a firm hand on Hawk’s shoulder.

      “Let’s be careful, okay?”

      “Roger that,” Hawk said.

      They resumed their quest to reach the business class lounge, crouching low as they moved along the bridge. Hawk approached the door and waited for a second to determine where the security guard was. He wasn’t at his post, enabling Hawk and Big Earv to ease up the steps and enter the carriage.

      The scene inside the carriage was relative calm side from a few women who were struggling with being in the darkness. However, small candles along the bar created a soft glow for the people seated there while the light reflected off the window. But since it was at the far end of the car, it didn’t reach the back where Hawk and Big Earv had entered.

      Hawk eyed Zhao, who sat nonplussed at the bar engaged in a conversation with a woman, both appearing to enjoy the other’s company as well as a couple of mixed drinks. Zhao laughed at something the woman said before he casually checked his watch and looked around. One of the men seated nearby flashed a thumbs-up signal to Zhao, who returned his focus to the woman.

      The train’s engineer announced over the intercom that everyone needed to remain calm as they were working quickly to address the issue. As the seconds ticked past, the passengers didn’t comply with the engineer’s suggestion, the atmosphere growing more tense.

      Hawk’s phone buzzed with a message from Mia:

      

      Are you guys good? I need to restore power to the train immediately or else there’s going to be a collision.

      

      Hawk scanned the text and then connected with the team over the coms.

      “Is everyone in position?” he asked. “Mia says she needs to start back early.”

      “I haven’t had a chance to get up there yet,” The Canary said. “I wanted to wait in case something happened to you.”

      “Damn,” Hawk said. “Well, stay put. Not sure if you can get up here to help out, but don’t exit your carriage now or else you’ll get left behind.”

      “Copy that.”

      Hawk thumbed a quick reply to Mia letting her know they were ready.

      “Brace yourselves, gentlemen,” The Canary said.

      “For what?” Big Earv asked.

      Before she could reply, the lights flickered on as the train started moving. That was just before gunfire erupted in the cabin behind the business class lounge.

      “What’s going?” Hawk asked as he watched barrel flashes from the carriage behind them.

      “The security guard is dead,” The Canary reported. “It’s an all-out war.”

      “Any idea what the end game is?” Hawk asked.

      “I heard a couple of the Bamboo Brotherhood men talking while we were stopped,” she said. “Their mission is to take out Zhao.”

      “We can’t have that,” Big Earv said over the coms. “We need him alive to lead us to Chen.”

      “Change of plans, everyone,” Hawk said. “As much as it pains me to say this, we need to protect Zhao at all cost. If he’s dead, so’s this operation.”

      Big Earv and The Canary acknowledged the objective shift.

      Hawk let out a long breath as he leaned back in his seat, his eyes surveying the rest of the cabin in an effort to determine who was friend and who was foe. He knew he would need to know in a matter of minutes if the Bamboo Brotherhood penetrated the carriage.
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      SOMEWHERE BETWEEN SHANGHAI AND BEIJING

      As the train hurtled toward Beijing, passengers in the business class lounge began to notice what was happening in the carriage behind them. Shrieks erupted as women caught a glimpse of the gunfight raging in the nearest economy cabin. Within a few minutes, nearly everyone had picked up on the conflict and started retreating back to their seats in the main business class seating cabin.

      The woman Zhao had been talking with jumped off her bar stool, her clutch jammed beneath her armpit. She grabbed her drink with one hand and bolted. Zhao remained calm, draining the rest of his bourbon before standing. A burly man in a suit eased up to Zhao and put his arm around him then whispered in his ear.

      Zhao’s eyebrows arched. He scanned the car again before following the man to the main business class cabin.

      “Zhao’s on the move,” Hawk said. “I’m following him.”

      “Copy that,” Big Earv said. “I’ll meet you there.”

      “How are you doing, Canary?” Hawk asked.

      “Still waiting for the bloodbath to subside,” she said. “But rest assured, it’s heading your way.”

      Hawk spun around as he heard glass shatter behind him, resulting in a sudden blast of wind rushing through the lounge. Any glasses on the counter were tossed around like matchsticks in a tornado, smashing against any remaining solid surface. The two guards holding their positions at both ends of the carriage drew their weapons and threatened to fire. But a burst of gunfire from a trio of Bamboo Brotherhood punks put them both down.

      Hawk recognized that they were just seconds away from penetrating the seating area where The Five Seas’ guard had taken Zhao. Even with a weapon, Hawk wasn’t sure he could kill all the men before they turned on him. But he needed to act quickly before they breached the next carriage.

      Scanning the area, he found a half-empty bottle of tequila lying on the floor. Hawk scooped it up and proceeded to rip off a piece of his shirt tail. He dipped it inside and snagged a matchbook from a metal pewter bowl on a small end table next to a lounge chair. Using one hand to shield the wind still roaring through the train, he used his other hand to strike a match and set the piece of shirt on fire. Then he slid the fire bomb along the floor near the men while they rattled the knob to get the door open.

      Before they could unlatch it, the fire reached the alcohol and exploded. The blast propelled the men backward, arms and legs flailing as they slammed into the frame of the cabin. One of the men tumbled through a shattered window and disappeared.

      Big Earv took aim at one of the men, filling him with lead before he hit the ground. The other man scrambled to his feet and reached for his weapon, but Hawk didn’t hesitate to fire, the shots sending him staggering backward. He tripped and then fell out of the train.

      Hawk turned his sights on getting into the business class carriage before he activated his coms. The train roared down an incline and into a tunnel.

      “Everyone okay?” he asked.

      Big Earv flashed a thumbs-up sign. But The Canary didn’t answer. Hawk waited a moment before addressing her directly.

      “Canary, are you there?” he asked.

      “I’m—carriage—Brotherhood—lives—danger,” she said, her voice clipped due to technical issues.

      “I’m sorry,” Hawk said as he squinted looking into the cabin. “I’m having a difficult time understanding you. Can you repeat that?”

      The Canary tried again, but her voice was even more unintelligible.

      He hustled toward the other end of the car to see if he could make eye contact with her.

      “Where are you?” he asked.

      Then he saw The Canary, her eyes wide. She indicated toward his carriage and mouthed a phrase that sent a shiver down Hawk’s spine: “There’s a bomb between the trains.”

      With the lounge cleared, Hawk hustled over to Big Earv to update him on the situation.

      “Get to the next car so you can keep an eye on Zhao,” Hawk said, shouting over the wind.

      Big Earv nodded.

      “What was The Canary trying to tell you?” he asked.

      “She said there’s a bomb.”

      Big Earv cursed.

      “Where?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to find out,” Hawk said. “But go. We can’t lose Zhao.”

      Big Earv darted toward the front of the car, while Hawk retreated to the back. He opened what was left of the door and entered the gangway connection. The easiest location to hide a bomb was beneath the train. But finding the exact spot would be tricky.

      Hawk used his watch to cut through the corrugated material used to secure the passageway between the train’s cars, enabling him to see under the train and begin his search for explosives.

      After sitting down on the steps, he maneuvered into a position where he could see beneath the car. But there wasn’t anything visible. Hawk looked up to see The Canary standing at the glass, a brawl still unfolding behind her. She tapped the glass and gestured toward the front of his car.

      “On the other side?” he asked.

      She nodded, apparently able to read his lips.

      As he turned to head to the front of the car, he saw a man punch The Canary in the side of the face. Hawk paused to watch her fight back, slugging the man in the face before a kick below the belt caused him to stagger backward and drop out of sight. He smiled and winked before racing to the other side of the car.

      He repeated the inspection process, this time locating the explosives after removing most of the gangway connection. Blinking green lights made the device easy to see, even as the train jostled along the tracks and the wind rushed against his face.

      “Jackpot,” Hawk said over the coms. “I’ve found the bomb.”

      “Excellent,” Big Earv said. “Can you dismantle it?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” Hawk said as he reached for the device, the constant bumping and knocking from side to side making it more of a challenge than he expected.

      The train emerged from the tunnel, restoring The Canary’s connection to the coms.

      “Did you find the bomb?” she asked.

      “Affirmative,” Hawk said. “How are things going for you?”

      “They’ve been better,” she said.

      “Well, hold on for just a little bit longer and we’ll formulate a plan to get you up here with us as inconspicuously as possible.”

      Hawk slithered into a more stable prone position, his chest and stomach as flat as they could be against the steps just above the bomb’s location. Reaching for the device, he tugged on it, but it didn’t move. Securely fashioned to the bottom of the carriage with screws, Hawk needed to figure out a way to remove the bomb or the car. Otherwise, an explosion would derail the entire train and likely kill everyone inside. Humming along at 500 kilometers per hour wasn’t a survivable speed in the event of a derailment.

      “What are you thinking?” Big Earv asked.

      “I’m thinking I’m going to need some help,” Hawk said.

      The small LCD screen beneath the blinking lights flickered to life. A countdown appeared on it, starting with ten minutes.

      Hawk cursed.

      “What is it?” Big Earv asked.

      “I don’t know if it was on a timer or if I did something to launch it, but the bomb is now counting down.”

      “How much time do we have?”

      “Just under ten minutes,” Hawk said. “But I can dismantle it.”

      “Oh, can you?” asked a man, who was looming over Hawk with a gun trained on him.

      “Check that,” Hawk said. “Change of plans. I’m going to need lots of help.”

      Hawk noticed the man’s tattoo, identifying him as someone belonging to the Bamboo Brotherhood.

      “Just what do you think you’re doing?” the man asked.

      “Would you believe me if I told you I was doing a little routine maintenance?”

      The man smiled and shook his head.

      “Not a chance. But I would believe it if you told me you were trying to remove that bomb.”

      “But is that so wrong, especially with so many innocent people on board in the rest of the train?” Hawk asked, attempting to appeal to the man’s humanity.

      The Mafia member smiled sardonically.

      “You Americans think you must save everyone.”

      The man clicked off the safety and trained his gun on Hawk.

      “Big Earv, now would be a great time if you can hear me,” Hawk said.

      But there was no reply.

      “You don’t need to worry about anyone else but yourself,” the man said. “It’s time for you to meet your maker.”

      He winked before pulling the trigger.
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      150 MILES SOUTH OF BEIJING

      Hawk didn’t flinch as the man pulled the trigger. However, the gunman never heard the door open, nor did he see Wei Zhao coming from behind. Zhao pistol whipped the man in the back of the head, the hit cracking so loud that Hawk heard it above the rushing wind.

      Instinctively, the man reached for his head and bent over in pain. The sudden movement made him even more vulnerable, and Zhao made the most of it. Using his foot, he shoved the gunman forward, sending him toppling headlong into the space between the train cars.

      Hawk scrambled to his feet and grabbed the handrail before jumping and swinging around on it. He planted his feet into the man’s ribs and launched him through the gangway connection. His momentum carried him halfway through it before the force of the wind grabbed his body and flung it off the train zipping along at 500 kilometers per hour. Hawk leaned as far out safely as he could to see the gunman impaled on a farm fence post.

      In the midst of all the adrenaline coursing through Hawk’s body, he nearly forgot that Zhao was still there.

      Does he recognize me? Did he come out here to get rid of the Bamboo Brotherhood thug just so he could kill me himself?

      Hawk hoped his disguise was good enough to fool Zhao while offering a hand.

      “I’m not sure how to thank you,” Hawk said in Mandarin with a modulated pitch to his voice.

      “I’m the one who should be thanking you,” he said, offering his hand before the two men shook. “I heard how you stood up to that monster. It took a lot of courage. Not many men have the guts to stare down a hitman from the Bamboo Brotherhood.”

      Hawk forced a tight-lipped smile.

      “I don’t like bullies, plus I want to make it to Beijing alive,” he said before nodding downward. “But it looks like we still have work to do. I noticed a bomb attached to this carriage with enough explosives to knock the entire train off the track. And at this speed, no one will survive.”

      “Let me know whatever you need and I’ll have my men help you.”

      “I need something for leverage—a screwdriver or crowbar—and a flashlight,” Hawk said. “And someone to pray.”

      “I can get you the first two,” Zhao said. “And I can probably get the entire train to pray if you think that will help.”

      “Couldn’t hurt,” Hawk said.

      Zhao hustled off to speak with his men.

      “Guys,” Hawk began over the coms, “you’re not going to believe who kept me from becoming fertilizer for a rice field—Wei Zhao.”

      “Are you serious?” The Canary asked. “Did he recognize you?”

      “Yes and no,” Hawk said. “I wouldn’t be joking about such things—but he didn’t seem to give any indication that he knew who I was.”

      “What are you doing about the bomb?” Big Earv asked.

      “I’m going to separate the coach cars from the lounge and then separate business class from the lounge,” Hawk said. “That should give us enough space between the cars to avoid the effects of an explosion. Canary, you need to meet me on the platform. Think you can get past The Five Seas guards blocking the door?”

      “It’s not like I have much of a choice,” she said.

