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  What Others Are Saying



  About R.J. Patterson


  “R.J. Patterson does a fantastic job at keeping you engaged and interested. I look forward to more from this talented author.”



  -Aaron Patterson, bestselling author of SWEET DREAMS


  “Patterson has a mean streak about a mile wide and puts his two main characters through quite a horrible ride, which makes for good reading.”


  -Richard D., reader


  “Like a John Grisham novel, from the very start I was pulled right into the story and couldn’t put the book down. It was as if I personally knew and cared about what happened to each of the main characters. Every chapter ended with so much excitement and suspense I had to continue to read until I learned how it ended, even though it kept me up until 3:00 A.M.


  -Ray F., reader


  DEAD SHOT


  “Small town life in southern Idaho might seem quaint and idyllic to some. But when local newspaper reporter Cal Murphy begins to uncover a series of strange deaths that are linked to a sticky spider web of deception, the lid on the peaceful town is blown wide open. Told with all the energy and bravado of an old pro, first-timer R.J. Patterson hits one out of the park his first time at bat with Dead Shot. It’s that good.”


  -Vincent Zandri, bestselling author ofTHE REMAINS


  “You can tell R.J. knows what it’s like to live in the newspaper world, but withDead Shot, he’s proven that he also can write one heck of a murder mystery.”


  -Josh Katzowitz,


  NFL writer for CBSSports.com


  & author ofSid Gillman: Father of the Passing Game


  DEAD LINE


  “This book kept me on the edge of my seat the whole time. I didn’t really want to put it down. R.J. Patterson has hooked me. I’ll be back for more.”


  -Bob Behler


  3-time Idaho broadcaster of the year


  and play-by-play voice for Boise State football


  DEAD IN THE WATER


  “In Dead in the Water, R.J. Patterson accurately captures the action-packed saga of a what could be a real-life college football scandal. The sordid details will leave readers flipping through the pages as fast as a hurry-up offense.”


  -Mark Schlabach,


  ESPN college sports columnist and
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  CHAPTER 1


  Berlin, Germany


  BRADY HAWK GLANCED AT his watch before scooting closer to the ledge. Below him, a stiff spring breeze rustled the leaves of the trees lining the street in a neighborhood packed with government-built apartments. Modern developers had worked hard to change the look reminiscent of the city’s authoritarian history, but echoes of the past were impossible for Hawk to miss. 


  He pressed his right eye against the scope and watched a window on the third floor. The drapes were closed, but he could see the silhouette of a man pacing the floor.


  Parked in a dark SUV on the opposite side of the street was a pair of men keeping a close watch on the same window. According to Hawk’s target, different men had been there surveilling him continuously for more than a week. Based on what information the man had obtained, Hawk wasn’t surprised. 


  After scanning the area, Hawk notified Alex on the coms that he was ready to initiate the operation.


  “Wouldn’t this be much more fun if I was there with you?” Alex asked.


  “Of course,” Hawk said. “But we couldn’t both miss John Daniel’s first soccer game.”


  Alex chuckled. “If you could call a bunch of five-year-old kids swarming back and forth across a field around a ball while they trip over their own feet soccer, I guess not.”


  “I look forward to watching the video,” Hawk said.


  “Just do it with the sound off,” she said. “The screeching from the parents on the sideline made the whole experience almost intolerable.”


  Hawk smiled, a brief respite from the gravity of the task before him: rescue Dietrich Krüger.


  A few days earlier, Krüger had contacted Hawk’s Magnum Group colleague, Mia Baumann, who’d acquired a significant level of fame as a hacker before leaving the underworld behind. Krüger shared that he’d harvested a plethora of valuable information in a cyberattack on a server farm. But there was one puzzling file he’d uncovered: a list containing codenames with corresponding dates. After sending her a partial list to inspect, Mia matched the dates to the deaths of key political and business figures. But it was one codename that stood out, a name that had been on the Magnum Group’s watch list for a while due to known ties to The Alliance.


  Once Mia told Magnum director Morgan May about the name on the list, she insisted on having a follow-up conversation with Krüger. By the time Mia called him back, Krüger’s paranoia had reached a fever pitch. However, Krüger wasn’t the only one getting very concerned. Just a few days earlier, Morgan received a call from CIA Director Bobby Besserman about some chatter they’d picked up that The Alliance was orchestrating a massive operation. While the details were sketchy, the event was supposed to be a global one carried about by a legion of assassins.