      “You need to hurry,” Hawk said. “Hide in the bathroom and I’ll let you know when it’s safe to get into the business class car. I’m going dark for now. Please don’t speak unless I speak to you.”

      Hawk took a deep breath, feeling the squeeze of time. He needed to buy more of it in order to allow The Canary to get safely into the lounge car, but he couldn’t wait very long with the detonation clock ticking loudly in his head.

      Hawk tapped out a quick message to Mia.

      

      Can you stop or slow the train within the next minute?

      

      He waited for her reply, which came promptly.

      

      I’ll try

      

      Hawk contacted The Canary over the coms.

      “Be ready to move once the train slows,” he said. “I’m not sure how long it’ll slow down for but you need to do everything you can to get here.”

      “Copy that.”

      In a matter of seconds, the train began to slow down. His phone buzzed with a message from Mia.

      

      I put a delay alert on the track so the engineer should slow down … not sure how much and how long he’ll do it for, but that’s the best I can do.

      

      Thanks

      

      “As soon as the train slows to a manageable speed, you’ve gotta get to the lounge cabin,” Hawk said.

      “That’s not going to be easy,” The Canary said. “It’s still pretty tense in here.”

      Hawk felt a tap on his shoulder. He turned around to find a hulking man with a crowbar and a flashlight.

      “How did you get—never mind,” Hawk said. “Thank you.”

      The man grunted before marching back inside the business class car.

      Hawk re-checked the timer on the bomb. He only had six minutes remaining before the device exploded. Then he headed into the lounge car and raced through it searching for The Canary. After stumbling as he went, he noticed the train was starting to pick up speed again, the speedometer over the door reporting a speed of 100 kilometers per hour. Getting outside the train at that rate was still dangerous, but it was survivable for a skilled operative.

      Hawk set his watch and got to work on decoupling the second class passenger carriage from the rest of the train.

      “How’s it going?” Hawk asked over the coms.

      “Not there yet,” The Canary replied, “but working on it.”

      “You’ve got two minutes, tops.”

      “Copy that.”

      While the train was moving, the coupling mechanism was locked, forcing Hawk to make a manual separation. He removed his watch and activated the laser. With the couplers comprised of thick interlocking steel pieces set underneath a block of magnets, Hawk needed to pry the magnets apart to get to the two parts that nestled inside one another. Using the crowbar, Hawk forced it between the blocks and created a small space between them, allowing the laser to reach the spot.

      Hawk held the watch steady as its laser sliced through the steel. The process took longer than he’d anticipated, but it was moving forward.

      As he was about to sever the two, he contacted The Canary.

      “Where are you?” he asked. “I’m about to cut loose the rest of the passengers.”

      She didn’t reply as she crashed through the top of the tattered gangway connection and landed a foot away from him.

      “Such a dramatic entry,” Hawk said.

      “Sorry, but the Hulk guarding the door wasn’t in a generous mood. Had to find another way in.”

      The train lurched as Hawk sliced through the last piece of metal cutting loose the passenger cars behind the lounge. The Canary grabbed the knob on the door to the lounge and then crouched low, hooking a couple of fingers through one of Hawk’s back belt loops. After easing to his feet, he thanked The Canary and then gestured for her to follow him to the other device.

      Hawk glanced over his shoulder to see the passenger cars slowing down, fading into the dark of night.

      Once back at the gangway connection between the lounge and the business class seating area, Hawk worked feverishly trying to separate the two.

      “How much time do we have?” The Canary asked.

      Hawk looked at the device, the seconds ticking down at what felt like a torrid pace.

      “What can I do to help?” The Canary asked.

      He instructed her on how to insert the crowbar between the metal piece to enable him unfettered access to the steel couplers. Inch by inch, the laser sliced through the enjoined pieces.

      “Come on, come on,” Hawk said. “This is taking too long.”

      “Are we going to make it?”

      Hawk subtly shook his head. “We’ve got thirty seconds before this thing explodes and we need to be clear of it.”

      “I’ve got an idea,” The Canary said.

      “What is it?” Hawk said as he scrambled out of his prone position and grabbed the crowbar.

      “It’s a small explosive, which should be enough to blast through the rest of that steel,” she said.

      “We could set off the bomb.”

      “At the moment, it’s all we’ve got.”

      Hawk conceded, knowing she was right. He nodded for her to continue.

      The Canary knelt next to the coupler and shoved the small explosive into the space. Then she put a hand on Hawk’s chest and forced him back along the gangway up against the door and then pushed a button on a small device.

      The flash caused them both to look away before they felt a strong jolt. Knocked off balance, The Canary teetered on the edge. Hawk turned back to see her struggling to stay upright. He reached out, taking her by her bicep and yanking her back toward the door. They both turned to see the cars separating.

      “Let’s go inside,” Hawk said, turning toward the door.

      He pounded on it before a guard opened it, his eyes wide as he looked at them and watched the explosion of the lounge car. Hawk felt a warm sensation washing over his back. He glanced over his shoulder to see a fireball flying off the tracks. Fully exposed to the elements, he noticed they were in Beijing and rapidly approaching the train station.

      But the train didn’t seem interested in stopping.

      The guard gestured for them to step back so he could open the door. Hawk and The Canary rushed inside as a nervous buzz spread throughout the car. The mood shifted quickly from one of anticipation to one of fear as the bullet train didn’t slow down while hurtling into the station.

      What the hell?

      Hawk grabbed The Canary and told her to brace for impact.

      Once the train cleared the station, an audible sigh of relief erupted from the passengers. Hawk knew the feeling of relief was premature.

      Seconds later, the train began to slow down as high-pitched screeching of wheels on the track pierced the air. Then, metal crunching, glass shattering. The business class car lurched forward and then spun to one side before coming to a stop.

      Screams erupted from the passengers along with cries for help. Hawk looked at The Canary, who had blood tricking from her forehead where a piece of glass was embedded. He ripped off a piece of shirt for a makeshift bandage. After removing the glass, he patched her up.

      “Stop worrying about me,” she said. “We can’t let Zhao get away.”

      “Big Earv,” Hawk said over the coms, “are you all right?”

      “I’ll live,” he said with a groan. “My leg’s pretty banged up, but I can go.”

      “Do you see Zhao?” Hawk asked.

      “No, I lost him during the crash,” Big Earv said.

      Hawk scrambled out of the train to see the engine on fire and passengers who’d survived the collision fleeing on foot. Smoke billowed over the scene as sirens wailed in the distance.

      Amidst the darkness along the tracks, Hawk couldn’t make out much. But then he saw the silhouette of a man who resembled Zhao, his gangly figure limping away from the carnage nearly a quarter-mile away, two of his guards flanking him. Given what had just transpired, Hawk wasn’t interested in chasing after Zhao.

      “We lost him?” The Canary asked over the coms.

      “Not exactly,” Hawk said. “I dropped a listening device with a tracker into his coat pocket when he came outside to help me. Now, let’s get outta here before we have to answer a hundred questions from the cops and find out where Zhao went.”
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      BEIJING

      Hawk returned to the pile of mangled steel and noticed The Canary sitting on the edge of the tracks about fifty meters away with Big Earv hobbling toward her. Emergency workers swarmed around the epicenter of the collision, while passengers staggered out of the carriages, stumbling around in search of either medical care or answers from authorities.

      “I still see a couple of men from The Five Seas milling around,” Hawk said as he scanned the area. “Canary, do you have any recommendations for a rendezvous point?”

      “There’s an all-night cafe two blocks south from here on Jaiomen Road near the hospital. You can’t miss it. Big lighted yellow sign.”

      Hawk checked his watch. It was just past four o’clock in the morning and the roads were already humming with traffic. As he walked toward the cafe, he noticed a slight chill in the air along with the smell of rancid waste wafting up from sewage lines running along the roads.

      A few minutes later, he entered the restaurant and found a booth in the back corner. Two customers sat at the counter huddled over a cup of coffee, saying nothing. A waitress looked at him but didn’t make a move toward him. Big Earv and The Canary eventually joined him, the trio enough to attract the waitress.

      The Canary ordered three coffees for them as they discussed how to proceed.

      Hawk pulled out his phone and tracked Zhao. He pushed it over to The Canary.

      “What do you make of this?” he asked.

      “Looks like they’re headed to the Chaoyang District, which we shouldn’t find surprising,” she said.

      “Why’s that?” Hawk asked.

      “It’s where the wealthiest people in Beijing live. Zhao might employ blue collar criminals, but his success comes from working with white collar ones using his hired help to do all the dirty work.”

      Hawk pulled the phone back and activated the audio. The conversation sounded glitchy, flickering in and out.

      “This isn’t helpful,” Big Earv said.

      “We must be out of range,” Hawk said.

      “Then we need to go,” The Canary said. “We need to know where he’s headed and who he’s talking to—and, most importantly, what’s being said. If not, this whole mission was for naught.”

      “Agreed,” Hawk said as he tossed enough money on the table to cover the coffees and a little extra.

      They all exited the cafe and flagged down a taxi along the street. As they traveled toward the blinking red dot on Hawk’s phone, they rode in silence to stay as forgettable as possible. Once the dot stopped moving, Hawk had the cab driver drop them off about a block away from Zhao’s location, according to the GPS tracker.

      Hawk listened in on Zhao’s conversation, this time much clearer. He talked with his guards, ordering them to stay outside while he entered the study. Hawk stopped outside the address where Zhao was. A large three-story home surrounded by a stone fence towered over the grounds as it sat near the back of the property. An iron gate provided an ominous entrance, further secured by a guard house.

      Hawk noticed movement from a shadow and gestured for his partners to back off. They crossed the street, seeking refuge beneath a tree near a van parked along the side of the street.

      “Any idea who owns this place?” Hawk asked The Canary.

      She shook her head.

      “It’s not as easy to get information on property ownership as it is in the U.S., especially in a district like this,” she said. “The more money you have, the more difficult you can make it for people to obtain information about you or your property. To be honest, the concept of public information is about as strange as a three-headed man here. It just doesn’t exist. The information is available at government entities, but only for a price. However, the wealthy make sure the gatekeepers are immune to such overtures, doing everything they can to protect their privacy.”

      Hawk appreciated the explanation but he heard something that arrested his attention.

      “You recognize that man’s voice?” Hawk asked

      The Canary shook her head.

      The trio went silent as they listened to Zhao talking with the mystery man in English.

      

      “I know you told me about this, but I needed to see this with my own two eyes before we put our plan into motion,” the man said.

      “So you’re pleased with what I’m bringing you?” Zhao said.

      “Pleased is putting it mildly,” the man said. “Do you realize what you’ve found?”

      “I thought it might be big, which is why I wanted to deliver it to you personally.”

      “Big?” the man said with a chuckle. “No, this is the Holy Grail of intelligence, at least as far as The Alliance is concerned. We’ve been looking for an impetus to ignite a world war. And while we’ve found a few, none of them have been as exigent as this one. Whatever response we initiate, world leaders will likely agree that it’s appropriate.”

      “That’s good news,” Zhao said, “because I can’t go back to Ascension. My cover there was blown.”

      “Does anyone know you escaped with this information?”

      “Not a chance. I was extremely careful when extracting this intel weeks ago. I’m sure one of the supervisors would’ve initiated an internal investigation had anyone suspected secrets were being stolen.”

      “With your mysterious disappearance, could they suspect that maybe you were a spy?”

      “Possibly,” Zhao said. “But it’s a strange island. Weird things happen all the time that people just shrug about. All I know is that I paid the captain of that fishing boat quite handsomely. I doubt he’s going to admit that he snuck me off the island. Ascension isn’t easy to leave unnoticed, so everyone’s probably going to assume I drowned.”

      “Even without a body?”

      “Especially without a body. With only one monthly flight on or off the island, military aircraft or private aircraft with military clearance are the only way off officially. The only other way off the island is to die.”

      “Then they’re assuming your dead?”

      “Probably, which prevents any major investigation into what I might have been doing, if they even suspect me of doing anything.”

      “Then this is perfect,” the man said. “Your work will prove to be invaluable in accomplishing The Alliance’s chief objective. And I’m going to make sure your compensation is tripled.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Zhao said.

      “The Alliance thanks you for your service.”

      “Sir, what are you doing?” Zhao said. “No, no. Please, no.”

      

      The sound of two muffled gunshots stunned Hawk. He looked at his colleagues, all wide eyed.

      They all froze, waiting to hear anything else to confirm what they thought just happened. A few seconds later, the mystery man spoke in Mandarin.

      

      “Chang, report to my office immediately. I’ve got a clean-up job for you.”

      

      “Holy shit,” Big Earv exclaimed. “He shot Zhao.”

      “Are you surprised?” Hawk asked. “He wanted to make sure that Zhao never resurfaced anywhere ever again, ensuring an investigation doesn’t begin if he were to show up in facial recognition on some CCTV footage somewhere.”

      Then the sound of shuffling papers and a phone being dialed perked up Hawk’s ears.

      “Ssshh,” he said. “Listen.”

      

      “Are you on a secure line?” the man asked.

      “Of course,” came the reply of a tin-sounding voice with a South African accent over what sounded like a speaker phone.

      “Operation Ascension is completed.”

      “And?”

      “We found what we were hoping for.”

      “You can confirm it with evidence?”

      “I’m staring at the intel on my laptop right now,” the man said. “Zhao brought us this information back. President Bullock will be exposed for who he really is and we’ll be able to launch the next phase of this plan.”

      “Want me to notify the board?”

      “Yes. And activate the team in Venezuela. I want to move on this as quickly as possible. We’re now in control of eighty percent of the world’s rare earth materials, meaning that once this war starts, we’ll be able to control everything.”

      “Puppet masters living in the shadows,” the other man said.

      “Exactly how we planned it,” the mystery man said. “Bullock will be the most hated man in the world and we’ll be able to have our way. There’s no way he’ll be able to spin this once we reveal the truth about him.”

      “This is excellent news,” the South African said. “The board will be thrilled that we can finally move ahead without the threat of us being thwarted again.”

      “Has the team in Venezuela secured the missiles?”

      “Everything cleared last week. The encampment was completed today as the weapons were delivered.”

      “Then let’s not wait around too long.”

      “When do you recommend we launch?”

      “Within the next forty-eight hours,” the mystery man said. “If the board approves, we’ll be on our way to making this bold vision finally become reality.”

      “Again, outstanding job. I’ll be in touch.”

      

      The sound of the mystery man’s voice grew muffled as what sounded like scraping overpowered the transmission.

      “They’re dragging Zhao’s body off,” Hawk said as he eyed his partners. “Either of you got any idea what the hell they’re talking about with Bullock?”

      They both shook their heads.

      “What secret does he have that could spark a war?” Big Earv asked.

      “Hell if I know,” Hawk said. “But it sounds pretty serious.”

      “We need some answers and fast, especially if The Alliance is about to launch an attack from Venezuela,” Big Earv said.

      “I’ll call Alex,” Hawk said as he looked at his watch. “She won’t have to pick up John Daniel from school for another hour, so she should be able to help us out.”

      He dialed Alex’s number and waited for her to answer.

      “What a pleasant surprise,” Alex said. “I was just thinking about you.”

      “Well, before you say anything steamy, you’re on speaker,” he said.

      “What’s going on?”

      “We need your help. And it’s urgent.”

      “Sure,” she said. “What do you need?”

      “I don’t have time to get into all the details, but can you get into the CIA’s satellites and look at Venezuela?”

      “Okay, that’s going to take a few minutes.”

      “Call me back when you’ve got them up.”

      “Wait. What am I looking for?”

      “We’re looking for any activity in an area where there might be movement with a mobile missile launcher.”

      “How big are we talking?” she asked.

      “Big enough to launch a missile that could reach the U.S.”

      “Seriously? You think the Venezuelans want to start a war with us?”

      “No,” Hawk said. “But The Alliance is trying to start one by proxy. They’re going to make it look like the Venezuelans did it though—and apparently they have a reason to believe the world will see it as justified, something to do with a secret Bullock is keeping.”

      “Okay,” she said. “I’ll call you back as soon as I identify possible locations.”

      Hawk ended the call.

      “Let’s get a hotel room and book flights to Venezuela,” he said.

      “This is my cue to leave,” The Canary said. “I can’t stay here long or else someone is going to start asking uncomfortable questions about my time away from Shanghai.”

      “Of course,” Hawk said as he offered his hand. “Thank you for all your help.”

      “Glad to assist,” she said, taking Hawk’s hand and then shaking Big Earv’s. “Good luck. It sounds like you’re going to need it.”

      She hustled off down the street in the direction of the railway station.

      Hawk and Big Earv walked in the opposite direction, searching for the nearest hotel. They looked online and found one about a mile away. By the time they got settled in their room, Alex called them back.

      “Found it,” she said.

      “You sure?” Hawk asked.

      “This software can make comparisons and track movements with incredible precision,” she said. “Unless the Venezuelan military just so happened to be creating a launch site at the exact same time as The Alliance, this is the site.”

      “Great work,” Hawk said. “Send me the coordinates when you get a chance.”

      “Of course, honey. And be safe.”

      “Always,” Hawk said.

      He ended the call and looked at Big Earv.

      “You make those flights for us yet?”

      Big Earv nodded. “We leave in four hours.”

      “And then we hunt down those bastards and end them.”
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      VICHADA RIVER | COLOMBIA

      Hawk rested his head against the side window of the amphibious plane as the pilot circled around a straight stretch of the Vichada River. During the thirty hours of flying from Beijing to Bogota, Hawk had tried to sleep but struggled. Between thinking about the mission and the outcome should he fail, Hawk’s mind whirred with ideas—and fear. He’d never felt as unprepared for a mission as he was about to embark upon. He’d also never missed having Alex with him in the field as he did now. If she were with him, she would put her arm around him and tell him everything was going to be fine.

      But even if she had told him that this time, he wasn’t so sure.

      While Hawk and Big Earv were flying from Beijing, Alex did what she could to help, arranging supplies and a bush country pilot to take them to a spot twenty miles south of the Orinoco River along the border of Colombia and Venezuela. Hawk knew it was immensely helpful given the timeline set by the mysterious man in Beijing, but Alex’s calming presence would’ve been more valuable at the moment. But he didn’t have a choice.

      Suck it up, Hawk. You can do this.

      Hawk glanced over his shoulder at Big Earv, who was leaning forward clutching his leg while grimacing and sucking in a breath through his teeth.

      “You all right?” Hawk asked.

      Big Earv shrugged.

      “Maybe,” he said. “My leg is in pain, though I’m not sure if it’s from the train wreck or the fact that I’ve spent well over a day sitting in airplanes.”

      “Probably a little bit of both,” Hawk said. “You gonna be able to hike?”

      “I’ll be fine, just maybe not as fast as normal.”

      Hawk made a mental note that he needed to reach out to Besserman once they landed to discuss how to let President Bullock know that he was under threat of being exposed—for whatever it was that he did. Even if Hawk succeeded in stopping the attack, The Alliance still possessed the knowledge that Bullock did something, a something that was apparently enough to justify igniting a world war.

      Moments later, the plane made its final approach above the forest before banking around and easing the aircraft’s floats onto the water. It skipped across the smooth water before coming to a stop. The pilot navigated to the small dock protruding into the water by a good five meters. Within a couple of minutes, they were docked and the pilot was helping his clients disembark from the plane.

      Once the pilot finished unloading their gear, he promptly hurried back to his plane. Hawk called after him, causing him to stop and turn around as he stood on the pontoon and prepared to enter.

      “Can you wait until our guide arrives?” Hawk asked.

      The pilot shook his head.

      “Amigo, I need to get home. Good luck.”

      “But—”

      Hawk’s protest fell on deaf ears as the pilot hopped into his seat and slammed the door. Seconds later, the propeller spooled up, the wind created spraying the water in every direction. He gave a lazy wave before spinning his plane around in the opposite direction and taking off. The wheels brushed against leaves and limbs as the plane eked over the treetops.

      Hawk sighed as he dropped his gear in a clearing a few meters away from the riverbank. Big Earv hobbled over to him.

      “You working that leg out?” Hawk asked.

      “It’s a little better now that I’m moving around,” he said as bent over and stretched. “When’s our guide supposed to get here?”

      Hawk shrugged.

      “Based on what Alex told me, he was supposed to meet us here when we arrived.”

      Big Earv looked around and nodded toward an indigenous boy who looked about seven years old with a spear in one hand and a cell phone in the other.

      “Unless she booked us a guide with a second grader, I don’t see him,” Big Earv said.

      “He’s supposed to be arriving on a boat,” Hawk said. “But I need to connect with Besserman. Somebody needs to know what we’re doing.”

      “You can say that again,” Big Earv said. “I doubt old Phillip Harris will appreciate us spending his coin on our globetrotting ventures that have nothing to do with his mine.”

      Hawk raised his index finger.

      “Not necessarily,” he said. “I’ve been thinking and—”

      “Oh, boy,” Big Earv interrupted along with an eye roll.

      “Just hear me out,” Hawk said. “If we can find out who the man from Beijing is who’s bankrolling all this, maybe we can figure out a way to intercept his United Trust payments and withhold them from the workers in Mozambique. After all, they’re only going to be loyal if they’re receiving their paycheck. When the money dries up, you think they’re going to keep working for free for their wealthy benefactor? Doubt it.”

      “Makes sense. Now go do whatever it is you gotta do while we wait for this guide. I need to get my leg warmed up.”

      Hawk retreated to a log resting near the tree line and pulled out his satellite phone. He connected it and dialed Robert Besserman’s number.

      “Hawk,” Besserman said jovially as he answered, “it’s great to hear your voice. You laying low?”

      “I wish,” Hawk said. “I wanted to alert you to a real-time threat so you can be ready in case we fail.”

      Besserman’s tone turned serious.

      “What is it, Hawk?”

      “I don’t have all the details for you that I wish I had,” Hawk said. “But the long and the short of it is The Alliance is planning on revealing a dark secret about Bullock.”

      “What kind of secret?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” Hawk said. “All I know is that it sure as hell isn’t as benign as hitting an Amish farmer while driving drunk.”

      “I thought that was pretty serious.”

      “You think it’s enough of a pretext that could cause a war?” Hawk asked. “Because that’s what I heard an Alliance spy who’d been stationed at Ascension saying to the mystery man in Beijing.”

      “Enough to cause a war?” Besserman asked. “Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner?”

      “I wanted to, but we were in China and I didn’t feel safe about reaching out, even over a secure line there. And according to these men, they want to launch an attack within forty-eight hours from when I heard them.”

      “How long do we have left?”

      “Fourteen hours, give or take,” Hawk said.

      “Shit, Hawk. How am I supposed to prepare for that amount of time?”

      Hawk paced the riverbank.

      “I know. I should’ve let you know sooner, but I was dealing with some sensitive issues and based on what I heard, I don’t think this is the kind of information we want falling into the hands of the Chinese.”

      Besserman sighed.

      “Let me see what I can find,” he said. “Hold on. I’m going to do a quick search on the president. If there’s anything that would cause a potential conflict, it’ll be in our files.”

      “In the CIA’s files?”

      “Yeah, Bullock worked undercover for us, even went on a few missions,” Besserman explained. “Though as I understand it, nothing all that dangerous. Just intelligence gathering ops.”

      Hawk heard Besserman clicking on the keyboard for several seconds, followed by a grunt.

      “What is it?” Hawk asked.

      “That’s strange. I can’t get into this file.”

      “What do you mean? You’re the director. You ought to be able to get into everything.”

      “You’d think, right?” Besserman said.

      “Maybe whatever’s in there is what The Alliance now knows,” Hawk said as he looked down the river and saw a motorboat sputtering toward them. “Looks like I’ve gotta go so I can stop this attack, but you’ve gotta warn the president.”

      “I’ll contact him and find out what’s going on.”

      “Don’t wait,” Hawk said. “And call Morgan after you’ve done that. She’ll fill you in on all the details from the report I emailed her.”

      “Thanks, Hawk. And good luck.”

      Hawk ended the call and stared at the man in the straw hat waving at him as he maneuvered the aluminum john boat up to the dock.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Hawk mumbled to himself.

      “Let’s go,” Big Earv said with a grin and a wink. “Our ride is here.”
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      President Bullock rubbed his forehead as he studied one of the latest legislative proposals to come across his desk. His head hurt from studying all the numbers. One of the biggest surprises to him when he assumed the Oval Office was the dizzying pace with which the federal government spent the American people’s money. It was one thing he wanted to change when he won his second term, something he felt almost assured of after obliterating his closest opponent in Butch Jordan all in the name of transparency. While the move was a sneaky one, he couldn’t deny its effectiveness as the flash polls showed it cost Jordan the lion’s share of his support.

      He heard shouting from down the hall and took a break from his reading, furrowing his brow. Tapping the intercom to ask his assistant what was happening, he realized she wouldn’t be able to respond as he recognized her voice along with another man’s as they drew closer to his office door.

      Seconds later, Robert Besserman stormed inside with a file folder in his hand and a forehead creased with deep lines.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” Bullock’s assistant said. “I tried to stop him. I know you said you didn’t want any visitors.”

      Bullock turned toward Besserman who slapped the folder down on the desk and sat down, arms crossed.

      “What’s the meaning of this, Bobby?” Bullock asked, switching his attention from his assistant to the CIA director.

      “Why don’t you tell me,” Besserman said, nodding toward the folder.

      Bullock sighed and gestured for his assistant to leave. He didn’t answer until she shut the door.

      “What the hell is going on?” Bullock asked, his tone sharp.

      “You wouldn’t take my calls, so I had to come down here,” Besserman said. “I need answers right now.”

      “About this?” Bullock asked, flipping open an empty folder.

      “Yeah,” Besserman said. “You know what that is?”

      Bullock shrugged.

      “An empty file folder? It hardly seems like something to get all riled up about.”