  Krüger initially hung up on Mia and then called her back using a borrowed cell phone. He had explained that when he went out to get groceries, two men approached him on the street. Krüger turned around and sprinted back inside, concluding that he’d stumbled onto some information he should’ve left alone. But his biggest mistake was posting a small piece of the document to the dark web and asking about it. That was why he was certain he’d attracted the agents shadowing him outside his apartment—and he was convinced they were going to kill him for what he’d discovered. After a few conversations, Morgan agreed to extract Krüger and transport him to a safe location. That decision had been made only two days earlier, prompting the team to scramble an operation together with Hawk serving as the lead agent.


  Hawk waited until Krüger opened the curtains and then drew them shut again, twice in succession, signaling that he was ready.


  Hawk packed up and then hustled down the stairwell until he reached the street. He darted into a back alley and entered through a door Krüger had arranged to be cracked open. Once inside, he got to work, setting the garbage disposal ablaze. The fire would be contained and cause minimal damage, but the incident would garner a response from the fire department, providing Hawk the cover he needed to complete his mission.


  Hawk tugged his hat low across his brow and slipped into an unlocked custodial closet before the alarms started to sound. The residents quickly spilled into the hallways, shouting and cursing at the inconvenience.


  “How are we looking?” Hawk asked over his coms.


  “The fire truck is on its way and less than a minute out,” Alex said. “How are things inside?”


  “Chaotic. It’s perfect.”


  “I’ll keep you posted if anything changes, but from what I can tell on this satellite feed, you’re in good shape.”


  “And the agents?”


  “It’s hard to see because of the shadows and how dark it is around there, but I haven’t seen any movement over the past few minutes.”


  “And John Daniel?”


  “Sound asleep,” Alex said. “I had your aunt come over to help get him down for bed. She read him Corduroy.”


  “Just another delightful evening of ranch living,” Hawk said. “After this, you’ll probably slip into a hot bath and read for an hour before bed.”


  Alex chuckled. “You know me so well it’s almost as if we’re married.”


  Hawk smiled. While he’d missed life in the field leading to a five-year break from being an agent, he didn’t realize how much he would miss being at home every night. He’d come to grips with the fact that the tension between home and the field would always exist for him.


  “The trucks are rolling up to the curb,” Alex said. 


  “On it,” Hawk said.


  He emerged from the room dressed in full Berlin fire department gear. The plan was to walk Krüger out in plain sight, avoiding suspicion from the agents supposedly watching him. Under the circumstances, Hawk thought this would be the simplest way to avoid attracting suspicion. Instead of looking like a man trying to avoid a pair of thugs, Krüger would look like a common sense man, doing the right thing—and the smart thing—to save his own life. He hustled up the steps, taking two at a time, not even slowed by the heavy respirator secured to his back. He wove through the tenants shuffling down the steps, irritated but not concerned with the blaring alarms. Hawk’s quick movements seem to catch some of the residents off guard, while heightening anxiety in others. Reactions varied between audible gasps to annoyed complaints that he brushed up against them so hard.


  “Räumt das Gebäude!” Hawk shouted as he continued on to the third floor.


  By the time he reached Krüger’s door, the hallway was empty. Hawk called out for his target as he knocked on the man’s door.


  “Dietrich? Dietrich, are you here?” Hawk asked.


  No reply.


  Hawk knocked again.


  Still nothing.


  Hawk tried the door knob, turning it to the right. With a gentle nudge, he pushed open the door and then eased inside.


  “Dietrich?” Hawk asked again as he scanned the room.


  With the fire alarms still whooping, Hawk strained to hear if there were any other sounds coming from the apartment. After he didn’t detect any, he ventured elsewhere in the apartment. The kitchen appeared in order aside from a few dirty dishes in the sink. The dining room table was clean, too.


  But Dietrich’s bedroom was another story.


  His bed wasn’t made and pillows were scattered all over the room. Against the far wall, Hawk looked at Dietrich’s desk, which was covered with three large monitors spanning the length of it. However, there were detached wires lying haphazardly in front of one of the screens, but no laptop.


  Hawk eased near the bathroom.


  “Dietrich?” he called out again. “Are you in there?”


  After waiting a beat, he opened the door and found the room vacant.


  “We’ve got a problem,” Hawk said to Alex over the coms.


  “What is it?” she asked.


  “Are you sure you’ve been watching closely this area the entire time since I left my other lookout point?”


  “Haven’t taken my eyes off of it,” she said. “Why?”


  “I’m in Krüger’s apartment,” Hawk said. “He isn’t here. And neither is his laptop.”