      “Read the label,” Besserman said.

      “The Miraflores Mission,” Bullock read, his expression still blank. “Is this supposed to mean something to me?”

      “You might be the president, but this isn’t the time for bullshitting me. I need to know what went on during that mission.”

      “How come this file is empty?”

      “Don’t be coy, Charles,” Besserman said with a growl. “You know damn well why it’s empty. Now, I have a few theories, but I need you to confirm them to me.”

      Bullock took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. He then eased to his feet, pacing the floor.

      “What’s so important that you need to know this right now?” Bullock asked.

      “The Alliance,” Besserman said, softening his tone. “They’re about to start a proxy war. And they’re going to use something you did that nobody knows about. Now, I can see all your files for the few times you did undercover work for the CIA—all your files except for this one. And based on the name and what I know about how The Alliance is approaching this, I’m willing to bet that whatever happened on the Miraflores Mission is the reason why our nation is under imminent threat right now.”

      “What are you talking about?” Bullock asked with a furrowed brow.

      “We have two agents on the ground near a missile launch site in Venezuela. Based on intelligence gathered by the Magnum Group, they’re expecting The Alliance to launch an attack from Venezuela within the next twelve hours—and they’re expecting to turn the world against us in the process. So, I ask again, what the hell happened on the Miraflores Mission?”

      Bullock returned to his chair and sat down. He closed his eyes and grimaced, almost as if he were being jabbed in his side with a knife. After a few seconds, he opened his eyes, his face sullen.

      “You’re right,” he said. “The Miraflores Mission was a top secret operation that only a handful of people ever knew about. But if this is what’s going to cause a war, I might as well tell you what happened. And then we can both pray that we survive the fallout.”
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      ORINOCO RIVER | VENEZUELA

      Hawk stared back at the rail-thin man at the stern of the boat steering the outboard motor and whistling his own version of “Oye Como Va.” He’d introduced himself as Feliz, which Hawk thought couldn’t have been a more perfect name. As Feliz took them north along the Orinoco River, he grinned while swaying to his tune.

      With his floppy straw hat and weathered face, Hawk mused that no sane person would mistake him for a former sniper in the Colombian military, much less a river guide with keen survival skills. At least, that was how he sold himself to Alex. After two hours of traveling up the river, Hawk wasn’t sure if Feliz had mastered the art of marketing or was the most unsuspecting assassin to ever walk the face of the earth. Either way, Hawk wasn’t interested in confirming the truth. He simply wanted a ride to the coordinates Alex had given him.

      Hawk kept his hand on his pistol, though well out of view beneath his seat. The only sounds accompanying Feliz’s one-man band were the high-pitched wines of the sputtering outboard motor and the constant hum of insects hidden in the forest flanking both sides of the Orinoco River.

      To keep up the ruse of two men fishing with a guide, Hawk occasionally picked up a rod and tossed a line into the murky water.

      “Be careful if you snag something,” Feliz said with a thick Colombian accent. “A lobetoothed piranha will ruin your day—and maybe your finger too. I speak from experience.”

      Hawk turned around and eyed Feliz carefully. He held out his hand for Hawk, revealing a missing right index finger. Then Feliz casually turned his gaze toward the banks and resumed whistling. Once Hawk was facing the front again, Feliz continued with an addendum.

      “But if you’re careful not to get bit when you’re pulling them out of your net, piranhas can be quite tasty,” Feliz said.

      Hawk turned around and arched an eyebrow at the guide before returning to his forward-facing posture.

      “I like them smoked,” Feliz said.

      Hawk shook his head subtly and bit his lip.

      I can’t believe I’m being led up the river to stop a potential world war with the Colombia version of Gomer Pyle. If he says “shazam,” I’m jumping in the river and taking my chances with the piranhas.

      The thought brought a slight curl to the corners of Hawk’s mouth, something Big Earv noticed when he glanced at Hawk.

      “What are you thinking about, chief?” Big Earv asked.

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Hawk said with a wink.

      Hawk pulled his GPS out of his pocket and looked at their location.

      “About five hundred more meters and we’ll be at the drop-off spot,” Hawk said.

      Feliz shrugged and smiled, whistling a different tune, this time “La Bamba.” Hawk turned around, at first to ask Feliz to stop making so much noise, but then decided to ask something else.

      “Were you really a sniper in the Colombian military?” Hawk asked.

      Feliz shrugged and smiled, refusing to pause in the middle of the song.

      Hawk glanced down at the large black box stretching between his seat and Feliz’s.

      “What’s in the box?” Hawk asked.

      Feliz didn’t answer, only winking at Hawk as he rocked in his seat.

      Hawk held up the GPS and indicated toward the riverbank.

      “This is our stop,” Hawk said.

      Feliz finished the song and licked his lips. Hawk sensed the guide was about to launch into another but asked him a question in an effort to delay the tune.

      “Will you be sticking around or meeting us back here?” he asked.

      “It’s the Orinoco River,” Feliz said. “If I left you here, you’d never get back out alive. Between the jungle, the river, and the dangerous people who live among the peaceful natives, you better say a little prayer if you intend to survive because you’re going to need it.”

      Feliz drove the boat up onto the shore and started whistling “La Cucaracha” as Hawk and Big Earv unloaded their gear.

      “Buenos suerte, amigos,” Feliz said. “Can you push me back into the water?”

      Hawk shoved Feliz’s boat with his foot.

      “I thought you said you were going to stay here,” Hawk said.

      “I am, but just not right here. But when you’re ready to leave, come back to this spot. I’ll be ready to take you. Now, you run along. I have some piranhas to catch for dinner.”

      Hawk stood on the bank for a moment and watched Feliz begin whistling another tune as he puttered away.

      “Think we’ll ever see him again?” Big Earv asked.

      Hawk shrugged.

      “I don’t know, but what I do know is that was one strange little dude.”

      “Think he was really a sniper?”

      “Not a chance.”

      Hawk gathered his gear, slung it over his shoulder, and marched into the jungle. Within seconds, the blistering sun vanished beneath a thick green canopy. The smell of fresh flowers and damp forest overwhelmed him. He carefully picked his way through the trees, watching his step as he forged a new path.

      “You all right back there?” Hawk asked, refusing to take his eyes off the path in front of them.

      “I think so,” Big Earv said. “The more I move around on my leg, the better it feels. I’d prefer not to run on it, but I can if I have to. It’s just a little painful, but it should work itself out in a few minutes.”

      “Good. Just watch your step around here. I read in the report Alex sent me that the indigenous people in this region aren’t too fond of outsiders and set lots of traps.”

      “The kind that’s going to have me hanging upside down in a net?”

      “Not sure,” Hawk said. “Just be cautious.”

      “Copy that.”

      They walked for a few minutes in silence before Hawk stepped onto a leafy patch before withdrawing his foot quickly. His sudden halt surprised Big Earv, who grabbed Hawk’s arm to keep both men upright.

      “What is it?” Big Earv asked.

      Hawk gingerly placed his foot over the area and tamped down on it. The reaction from the surface was springy, leading Hawk to think that something was off. He scanned the nearby trees and found a long branch lying at the foot of a walking palm. After hustling over and snatching the branch, he returned to the suspect area and poked at it. Leaves disappeared, flitting downward to reveal a network of sticks and limbs that had been covered by foliage. Hawk cleared a section of the top to get a better view of the trap. He shined his flashlight inside and scowled as he studied the hole.

      “That’s probably twelve feet deep,” Hawk said. “And look at those spikes.”

      Big Earv drew back and winced.

      “You could’ve been somebody’s dinner tonight if you’d taken another step.”

      Hawk nodded.

      “We’ve got to be careful. I’m not interested in finding out what it feels like to be impaled.”

      “I know this should go without saying, but that makes two of us.”

      Hawk exposed the rest of the trap before following the GPS toward The Alliance encampment. They walked another fifteen minutes before either one of them spoke.

      “How much farther do we need to go?” Big Earv asked.

      “I’d say we’re about thirty minutes away,” Hawk said.

      “So, we’re far enough away that if I started whistling “La Bamba,” nobody would hear me?”

      “Probably not. They also wouldn’t hear your cries when I punch you in the throat for whistling that godawful song.”

      Big Earv chuckled.

      “I could tell that was getting to you, but I appreciated the musical interlude,” he said.

      “More like musical torture.”

      Hawk stepped over a log and warned Big Earv. But Hawk froze when he heard sticks cracking and leaves rustling. Then came the sound, the yelp of Big Earv that faded in a matter of seconds followed by a sickening thud.

      Hawk spun around to a large opening in the ground, similar to the one they’d seen just a few minutes back.

      “Are you all right?” Hawk asked as he strained to see inside the hole.

      Big Earv groaned.

      “You’re alive,” Hawk said. “Talk to me.”

      “Well, the good news is I didn’t get impaled,” Big Earv said.

      “And the bad news?”

      “I landed funny on my ankle and I can’t hardly walk.”

      Hawk put his hands on his hips and shook his head, muttering curses under his breath.

      “I’m sorry, man,” Big Earv said. “If I go in there—”

      He let his words hang, the implication clear.

      Hawk knew there was no way Big Earv could be expected to engage in a high-stakes mission with a bum ankle.

      No Alex and now no Big Earv.

      Hawk took his rucksack off his back and rummaged through it until he found his rope. He lowered it into the pit and pulled up Big Earv. The hulking man thanked Hawk, squeezing his bicep and commenting on how impressive his strength was. Hawk ignored it, his mind still trying to figure out how he could complete their critical mission.

      “Sorry, Hawk,” Big Earv said, “but you’re gonna have to go in there alone.”

      Hawk set his jaw and nodded. He wasn’t sure it was possible.
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      President Bullock affixed his American flag pin to his lapel and straightened his tie. He took one last glance at his face in the mirror and then paused. It hadn’t been that long since he’d ascended to the presidency, but the image of the man staring back at him suggested otherwise. Using his fingertips, he tugged down on his skin around the corner of his eyes and wondered when the wrinkles had become so prominent. His hair had survived the ravages of stress, maintaining his light brown hair color, but he noticed a few gray strands around his ears.

      At least I can cover that up.

      But Bullock was keenly aware of what he couldn’t cover up any longer: his involvement in one of the biggest intrusions into a foreign democracy in CIA history while working in the U.S. embassy in Caracas twenty years ago. Just a few days earlier, he’d strode up to the lectern in the White House press room and emphasized the importance of transparency, confident that his darkest secret would never see the light of day. But somehow the truth had escaped, a truth that had the U.S. teetering on the brink of war without even knowing it. With the truth still lurking in the shadows like a thief casing a house waiting for the right moment to plunder it, Bullock knew what he had to do.

      Bullock’s chief of staff Emma Washburn knocked on the door before he gave her permission to enter.

      She walked up to him and stopped, crossing her arms as she inspected his attire. She tilted the American flag pin and picked a piece of lint off his shoulder. Then she locked eyes with him.

      “Are you sure you want to do this, sir?”

      “Do you see any other alternatives?” he asked.

      “Not really, other than maybe your press secretary could read a statement for you about the incident.”

      He waved dismissively at the suggestion.

      “That’d make me look like a coward.”

      “The press is going to skewer you, if not immediately, the next time they get to question you.”

      Bullock shrugged.

      “That’s part of the job,” he said. “Besides, a few reporters might come after me for what I did, but I’m hoping the more level-headed perspective dominates the narrative.”

      “That’s more like wishful thinking than hoping,” she said. “This is the story of a lifetime for journalists covering the White House. I mean, what you’re about to admit will go down in U.S. presidential lore, right up there with ‘four score and seven years ago’ and ‘I’m not a crook’.”

      “You’re not exactly helping my nerves right now.”

      “Look, I know this might be the end for you, but at least you can exit the White House with some measure of nobility, knowing you did the right thing regardless of the consequences.”

      “I did what I did in Caracas all those years ago because I thought it was the right thing too,” Bullock said. “It was the right thing for this country. But times are different now. And I know you’re probably right. I’m going to get raked across the coals by pundits—and this will all but end my bid as winning another term.”

      Emma squinted as she eyed Bullock.

      “The thing about this job is that everybody thinks it’s about the power and the fame. That’s all they see. But the hard truth is that this job is really about making difficult decisions, decisions that often don’t have a great outcome either way, no-win decisions. And sometimes, you’re making a choice that means someone will live and someone will die.”

      “That night in Caracas, I was doing the same thing. But it wasn’t a tough decision. I knew I was doing the right thing—and I still don’t regret it, regardless of how my actions are about to be spun in the press. But just because a decision isn’t tough doesn’t mean following through with it is easy.”

      “Like this press conference?”

      Bullock nodded.

      “Exactly like this press conference.”

      A knock at the door interrupted their conversation as a press office aide poked his head in the door.

      “Sir,” the man said, “they’re ready for you.”

      Bullock took a deep breath and then pulled taut the bottom of his jacket.

      “Good luck, sir,” Emma said as she gave him a pat on the back.

      “Thanks,” he said before he exited in the room.

      Moments later, Bullock nervously adjusted his tie before walking onto the podium. He placed the paper containing his speech on the lectern and gripped the sides of it. After pinching his nose and taking a deep breath, Bullock launched into his address, staring out across a sea of cynical faces.

      “A good friend once told me that the hard truth about the job of the president is that it’s about making difficult decisions,” he began. “It’s not about all the glitz and the glamour that is glorified on the screens of your stations and the pages of your publications. No, it’s about pacing the floor in your office all alone late into the night as you mull over what’s the best decision for the country. That’s where the mettle of presidents is forged. It was one such decision that a president twenty years ago made that thrust me into a difficult decision at the time—and it’s the reason that we’re all here today.”

      Bullock searched the room for Emma Washburn, finding her standing at the back of the room, arms crossed, head nodding with encouragement. He wished he’d asked her to stand with him on the stage, but her presence was enough, fueling him on. After a brief pause, he continued.

      “At the time, I was working for the State Department, mostly serving on diplomatic missions in various countries anywhere from two to three years at a time,” he said. “That much is a well-known fact, one that made my predecessor pick me as a running mate. But what none of you know is that I also used to work with the CIA as a covert operative.”

      There was a faint gasp among the journalists, but Bullock pressed on.

      “Most of my missions were of the intelligence gathering variety. But there was one I was given in Caracas that was far more dangerous.”

      He saw a few eyes widening, jaws falling slack as some of the veteran reporters recognized where he was going, already one step ahead of him after calculating the dates.

      “At the time, Venezuelan President Diego Gonzalez was holding serious discussions with the Kremlin to allow the Russian military to construct several bases in Venezuela, all of which were scheduled to have nuclear capabilities. U.S. intelligence had to balance addressing the possibility of what could only be considered as an act of Russian aggression with trying to appear on good diplomatic terms. If President Gonzalez suspected that we were spying on him, it would’ve severely hampered the relationship between our two countries and all but assured his approval of Russian military installments, something our intelligence decided couldn’t happen under any circumstances.”

      He stopped to take a drink of water before resuming his story.

      “As Gonzalez was engaged in negotiations with Russian officials, U.S. diplomatic efforts to coax the Venezuelan president to admit what he was doing failed. The State Department offered him hundreds of millions of dollars in aid with the promise of more, but it came with obvious strings attached. But Gonzalez didn’t seem interested. I must emphasize that every idea was exhausted and every relationship was leveraged to put an end to this secret negotiation with Russia that was hidden from both the Venezuelan legislature and the public. That’s when I was called upon to join part of a covert CIA team to eliminate President Gonzalez. And while I wasn’t the one who pulled the trigger, my position within the State Department and relationship with other Venezuelan ambassadors and government agents played a key role in an agency assassin gaining access to Gonzalez and killing him. Subsequently, his replacement, President Castillo, was someone who understood the value of keeping the U.S. as allies and avoiding any Russian intrusion into the region. And for that, this country will be forever grateful for.”

      Bullock pushed the edges of the papers together and then stacked them neatly on the lectern before concluding his speech.

      “I’m sure that you all have hundreds of questions percolating in your minds right now, but just understand that this is all I’m going to say about it. I won’t be answering questions about the operation today or in the future as much of the details remain classified. Just know that this wasn’t a decision made lightly. It was one that was decided upon with much consternation by the administration at that time and ultimately executed by a team of professionals with the express goal of avoiding unnecessary conflict in this part of the world.”

      Bullock thanked the media for attending the impromptu press conference. Then he strode off the stage with only the sounds of whirring cameras and popping flashbulbs to accompany his heavy footfalls.

      When he reached his office in the West Wing, Emma was already waiting for him.

      “You did a great job, Mr. President,” she said smiling warmly. “You delivered your speech flawlessly, setting a tone that was both serious with a hint of contrition, almost like you wished it didn’t have to happen.”

      Bullock shrugged.

      “Well, that’s how I felt at the time,” he said.

      “And do you still feel that way?”

      He nodded.

      “Then I don’t think you have anything to worry about,” she said.

      “Butch Jordan is still going to have a field day with this. He’s probably already on some station talking about how I wasn’t transparent enough then or now.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about him. The lack of transparency will blow over, but your apparent commitment to this country won’t.”

      “I guess we’ll find out soon enough,” he said.

      Emma left him alone and returned to her office.

      Once she was gone, Bullock grabbed his television remote pushed the power button. He grunted when the image on one of the stations depicted Jordan doing exactly what Bullock thought his likely opponent would do—opine about how Bullock didn’t understand what transparency meant. After a few minutes, Bullock couldn’t take much more of it and turned off the TV.

      “You need to turn that thing back on,” one of Bullock’s aides said, catching the president off guard.

      “Don’t any of you people knock anymore?” Bullock grumbled.

      “Sir, please, I’m begging you, turn to channel forty-seven. There’s something you need to see.”

      “This better be good,” Bullock said.

      “I promise, it’s not good,” the aide said.

      Bullock complied and seconds later watched as Venezuelan President Javier Gonzalez railed about Bullock’s admission. In weighing the likely fallout of his confession, Bullock knew Gonzalez might get more than rankled over what happened in Caracas two decades ago. After all, it was his brother who was the target of the operation.

      And the current President Gonzalez was threatening war.

      “There’s no way I could’ve won by saying what I said today,” Bullock said aloud.

      “You better have a way out of this,” Emma said from the doorway, “or else this could get ugly fast.”
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      Hawk observed Big Earv gingerly planting his right foot with each step, his face awash with pain. He didn’t complain, though Hawk wouldn’t have blamed him if he did. Big Earv’s ankle had already swollen to the size of a baseball in the short time since he twisted it while landing at the bottom of that pit. And while the injury was unfortunate, Big Earv was lucky to avoid being impaled.

      After a minute of watching Big Earv struggle, Hawk stopped him.

      “You need to stay far away from the encampment,” Hawk said. “I’m not going to be able to eliminate all the hostiles, which means eventually they’re going to come after us. You need to be far away from any action.”

      Big Earv nodded.

      “I won’t argue, but I want to do something. I feel like I’d be letting you make a Kamikaze run if I just sat by the river.”

      Hawk scanned the area and noticed a nearby ridge. He pulled out his GPS and made a few calculations before pocketing the device.

      “If you really want to help, that ridge up there should give you a bird’s eye view of The Alliance encampment,” Hawk said. “It’s close enough to our rendezvous point along the Orinoco River that should I be making a mad dash back, you would have enough time to meet me there, even on that bum ankle.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Big Earv said, “though I’m not sure what I can do from there.”

      “We’ll figure something out,” Hawk said. “If anything, it’ll give you a chance to see their camp from a different perspective. You might be able to see a weakness that I can’t from the ground.”

      Big Earv held out his hand as the two men came together.

      “Good luck, brother,” he said. “I’ll see you on the flip side.”

      “I’m counting on it.”

      Hawk entered the headings into his GPS and marched deeper into the jungle. While navigating a series of creeks and ravines, Hawk considered how he might best handle the situation solo. Calling in a drone strike would be preferential, but that wasn’t something he could do in Venezuela. It’d take too long to arrive, never mind that Venezuela wouldn’t appreciate the intrusion into their sovereign nation. He was truly on his own aside from whatever assistance Big Earv could provide, which Hawk didn’t think would be all that much apart from some simple reconnaissance. One man against how many? A dozen? Two dozen? He couldn’t be sure until he reached the camp.

      But when he finally spotted The Alliance makeshift launch site, the situation was more dire than Hawk imagined.

      He shimmied up a tree about two hundred meters away to get a better look at the area, which was cordoned off with a temporary chain-link fence. Also serving as another level of protection were perimeter sensors along with armed guards patrolling the outside. Inside the camp, soldiers hustled from one side to the other, an area which Hawk estimated to be somewhere around five acres. A handful of Jeeps wove between the men carting supplies and important-looking leaders. But in the center of it all was the target—a missile launcher attached to the back of an oversized flatbed truck, towering over the camp like a shrine to be worshipped. Workers prepped a couple of ICBMs resting on the launcher.

      Surveying the area through a pair of binoculars, Hawk used a shotgun mic to listen in on their conversations. He followed one of the Jeeps that skidded to a stop near the base of the launcher and kept his eyes on a man who got out, his presence commanding as he barked orders. Whoever he was, Hawk could tell the man was in charge, if not the man in charge.

      “How are we looking?” the man asked in English, his accent sounding South African.

      “Just ironing out all the kinks,” another man responded.

      “Will we be ready to go within the next hour?”

      “Hour?” the man asked, his eyebrows arched.

      “That’s what I asked,” the commander said. “Do I need to repeat the question for you?”

      “No, no, I heard you. I’m just not sure that’s possible.”

      “Make it possible,” the commander said with a growl. “If you need extra help, just say the word. I’ll get more men over here to do whatever it is that you need done. I just know that the higher ups don’t want to wait around. They want to strike as soon as possible.”

      “Can I just say that, for the record, I—”

      “Either get the job done or get out of the way so I can hire someone who’s capable of doing what I’ve asked.”

      “I’ll get it done, sir.”

      Hawk put his binoculars down and cursed under his breath. Then he hailed Big Earv on the coms.

      “You make it to the ridge yet?” Hawk asked.

      “I did—and I’m just getting settled,” Big Earv said. “I was about to call you once I had a chance to check it out.  Can you see the camp from where you’re at?”

      “Not very well, but I can see enough to know that there are some men busily prepping the launcher.”

      “That’s putting it mildly,” Hawk said. “These bastards want to fire those missiles within the hour.”

      “Did you get a good look at the weapon?”

      “It doesn’t look nuclear,” Hawk said, “nor are the men acting as if it is, so if they get this thing off, at least it’s not going to annihilate a city on the eastern seaboard.”

      “That’s only a small consolation.”

      “I know. People are still going to die if we don’t figure this out.”

      “Well, you know my limitations up here, so don’t count on me to save your ass should you get into trouble. But I’ll do what I can.”

      “You’re instilling me with all kinds of confidence here,” Hawk said.

      “It’s what I do best.”

      Hawk watched as several of the guards on the perimeter were ordered inside to help with the missile prep. It was enough to give Hawk a chance to sneak inside. He noticed a small gate ajar after one of the guards went inside. Hawk slid down the side of the tree and made his way toward the camp. He stayed low as he hustled, moving from one tree to the next to avoid detection. After a couple of minutes, he was within a twenty-meter sprint of the perimeter where the gate remained unsecured.

      Without any semblance of a uniform, Hawk thought if he could infiltrate the base, he could blend in and move about without being questioned. But he still needed to get inside.

      A guard sauntered in front of the open gate, stopping to light a cigarette. He ignited it and took a long drag before sending up a plume of smoke. He put away his lighter and checked his weapon before resuming his march around the outside of the camp without noticing the gate. Hawk sighed in relief as he scanned the perimeter one final time. Satisfied that he was clear, he darted inside the camp. He shut the gate to prevent suspicion from forming and then paused to review the next part of his plan—disabling the navigational system on the missile.

      Despite the lack of an obvious uniform, the crew working on the missiles all wore neon green visibility vests. Hawk saw one lying on top of an oil barrel a few meters away.

      “How’s it going?” Big Earv asked. “I can see you from here.”

      “Am I missing anything?” Hawk asked.

      “Negative. You’re going for that vest, aren’t you?”

      “How’d you know?”

      “Because that’s what I would’ve done.”

      “Great minds think alike,” Hawk said.

      “And so do we,” Big Earv said with a chuckle. “Now be careful. There’s a guard about a hundred meters away who’s scanning the area around the missile, but I doubt he’ll give you a second look once you get that vest on.”

      “Let’s hope not.”

      Hawk stashed his rucksack behind a bucket against a shipping container. Then he made one final check before rushing over to snag the vest, promptly putting it on.

      “You’re good, you’re good,” Big Earv said. “But head toward the missile soon. Your guard buddy is turning back toward your direction.”

      “Copy that.”

      Hawk clambered onto the flatbed and snatched a wrench out of an open toolbox. His actions seemed normal, not even drawing a second look from the crew busily preparing the missile. One man hovered over an open panel and peered inside at a clump of intertwined wires.

      “Whoever put this navigational system together had to be high,” a man said in an Australian accent.

      “For sure,” Hawk said, speaking in his best Australian accent to match the man. “Can I have a look?”

      “Help yourself,” the man said, gesturing toward the wires.

      Hawk eased his hand inside the box and attached a small box to the back of the navigational computer. The device allowed Alex to control the system, sending the missiles wherever she wanted to put them. While the plan was to direct them harmlessly into the sea where the U.S. Navy could recover them, Hawk wouldn’t complain if she guided the weapons back to The Alliance’s camp.

      “What do you think?” the worker asked Hawk.

      “It’s a mess. Better you than me.”

      Hawk eased down the side of the missile before looking at the other one and attaching a similar device without as much as raising an eyebrow. Once he was finished, he climbed down and scanned the area. Meandering back toward the shipping container, he removed his vest and picked up his rucksack. He wove through a series of temporary buildings as he searched for an inconspicuous way out.