  CHAPTER 2


  Langley, Virginia


  MORGAN MAY STARED OUT across the CIA’s campus, sun-bathed and quiet at the moment. The usual hive of activity had taken an unexpected hiatus for a memorial service. Morgan considered attending but wasn’t aware of agency officer Lenny Tuft’s existence before a security guard at the door warned her that some personnel might not be in their offices. But Tuft’s death had caused nearly all of the CIA’s personnel at Langley to gather and celebrate Tuft’s life. The Magnum Group’s leader decided to wait out the proceedings with Malik Earvin, a former member of the Secret Service who’d been requested by CIA Director Robert Besserman to be present at their meeting.


  “Are you sure you don’t know why Besserman wants me here?” Big Earv asked.


  His baritone voice and hulking figure created an imposing specimen, even when conducting a mundane task like ordering a drink from Starbucks or asking the AI assistant on his phone to find a piece of information for him. Morgan found Big Earv to be a delightful traveling companion, but she still flinched when he spoke. And she was the boss.


  Morgan glanced over her shoulder at Big Earv and shook her head slowly as she returned her gaze to the quad. Ceremony attendees spilled out of the doors, hustling back to their offices. 


  “Besserman should be here soon enough to tell us himself,” Morgan said. “Looks like the memorial service is over.”


  Morgan scanned Besserman’s office while she waited. She preferred to stay in Los Angeles, basking in the warm California sun than shivering in the bitter winds blowing across the Potomac. If the agency had been established in California, she would’ve never considered leading an off-book black ops organization, content to spend her life in her favorite part of the world. But she conceded that would’ve been a mistake, now convinced that directing the Magnum Group was her life’s calling.


  Big Earv cleared his throat in a deliberate manner, ushering Morgan back to the present. She turned around to find Besserman standing in the doorway.


  “Sorry about the delay,” Besserman said as he tossed his keys onto his desk. He slung his briefcase into one of the chairs designated for guests before slumping into his high-backed leather chair. After a sigh, he cracked his knuckles then focused his attention on Morgan.


  “Are you all right?” Morgan asked. “We can come back later if there’s a better time to talk.”


  “Now is as good of a time as any,” Besserman said as he reached into his bottom desk drawer and pulled out three tumblers. “Drink anyone?”


  Morgan waved dismissively. “Save it for a time when I can enjoy it. We’re here to talk business, per your request.”


  “Right, right,” Besserman said as he filled one of the glasses. He took a long pull, nearly draining all the amber liquid. After smacking his lips together, he leaned back in his chair and studied Morgan closely.


  “So, what’s this all about?” Morgan asked, her patience wearing thin with Besserman’s nonchalant approach to the meeting.


  “How’s your uncle J.D.?” Besserman asked.


  She checked her watch and looked back at Besserman. “He’s fine, fat and happy with tight lines in the water every day. Now, I really don’t have a lot of time for shootin’ the breeze, so if you don’t mind.”


  “Of course, of course,” Besserman said. “I need a personal favor from you, specifically, Big Earv here.”


  “A personal favor?” she asked.


  He shrugged. “Professional favor? I don’t know. Call it whatever you like, but I need Big Earv’s help.”


  “What for?”


  “To solve a murder.”


  Big Earv eased into the chair next to Morgan. He leaned forward, looking intently at Besserman. “Go on.”


  “Are you familiar with the ISB?” Besserman asked Big Earv.


  He nodded. “The Investigative Services Branch, correct?”


  “You got it,” Besserman said, pointing at Big Earv. “And that’s exactly why I knew you’d be perfect to help Parker Harris solve a murder.


  “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Big Earv said. “Slow down. Who is Parker Harris? And why does he need my help? Aren’t ISB agents more than competent at closing out a murder?”


  “They’re more than competent, most of the time,” Besserman said. “But in this case, there are plenty of political implications involved.”


  Morgan’s eyes widened. “Political implications? Who was murdered?”


  “At this point, ISB is just treating the death of Dan Eckersley as an accident,” Besserman said. “But there’s something inside of me that isn’t convinced. Maybe I’m just old and cynical, but whenever a Capitol Hill staffer ends up dead, I start to suspect that there’s some kind of foul play involved, especially someone like Eckersley. That kid was shooting up through the ranks in Max Carlisle’s office. I wouldn’t have been surprised to see him running major campaigns or getting hired for such positions from other brand name politicians in the very near future. But he’s dead now.”


  “Max Carlisle, the senator from Pennsylvania?” Morgan asked.


  Besserman nodded. “The one and only.”


  “How’d it happen?” Big Earv asked.


  “Plummeted to his death while trying to take a selfie at Great Falls National Park,” Besserman said. “And as you know, a suspicious death that occurs there also falls under the jurisdiction of the FBI and its ISB organization to investigate.”