      “Can you help me out here?” Hawk asked over the coms.

      “Want me to have you beamed out of there?” Big Earv asked.

      “That’d be nice.”

      “Of course it would, but we’re in the real world, not science fiction,” Big Earv said. “You’re just going to have to sneak out of there.”

      “Before I leave, I need to check the navigational devices to ensure that they’re working.”

      “Work quickly. Your guard buddy is heading back in your direction.”

      “Just keep me updated,” Hawk said.

      “Copy that.”

      Hawk sought refuge inside a nearby shipping container. He sat down and opened up his laptop. He worked quickly to test out the device, then sighed.

      “Damnit,” he said quietly.

      “What?” asked Big Earv.

      “The device isn’t operational,” Hawk said. “I must’ve forgotten to set it.”

      “Now what?”

      “I’ve got to get back up there.”

      “Better make it quick,” Big Earv said. “I’m looking at the missiles through my binoculars right now and they’re getting close to hemming up that bad boy.”

      “Okay, I’ll get over there.”

      Hawk gathered his gear and spun toward the exit when he heard a sickening click behind him.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” a man asked.

      Hawk eased his hands into the air and froze.
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      Hawk closed his eyes as he slowly turned around to face the guard who’d apprehended him. Just beyond the walls of the shipping container, he heard shouting and yelling from the commander. Jeeps rumbled across the base, hammers clanked on nails, gunfire echoed in the distance.

      “You have any idea what you’ve done here?” the man asked.

      Hawk squinted and cocked his head to one side.

      “Morales? Is that you?” he asked.

      The guard, a former Navy SEAL named Cesar Morales who’d been in training with Hawk, looked over his shoulder before nodding subtly.

      “I’ve been working to infiltrate this group for months—and you’re about to blow it, Hawk.”

      Hawk had worked with Morales on a previous mission when he was doing reconnaissance work with the CIA in a joint operation. But Hawk hadn’t heard from Morales in a couple of years, making people wonder if he’d been killed or was working deep cover. Now Hawk knew.

      “I thought you were dead,” Hawk said.

      “I’ve been working for the agency for a little over a year now, and I’ll fill you in later on all the details, but right now I need to get you out of here—and fast,” Morales said, speaking in a hushed tone. “If anyone else finds you, they’re going to kill you.”

      “Sorry, but I can’t leave,” Hawk said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “They’re about to fire a couple of missiles at the U.S.,” Hawk said. “Haven’t you been paying attention?”

      “Of course, but if I tried to sabotage those missiles, I would’ve gotten myself killed. That’s not why I’m here.”

      “If these missiles land in the U.S., it’s going to spark a war—and everyone is going to think it’s an attack by the Venezuelans.”

      “And nobody’s going to blame them either,” Morales said. “I know you might not have been paying attention because you’ve been busy, but President Bullock just told the whole world that he helped assassinate Venezuela’s former President Gonzalez some twenty years ago.”

      “Holy shit,” Hawk said. “Are you serious?”

      “I wish I wasn’t. So, I can tell you right now that nobody’s going to rush to the U.S.’s side after that admission. And not only that, there might even be a few opportunistic nations to jump in and side with Venezuela if we decide to strike back.”

      “Then we’ve got to do whatever we can to stop The Alliance from starting this proxy war.”

      “Unfortunately, it’s not that simple—at least, not for me.”

      Hawk furrowed his brow.

      “Just go out there and light that thing up,” Hawk said. “Better these scumbags than innocent Americans.”

      “That’s not really the choice here.”

      “What’s stopping you?”

      “Aside from enough arsenal out there to fend off a small nation for a month,” Morales began, “my mission here is part of a long game.”

      “You’ve been imbedded here to stop The Alliance?” Hawk asked. “I didn’t know the agency had any active officers working on this.”

      “I’m not here for The Alliance,” Morales said.

      “Then what are you—”

      “Can’t talk about it,” Morales said. “It’s classified.”

      “I have top-level clearance,” Hawk said. “You can tell me anything.”

      “Take that up with your superiors, but I’ve been instructed not to discuss the true nature of my mission with anyone, not even U.S. agents.”

      Hawk sighed.

      “But don’t you agree with me that something has to be done? We can’t let a war erupt over this.”

      “I still have a job to do, maybe even one that’s far more important than you realize—and, yes, before you protest, far more important than shutting down The Alliance.”

      “So, you’re not going to help?”

      “If I help you, my commander or some of his direct reports need to see it,” Morales said. “If they think their camp has been infiltrated, they won’t start a witch hunt. So, do your worst, but make sure they see you—and you better be prepared to leave this place like a bat outta hell.”

      “That’s an exit strategy I’m very familiar with,” Hawk said. “So, can you get me close enough to the missile?”

      “As long as no one can see you,” Morales said.

      “Perfect,” Hawk said. “I’ve got a plan.”
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        * * *

      

      HAWK DUCKED behind a transport truck about twenty meters away from the launcher. The workers were all still busily preparing the missiles, focused on their task. Then Hawk made eye contact with Morales and signaled for him to proceed.

      Morales approached one of the guards and shouted at him.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Morales barked. “Who authorized you to be handling these parts?”

      The man turned around, fear flooding his face.

      “I’m sorry—I just—”

      “Stop apologizing and get your ass outta there. You know better than to be in this area without proper credentials,” Morales said.

      The man furrowed his brow.

      “Commander Dellinger told me to—” the man protested.

      “The commander also put me in charge of making sure no unauthorized personnel penetrated this zone unless you had proper credentials,” Morales said.

      Hawk scanned the area one more time and realized nobody was watching. His opportunity had arrived. Striding into the restricted area with his high visibility vest, Hawk returned to the missile and started tinkering with the navigational system again.

      “You having any problems?” Hawk asked the worker who’d been fiddling with the box earlier.

      “You’re back,” the man said. “Good. I can’t figure this damn thing out. Have you worked on a model like this before?”

      “Many times,” Hawk said. “Here. Let me take a look. Want to describe the problem you’re having with it?”

      The man launched into a long story about how it wasn’t functioning properly and wasn’t responding.

      “Long story, short—it seems like there’s some kind of connectivity problem that’s preventing us from communicating with the onboard computer.”

      “And you weren’t having this problem earlier?” Hawk asked, his brow furrowed.

      “No, everything was working properly. It’s like something is disabling the navigational system.”

      “You can say that again,” Hawk said, his head wedged firmly inside the black space.

      In a matter of minutes, he found the worker’s assessment was true. Hawk wondered if there was something else that was causing connectivity issues or if the device he’d placed on the back was the problem. Either way, it created a big problem for Hawk.

      If he couldn’t stop the missile by guiding it safely into the Atlantic or the ground, he needed to destroy it by some other means. And that could only be accomplished by planting explosive devices in the missiles. It’d be much messier—and put him in a much more dangerous situation—but at least it would prevent the catastrophic loss of innocent life. Hawk decided they could figure out everything else later.

      “I think I have something in my tool bag that can fix this,” Hawk said to the other worker. “I’ll be right back.”

      Hawk hopped down from the launcher and saw Morales escorting the man away. He glanced over his shoulder and gave Hawk a wink. But once Morales disappeared, another guard took his place, leaving Hawk to deal with the scrutiny of another guard.

      I’m not getting back in there without a distraction.

      He returned to the shipping container and opened up his rucksack. After a brief search for the explosives, he stuffed them into his pockets and strode back toward the launcher. However, he stopped before he reached the location. The new guard eyed Hawk carefully.

      Thinking on his feet, Hawk held an index finger in the air and mumbled to himself as if he’d forgotten something. Then he took refuge in the container before contacting Big Earv on the coms.

      “Your moment has arrived,” Hawk said. “I’m going to need your help.”

      Big Earv chuckled. “I told you my ability to help you was limited.”

      “I know,” Hawk said. “But I need you to create a diversion for me—a big diversion. And if you don’t, this mission is officially over.”

      Big Earv grunted.

      “I’ll see what I can do.”
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      Big Earv grimaced as he reached for his ankle, the pain still throbbing all throughout the lower part of his leg. He pushed himself up off the ground where he’d taken cover and hobbled farther from the edge of the ridge to his gear resting against the side of a tree. After a moment, he stopped and dabbed the sweat from his forehead with the back of his arm. The mix of a sweltering sun and miles of sprawling vegetation was the recipe for unbearable humidity. The thick canopy overhead created a tinge of green light, giving Big Earv both relief from direct sunlight as well as a way to remain hidden from the soldiers preparing to launch a pair of missiles in the valley below.

      Big Earv estimated that the camp was about three klicks away, nearly two miles from his position as the crow flies. While it wasn’t impossible to pull off a sniper shot from that distance, long-range shooting wasn’t his forte. And he understood that he only had one chance to create the kind of diversion Hawk needed. Once Big Earv started firing, he would have to be all in. That’s why he removed his rifle from consideration and continued mulling over his options.

      He opened up a small case containing a drone. If it buzzed through the camp, it would definitely draw gunfire. But the drone would be easily destroyed and only heighten anxiety in the camp instead of creating panic and angst. He needed something to send every guard and soldier scurrying in the direction of the distraction—and a drone wouldn’t suffice.

      Then he looked at the small hard case and opened it. Inside were the pieces needed to construct a rocket launcher along with one rocket-propelled grenade. It was a last-minute weapon he’d grabbed while at the Magnum Group headquarters, one of those just-in-case additions to his arsenal. But with the way his ankle had crippled him, Big Earv had hoped to keep that as a way to survive if the situation arose.

      However, a situation had arisen—but Hawk needed it more than him at the moment. After sifting through all his inventory, Big Earv concluded that there was only one option. He put together the rocket launcher and then staggered back to his previous spot and scanned the camp again.

      Since he was unable to even see the missile launcher in the encampment, Big Earv needed something that would create a big explosion. In the northwest corner, oil drums sat collected, some stacked on one another, some strewn around on the ground. As he was studying the spot, a truck pulled up to the area and three men jumped out and hoisted one of the upright barrels into the back and sped away to another spot in the camp.

      Then Big Earv contacted Hawk over the coms.

      “You ready?” Big Earv asked.

      “What’ve you got in mind?”

      “There’s a large pile of oil barrels in the back of the camp,” Big Earv said. “I think that ought to do the trick.”

      “Of course,” Hawk said. “And how do you plan on hitting that from your position?”

      “You weren’t the only one to snag a Dr. Z creation before we left headquarters,” Big Earv said. “I grabbed a compact rocket launcher with one RPG. It’s got a navigational system, so all I’ve got to do is paint the target and let it rip. But you’ll need to act fast. It’s not like I can keep pouring it on. They might just think it’s an explosion instead of an attack.”

      “Okay, you’re the boss,” Hawk said. “I’m ready whenever you are.”

      Big Earv smiled.

      “Yes, I am.”

      He sighted in the barrels, setting the target for one located in the middle of the cluster. He took a deep breath and squeezed the trigger.
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        * * *

      

      HAWK STEADIED his breathing as he leaned against the side of the shipping container. He heard the rocket whistling toward the location and said a quick prayer that it would strike its intended target.

      The ground shook as the RPG made contact with the barrels, igniting a massive fireball that rose upward and extended above the tree canopy.

      “Damn good shot, Big Earv,” Hawk said before he took one last deep breath and sprinted for the missiles.

      As soon as he came around the corner, chaos had descended on the camp. Every soldier and guard rushed toward the site of the explosion, while Hawk ran away from it. He pulled himself up onto the missiles, passing his fellow workers as they hustled away from the weapon.

      On the first missile Hawk reached, he removed the device he’d installed designed to take control of the missiles, replacing it with an explosive device that had a ten-minute timer.

      He started the countdown and then encased the device inside, screwing a panel over it to keep it hidden and shut away. Then he worked furiously, repeating the process for the second missile. By the time he’d finished, the workers had managed to get the fire under control.

      Hawk stole a glance at the fire and then eyed a quick mode of escape. He spotted a motorcycle parked against the side of a building, just begging for him to take it. After hustling over to it, Hawk kick-started the engine and roared toward the exit. One of the guards heard him coming and casually opened the gate.

      “Don’t let that man get away,” one of the commanding officers shouted.

      But it was too late.

      Hawk had already penetrated the perimeter, his motorcycle kicking up dirt as he entered the thick of the jungle and wove through the trees.

      “That was one helluva shot,” Hawk said over the coms.

      Big Earv didn’t answer. Hawk waited a beat before trying to contact his colleague again.

      “Big Earv, where you at?”

      Nothing.

      Damn.

      Hawk then heard the clattering of a machine gun behind him. He crouched low and pulled back on the throttle, bullets peppering the trees around.

      “Big Earv,” Hawk said again, “where you at?”

      Seconds later, Big Earv responded, his words clipped by the glitchy coms system.

      “Come again,” Hawk said. “You’re cutting out on me.”

      “You have to come and get me,” Big Earv said. “I tripped again coming down the ridge and can barely walk.”

      “I’ll come find you,” Hawk said. “Hang on.”

      More gunfire rattled in the distance as Hawk weaved and bobbed through the brush and the trees.

      Another thirty seconds elapsed before he felt a burning sensation in his left arm, one that was all too familiar. He glanced down at it and saw the blood streaming from his bicep down to his elbow.

      Hawk gritted his teeth and tried to ignore the pain pulsing through that side of his body. Maintaining his focus on the path in front of him, he jerked the handlebars to the right to avoid a cluster of protruding roots. But he didn’t make it in time.

      The front wheel hit the roots and knocked the bike off balance. He tried to regain control, but couldn’t before he tumbled to the ground and slid some twenty meters away from his vehicle. As he scrambled to get up, the adrenaline pumping through him helped him forget for a moment that he’d been shot.

      Hawk dove behind a tree as more bullets rained down on him, all coming from a second rider on the back of a motorcycle bearing down on his position.

      He activated the coms and let Big Earv know what the situation was.

      “I just laid my bike down—and I might be a few minutes longer than expected.”

      In the distance, a massive explosion rocked the jungle. Birds squawked and took flight, joining other animals in creating a cacophony that reverberated throughout the valley.

      “The giant fireball just erupted from the center of the camp,” Big Earv said.

      Hawk felt a small sense of satisfaction knowing he’d completed the mission. But he was far from finished.
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      Hawk reached for his gun as he peered around the tree. Sweat trickled down his face, some of it getting into his eyes and momentarily blurring his vision. But it couldn’t stop him from seeing he was clearly in trouble. Two motorcycles bore down on his position, both with two riders, the one in the back spraying bullets all over the jungle.

      More shots pinged off the trees and rocks nearby, a few bullets imbedding deep into the trunk of the sandbox tree he was hiding behind. Hawk ducked back to avoid another shot, as the effects of his arm being shot started to hamper his ability to fight back.

      Forty meters … thirty meters … twenty meters …

      The motorcycles roared toward him, their gunmen drawing lines in the sand with their bullets.

      Hawk took a deep breath. He was running out of time. If both motorcycles swept past his position, he doubted he could escape another hit or five. He needed to make a move fast in order to survive, not only for his sake but also for Big Earv’s.

      Hawk eased into a squatting position and looked around the left side of the tree. He raised his weapon and fired a few rounds. The first one missed altogether, the second pinging off the handlebars and falling aside harmlessly. He took another deep breath and squeezed the trigger.

      That shot found its mark, puncturing the front tire. The sudden deflation forced the motorcycle to come to a sudden halt, slamming straight into a fallen log. With the driver unable to defend himself, he hung on as long as he could before toppling headlong over the front of the bike and slamming him against the front of the sandbox tree, its deadly spikes pinning him against it. The out-of-control bike proved costly for the armed hostile in the rear. Hawk peppered him with two shots, one of them hitting him in the head, killing him instantly.

      Meanwhile, the other bike continued toward Hawk and then swept past him about twenty meters, in the process narrowly avoided a collision with his skidding counterpart. He whipped the bike around, reversing direction and spending a brief second to rev his engine. Then he tore across the jungle floor toward Hawk, the gunman taking aim at an exposed Hawk.

      Crawling for cover, Hawk managed to avoid any more direct hits. He slid in a new magazine and took aim. This time, he didn’t need as many shots. The first one hit the driver in the chest, causing him to wobble and quickly lose control. But the gunman recognized what was happening. He jumped off the bike and rolled aside, popping up into a ready position. He held down the trigger, pumping shot after shot toward the sandbox tree.

      Hawk heard his heart pounding in his chest as he tried to calm his breathing. But he couldn’t. The idea that death was just on the other side of the gnarly tree providing a respite terrified him.

      What about Alex? What about John Daniel? What about Big Earv?

      Hawk reminded himself to remain focused. He could think about his family and friends later. Staying low, Hawk spun across the ground and rolled into the open. A secondary explosion thundered in the distance, stunning the gunman. And that was all the opening Hawk needed.

      He squeezed the trigger, keeping his weapon trained on the man whose face was fear personified. The Alliance’s objective had already failed. And now, a deadly mistake.

      The man dropped his gun as he collapsed to his knees, his actions occurring in what seemed like slow motion to Hawk. The weapon fell out of the man’s hands and clanged against the ground before his lifeless body collapsed. Hawk didn’t take any chances. He picked up one of the automatic weapons dropped by the gunmen and shot each man again, just to make sure they wouldn’t be coming after him.

      Hawk winced as he glanced at his arm. He ripped off a portion of one of the men’s shirts and created a makeshift bandage, tying it taut against his bicep. Then he hustled over to his motorcycle and drove toward the ridge for Big Earv.

      “How you doin’?” Hawk said over the coms.

      “Aside from my ankle, I can’t complain,” Big Earv said. “Did you get rid of your little problem?”

      “It’s solved and bound to be cleaned up by a few jungle creatures,” Hawk said.

      “That’s what I like to hear.”

      “Send me your exact coordinates,” Hawk said. “I’m driving straight to you but I don’t want to take any unnecessary detours in case anyone else wants to look for us.”

      “Copy that,” Big Earv said. “I’m going to alert our good friend Feliz that we need an emergency exit.”

      “I doubt he’ll be able to hear his radio beep over all his whistling.”

      “Oh, come on, Hawk. You know you love it.”

      “Yeah, I love it so much I want to jam a plantain into his mouth.”

      “What’s got you all grumpy all of a sudden?” Big Earv asked. “Never mind. Don’t answer that.”

      Hawk stopped for a moment to enter the GPS coordinates into his device. Then he resumed, his bike rattling as it ascended the rocky terrain leading up to the ridge. As Hawk rumbled upward, he heard something in the distance, the kind of sound that made him swallow hard and hope he was hearing things.

      He mulled over whether he should kill his engine and listen or just keep going. He didn’t want to stop in case he did hear what he thought he heard. But he wanted to be prepared for whatever he was about to face. Hawk pushed the button to turn off the engine. He cupped a hand around his ear and strained to hear.

      Damnit.

      Another motorcycle was roaring toward him.

      Maybe it’s Morales.

      It was a hopeful thought, but one he couldn’t assume. He reignited the engine and raised Big Earv on the coms.

      “It looks like I’ve got some more company,” Hawk said. “Be ready to get on and hold on tight for a bumpy ride.”

      “I’ll be ready,” Big Earv replied.

      Hawk navigated through a field of rocks and stumps in a clearing, the terrain jarring his teeth as he sped over it. After another couple of minutes, he spotted Big Earv limping down the mountain with his gear strapped to his back. Hawk skidded to a stop near his partner and gestured for him to quickly get on. Big Earv swung his leg over the seat and wrapped one arm around Hawk while the other clutched a gun.

      Hawk reversed directions, driving straight down the rise and then turning south to reach the rendezvous point.

      “Did you get Feliz?” Hawk shouted over the rumbling of the motorbike.

      “Nope,” Big Earv said. “Not a peep.”

      Hawk shook his head as he continued along the path running parallel to the Orinoco River.  While he couldn’t stop and check his GPS device, he estimated they had about three miles before they reached the spot where Feliz had agreed to meet them. But what if he wasn’t there?

      Hawk didn’t want to think about that, but he had to consider the possibility that he would be left up river without a boat, let alone a paddle. He might be able to get an extraction team to pull them out of the jungle, but he’d have to survive the relentless pursuit of The Alliance’s mercenaries. The thought was a daunting one, but one he had to recognize as potentially real.

      As they approached the rendezvous point, Hawk heard a machine gun rattling in the distance. He peeked over his shoulder to see two more motorcycles with tandem riders hurtling after him.

      “I got this,” Big Earv said.

      He fired off several rounds without much of a reaction, bullets pinging all around them, strafing the river and nearby trees. Then Hawk heard an extra high-pitched whine from one of the pursuing bike engines before it dropped off, followed by an exuberant shout by Big Earv.

      “One down, one to go,” Big Earv said.

      Hawk tightened his grip on the handle bars, hunching lower as he did. His heart thumped hard while his eyes scanned the horizon for any sign of Feliz.

      But Hawk didn’t see anything.

      He knew they were close to the spot where they’d agreed to meet up, but he wasn’t sure how close. A couple hundred meters? Another klick? He could only press on and hope to spot his guide, though they weren’t going anywhere unless they got rid of the duo trailing them some forty meters back.

      Another burst of bullets rained down on them, a few shots rattling off his motorcycle but not damaging any vital engine parts or tires. Then Hawk heard a groan from Big Earv.

      “I’ve been hit,” Big Earv said.

      “Where?” shouted Hawk.

      “In my bad leg.”

      “Just hold on. We’re almost there.”

      With Big Earv unable to fight back, Hawk was running out of options for how to shake the pair of men pursuing him on the lone bike. The longer he rode along the bank with the hostiles edging closer, the less his odds were of surviving.

      Then Hawk had an idea. It wasn’t his best one, but under the circumstances, he couldn’t think of a better option.

      “Give me your gun,” Hawk said, reaching back behind him with an open hand.

      Big Earv gave his weapon to Hawk.

      “How many shots have I got?” he asked.

      “Two.”

      Damn. Worse than I thought.

      Hawk had considered whipping into a makeshift blind and firing on the hostiles, but at the speed they were closing, he knew they’d be right on top of him before he had time to get off a shot. For situations like this, Hawk had long since learned the value of doing the unexpected.

      “Hold on,” he yelled.

      Hawk hit the brakes and spun the motorcycle around a hundred and eighty degrees before goosing the accelerator. Then he took off, heading straight for the hostiles in what looked like a modern-day jousting match. He held the gun as steady as he could and raced toward the hostiles.

      When the man riding behind the driver raised his weapon, Hawk swerved right, causing the man’s burst of shots to miss the target. Then Hawk took aim.

      Just as Hawk fired the weapon, he hit a root, sending his shot upward and harmlessly into the trees.

      Steady, steady.

      The situation became even more impossible. While Hawk would’ve preferred to hit the gunman first and then the driver to squelch the threat, he needed to buy extra time. Hitting the driver would provide Hawk with enough time to retrieve a new magazine while the other hostile would have to shake off a nasty spill before being able to fight back. Hawk figured that would be more than enough time for him to put the man down.

      All Hawk had to do was hit the driver.

      Hawk took a deep breath and squeezed the trigger. As he did, the other driver whipped his bike left, making sure Hawk’s shot missed its mark. Then the other driver hit his brakes and swung the back end of the bike around, allowing his gunman to take a broadside shot at Hawk and Big Earv.

      But Hawk had already anticipated the move and was racing straight for the trees, crouching low and using a series of boulders for cover. Bullets pelted the surrounding rocks and trees before Hawk was speeding deep into the jungle.

      He drove for a couple of minutes before he stopped to listen for the other motorcycle. If it was pursuing them, it was a long ways off as Hawk could barely hear anything in the distance.

      “What now?” Big Earv asked.

      “Has Felix responded?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Let’s go back. Maybe he’s gotten there by now.”

      Hawk darted back in the direction of the river, regularly checking his shoulder for any other possible hostiles. He didn’t see anything, though he remained uneasy.

      As Hawk rounded the corner near the rendezvous point, he heard another motorcycle roar to life. Hawk gasped as he scanned the area. To his right was the Orinoco River. But to his left was a small rise where The Alliance’s men had been waiting for him. They raced after Hawk, the gunman in the back spraying more bullets everywhere.

      Hawk skidded around a corner and glanced over his shoulder, but the gunmen were gone.

      “What happened?” Hawk asked.

      “I guess they went the other way,” Big Earv said.

      Hawk turned his bike around and headed back to the spot he’d intended to go, hoping to confuse or surprise the hostiles. But seconds later, Hawk found himself driving head-on toward them. The driver grinned and so did the gunman as he leaned around the side and trained his weapon on Hawk.

      But before he could pull the trigger, he teetered and then fell off the motorcycle. The sudden shift in weight disoriented the driver for a moment as he continued racing toward Hawk in a game of chicken.

      “You ready back there?” Hawk asked.

      “Born ready,” Big Earv said.

      Just as they prepared to collide, Hawk swerved slightly left. When he did, Big Earv slung his backpack along the right side, smashing it against the driver. Already struggling to stay upright, his wheels wobbled for a moment before he hit a soft patch of sand, laying down his bike. Hawk reached into his rucksack and retrieved another weapon, this time one that was armed with a full magazine.

      Hawk didn’t stop until he’d emptied every shot into the man.

      Then Hawk looked at the gunman, who was lying on his side in the dirt about twenty meters away, blood pouring from his head and spilling onto the ground.

      Hawk then turned toward the river to see Feliz, triumphantly hoisting his rifle high in the air while whistling Chopin’s “Funeral March” from the comfort of his boat.

      Big Earv slapped Hawk with the back of his hand.

      “Don’t you just love that guy?” Big Earv said.

      “That was an incredible shot,” Hawk said, shaking his head with a smile.

      “Guess he wasn’t lying about being a sniper.”

      Hawk helped Big Earv off the motorcycle and they shuffled toward the boat. Feliz yanked the starter on the outboard motor and gestured for Hawk and Big Earv to hurry.

      “Let’s go, amigos,” Feliz said. “Vamanos! Vamanos!”

      Hawk eased Big Earv into the boat along with all their gear before climbing in. Before Hawk had situated himself, the boat lurched forward and Feliz let out a celebratory yelp.
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      President Bullock held the cup of coffee up to his nose, closing his eyes as he inhaled the rich aroma of his dark roast coffee. Despite being alone in his office, he couldn’t help but smile. Just a few days ago, he was wondering if his entire political career was going to end in what was the modern-day equivalent of falling on his own sword. But now? The political squall that had threatened his future had vanished, carrying his rival along with it. Instead, Bullock couldn’t help but see smooth sailing for the immediate future.

      A knock at Bullock’s door kept him from indulging in his victory any longer, snapping him back to the reality that winning in politics was always short-lived. It was a profession marked by a persistent what-have-you-done-for-me-lately attitude. And someone at the door likely wanted answers.

      Bullock was taken aback by the presence of not just one but two of his most trusted advisors—his chief of staff Emma Washburn and CIA director Robert Besserman.

      Bullock furrowed his brow as he studied both of them and gestured for them to join him inside.

      “Are you two here to tell me something about your private lives?” Bullock asked. “Because I’m sure I don’t want to hear it.”

      “Just fortuitous timing,” Emma said. “We both came here for some answers and figured you’d probably appreciate only having to tell us together once.”

      “That’s right,” Besserman said as he took a seat on the couch across from Bullock in the corner sitting area. “We both had some questions in light of this morning’s big announcement about our new venture with Venezuela.”

      Bullock chuckled and waved dismissively.

      “Oh, that? Believe it or not, there are still some political leaders who refuse to let everything be personal.”

      Emma’s eyes widened.

      “You expect us to believe that you were part of a covert CIA operation that resulted in the assassination of the Venezuelan president twenty years ago but the current president, who just so happens to be the assassinated president’s brother, is just going to shrug and let it go after that came at the hands of his country’s most highly-touted enemy?”

      “You can believe what you want,” Bullock said with a wink. “It’s the twenty-first century. Men are out there trying to convince the world that they’re women. So, who am I to stop you from expecting you to believe anything?”

      Emma cocked her head to one side and shot him a look.

      “Okay, okay,” Bullock said. “I’m just having some fun with you. Of course there’s more to the story than that.”

      “Such as—” she said.

      Bullock took a sip from his coffee and then sighed.

      “You’re not going to stop, are you?” he asked.

      She shook her head.

      “If you haven’t figured that out by now, you haven’t been paying attention,” Besserman said. “She’s like a bulldog.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Emma said.

      “That’s how it was intended,” Besserman said.

      Bullock pointed at them, his finger alternating between them.

      “See, I was kind of joking earlier, but I definitely get the sense that something is going on between you two.”

      “Will you please tell us what you did?” Emma asked, her voice tinged with a growl.

      “Okay, fine. I told you that I expected this, right? I mean, I couldn’t publicly reveal my involvement in the assassination plot of President Diego Gonzalez without anticipating that his brother Javier would try to exact revenge, either personally or politically. I knew he’d want to respond. But fortunately, I had something for him.”

      “Something that would make him quit trying altogether?” Besserman asked.

      Bullock nodded.

      “You see, when I was working in the embassy in Caracas, I had incredible access to Gonzalez’s administration. I built enough relationships there that I knew what was happening and when. And one of the things that was happening was Diego having an affair with Javier’s wife.”

      Besserman clasped his hands and leaned forward.

      “And that was enough for Javier to forgive you and call it a day?” he asked.

      “Well, it was more than just that,” Bullock continued. “Diego not only regularly slept with Javier’s wife, but he eventually had her murdered when she threatened to tell Javier what they’d done. Apparently, she’d had a crisis of conscience after sleeping with Diego for five years. The rumors were that Javier’s second kid was actually Diego’s, something that’d be challenging to prove since they already shared so much DNA. But that’s beside the point. When she made that threat, he had her killed.”

      “I thought she died in a boating accident,” Emma said.

      “That was the official narrative, but I actually obtained security footage of a hitman overwhelming her and drowning her,” Bullock said. “I sent all of my evidence to Javier. I wasn’t sure how he’d react, but I thought it might soften his anger knowing that his brother not only stole his wife but also murdered her.”

      “And apparently it worked,” Besserman said.

      Bullock shrugged.

      “Sort of,” he said. “That and the founding of a new joint oil exploration research office that couldn’t be defunded by future presidents and would focus its efforts on finding new places to dig in the Caribbean Sea with a fifty-fifty split of any profits that developed out of that venture sealed the deal.”

      Emma crossed her arms.

      “Impressive, though aren’t you concerned that not being forthcoming about what transpired is going to go against your message about the importance of transparency? The press is going to want some answers.”

      “I’ve thought about that as well, but Javier will be taking care of that for me,” Bullock said. “Later today, he’s going to announce an investigation into the death of his wife and talk about how help from certain workers in the American embassy provided him with the evidence necessary to open the case. He’s not going to name me, but most pundits will figure it out based on what’s happening. However, once the dust settles, later this week I’m going to share as many of the sordid details as possible with Aaron Torres in our sit-down interview, which should steer him away from pursuing his investigation into the existence of the Magnum Group.”

      He eyed both Besserman and Emma.

      “Satisfied?” Bullock asked.

      “Almost,” Besserman said. “Speaking of the Magnum Group, I’m very concerned about its future as it relates to the TANG Act, so much so that they’ve been entertaining the idea of private benefactors to keep their funding at the level necessary to do their jobs yet avoid having to be accountable to the American people for their covert actions in the interest of national security.”

      “Well,” Bullock said as he raised his eyebrows and smiled, “there’s a little loophole someone on my legal counsel discovered, one that’s specific for an organization like the Magnum Group.”

      “And what’s that?” Besserman asked.

      “The funding threshold that makes agencies accountable under the TANG Act applies only to single budget sources,” Bullock said. “In other words, if multiple government organization budgets fund a project or agency below the threshold amount, the TANG Act doesn’t apply. And after how Magnum agents just helped avert a global conflict, I’m going to work behind the scenes to make sure they have all the funding they need from as many different budgets as it takes.”

      “In that case, I’m very satisfied,” Besserman said. “Morgan will be thrilled to hear that news.”

      “Excellent,” Bullock said. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to finish my cup of coffee alone before I start addressing the next crisis on my plate.”

      Emma and Besserman thanked Bullock again before exiting his office.

      Bullock leaned back in his chair and smiled again, pleased at how well he’d managed to negotiate all the pieces necessary to help everyone win, even the Venezuelans. There was only one dangling problem that he wanted dealt with—the existence of The Alliance.
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      BRIDGER, MONTANA

      Hawk gestured for Alex to hurry up and join him in front of his laptop. The screen flickered and a few seconds later, an image faded in, showing Morgan May at the head of the Magnum Group conference room table. She turned the camera around to show the rest of the in-person attendees. Big Earv smiled broadly and waved, joined by Mia and Dr. Z as well as a host of other support staff employees.

      “Looks like the gang’s all back,” Hawk said.

      “All back except for you two,” Morgan quipped. “Now, we’ve got a lot to cover, so let’s get to it.”

      She stood up and walked over to a video monitor, the camera following her every move. Then she indicated toward Mia.

      “The floor is yours, Mia.”

      Mia stood and then walked over to the monitor next to Alex.

      “The next time I tell everyone I’m taking some time off, I want you to understand that I mean it. Between gathering intel to leverage contacts and saving you from certain death on bullet trains in China, I need a vacation from my vacation—and not in the way that most people mean that phrase when they say it. I genuinely need a real vacation.”

      “Guilty as charged,” Hawk said. “But Big Earv and I are incredibly grateful.”

      “That’s right,” Big Earv said. “Without you, I’d probably have a lot more problems than a bum ankle.”

      “Okay, okay,” she said. “You can all buy me dinner sooner at the restaurant of my choice. But in the meantime, I do have a bit of news.”

      She stepped back from the video monitor and picked up a remote. She pressed a button and the portrait of a man appeared on the screen.

      “This is Jun Fang, the man who owned the home where Zhao took the classified information he stole from Ascension. We don’t know much about Fang, so we’re gathering more intel now. But I can tell you that he’s a very successful Chinese businessman with close ties to the Chinese government.”

      “So, do you think The Alliance is connected with the Chinese government?” Alex asked.

      “We can’t draw any definitive conclusions,” Morgan said. “I’d say it’s just a coincidence at this point, but who knows. The group running The Alliance has remained one of the biggest mysteries to us and other U.S. intelligence agencies. We’ve figured out how they operate—and maybe halted their source of information that enabled them to leverage what they knew into getting people to do their dirty work.”

      Mia stepped forward.

      “Whether it’s a coincidence or not, we know that Jun Fang plays some kind of leadership role in all of this,” Mia said. “We cross-referenced all the names we pulled off those files from Charles Marshall’s computer, and Fang’s name wasn’t among them. So, right now we’re thinking that maybe those names were just people who were either currently being used by The Alliance or were compromised and subject to being activated. All we know is that none of the major players seem to be listed among those names, at least no one of any financial significance let alone holding a position of great power. They’re just people who can get things done in various sectors for the organization.”

      “But Jun Fang is a legitimate lead?” Hawk asked.

      Morgan nodded.

      “We need to dig deeper into who he is and what he’s about, but we’re definitely going after him.”

      Morgan thanked Mia, who returned to her chair at the table.

      “Now, we do have some other good news,” Morgan said. “President Bullock called me with a special message for the team.”

      She clicked the remote and a video of Bullock rolled on the screen. He thanked the team and told them that he was proud of their efforts—and that they weren’t subject to the TANG Act.

      The room erupted in cheers, joined from Montana by Hawk and Alex.

      When the video ended, Morgan explained how they were able to skirt the new law in a legal way, as explained to her by President Bullock.

      “And, even though we won’t be needing his deep pockets,” Morgan began, “we were still able to negotiate getting Phillip Harris his mine back in Mozambique, which two days ago passed a law making what happened to Harris illegal and punishable by up to twenty-five years in prison.”

      “That should serve as a big enough deterrent,” Big Earv said.

      “We can only hope so,” Morgan said. “However, even though we are returning to our previous levels of fundings—and subsequently our previous levels of staffing—it’s always good to have someone like Harris on our side.”

      Morgan shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

      “And last but not least, some of the members of our technical team were able to crack the access code on the phone for our good friend, the late great Dr. Jae-Chung Choe,” she said. “Hawk’s awareness to grab his phone and give it to our team has resulted in a windfall of information on the North Koreans—and what they’re planning.”

      Hawk’s eyes widened.

      “The North Koreans are—”

      “No, no,” Morgan said, interrupting him. “Let’s not go there. Just understand that we still have some work to do in deciphering what they’re up to—and what link Choe had to The Alliance, if any.”

      Morgan asked if there were any questions, of which there were plenty. But once she answered all of the burning questions, she dismissed everyone from the room, sticking around to talk with Hawk and Alex.

      “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate the two of you,” Morgan said. “Without your great work, I’m not sure what kind of situation this country would be in right now.”

      “Thank you,” Hawk said. “It’s an honor to serve in the Magnum Group.”

      “I wholeheartedly agree and wanted to note that as well,” Alex said.

      Morgan nodded and then paused before continuing.

      “So, Alex, are you ready to come back and joint the team?” Morgan asked.

      Alex hesitated for a moment before answering.

      “I’m sorry, Morgan, as much as I love working with you and such an amazing team, I must decline and continue doing what I’m doing at home here. I need to be here for John Daniel.”

      “Well, I certainly won’t say that it hampered our efforts. In fact, I feel like in some ways it enhanced them.”

      “You won’t hear me argue that point,” Alex said.

      “Very well then,” Morgan said. “If you want to stay working remotely, I’ll allow it. But Hawk, you need to get ready. We’ve got another mission coming up in a couple of days—and I need you to be ready.”

      Hawk grimaced as he raised his arm, trying to move it more properly.

      “Can you give me a week?” Hawk asked. “My arm’s still not a hundred percent.”

      Morgan sighed.

      “I guess that’ll have to work,” she said. “But you must be ready. It’s going to take every bit of resolve for you to succeed this time.”

      “More so than last time?” he asked, rhetorically. “I’m not sure I give any more than that.”

      “Just be ready,” she said. “It might just be your most important mission yet.”

      “What’s it about?”

      “We’ve got a traitor in our midst.”

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      To continue reading in The Phoenix Chronicles, order THE SLEEPER now. Or to read more novels from the Firestorm world, check out the Brady Hawk series also available on Kindle Unlimited.
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