  “Don’t you have plenty of people who can navigate the tricky landmines presented by the death of someone in a political office?” Morgan asked.


  Besserman shrugged. “This whole case is FBI jurisdiction, so I don’t have any official say. However, the bureau has come under some heat lately for action that appears to be politically motivated. Harris’s boss told him to tread lightly—and that’s not Harris’s style. He’s a bull in a china shop. He’s also a long-time family friend and asked me for some advice. And quite frankly I don’t know anyone better suited to handle a situation like this in Washington than Big Earv.”


  Big Earv pointed at himself. “Me? Really?”


  “Look, I know how you handled President Michaels and his disastrous administration,” Besserman said. “You did a great job with President Young, too. And as someone who’s been around Washington a long time, those two were impossible to coral. I’m just grateful I was never assigned to such a pair of cantankerous leaders.”


  “I was just doing my job, sir,” Big Earv said.


  “And you’ll be doing it again if you can help Harris navigate the landmines that he’ll need to avoid in this politically charged case.”


  Morgan sighed. “Sounds like you think Eckersley’s death wasn’t an accident.”


  “I’m highly suspicious,” Besserman said, “which makes me wonder why exactly he was killed. Someone went to great lengths to make it appear like Eckersley’s death was an accident. And that, in and of itself, heightens the likelihood that there’s more to it than a fall off the side of a cliff while taking a selfie.”


  “So, what do you want me to do exactly?” Big Earv asked.


  “Keep Harris out of trouble because he’s going to find it,” Besserman said. “He’s going to ruffle feathers all around the city with this investigation, but he needs someone to steer him to the path of least resistance and approach suspects with diplomacy.”


  “That shouldn’t be too difficult.”


  Besserman chuckled. “Well, you don’t know Harris. But the good thing is he knows he needs help and he’s asking for it.”


  “Why do I get the feeling you’re not telling me everything?”


  Besserman leaked a wry smile. “If I did, where’d the fun be in that?”


  “Okay, now that we’ve settled this,” Morgan began, “am I safe to leave Big Earv in your trusted hands? I’ve got a phone call I need to make.”


  “Get outta here,” Besserman said, waving the back of his hand toward her. “I’ll get Big Earv squared away.”


  Morgan stood and patted Big Earv on his back. “Make us proud.”


  He nodded. “Always, ma’am.”


  CHAPTER 3


  Prague, Czech Republic


  MILOS KOVAR LAID FLAT on his back beneath the hotel room bed, the drooping black cambric brushing against his nose. He wanted to scratch it but couldn’t risk making even the faintest creak. Just a few inches above him, a French detective named Jean Arnaud shifted underneath the bed’s sheets. With each slight movement, the material agitated Kovar. At one point, he thought he might sneeze before holding his breath and waiting until the urge dissipated.


  He needs to fall asleep soon.


  Kovar was hoping to will his desire into existence. Before he set out on this mission, he knew it wouldn’t be a pleasant one, but he didn’t anticipate it being this uncomfortable. For the past six hours, Kovar had remained in the same position, hidden beneath Arnaud’s bed. The moment to strike would come soon enough, within minutes of the detective falling asleep. But it wasn’t happening soon enough for Kovar’s liking. He’d had plenty of time to think about his plight in life while lying in wait to kill a man, though it didn’t make him pause to think that perhaps he’d made a string of poor decisions. Just the opposite, in fact.


  What a lucky man I am. Women, power, money—what more could a man ask for?


  He’d dismissed the notion that acquiring those things meant killing random people. Maybe they weren’t so random to his employer, but they were to Kovar. A mom to three children sitting on her back porch. A single gentleman entangled with another woman at a seedy brothel. An old man playing chess in the park. In each instance, he had to kill them and then verify what he’d done. He tried not to think about them or what he needed to do to snuff the life out of his targets. But inevitably when he crawled into a tight space to hide and wait for his soon-to-be victim to emerge from the shadows, he had time to consider how the lives of those who cared about his last victim felt. Such musings helped him cope, giving him a chance to consider what he’d done without reflecting on what he was about to do. But this time was different. This time, the assignment was personal.


  Kovar closed his eyes and opened them again. He could hardly tell the difference, save the ambient light leaking into the room around the edges of the drapes. The furnace kicked on, sputtering for a few seconds before it began humming. With the new white noise permeating the room, Kovar exhaled, unconcerned that he might be heard. He could’ve ejected every bullet in his gun and he doubted Arnaud would’ve stirred, much less woken up. But Kovar didn’t have a gun with him, half out of fear of how much attention it would attract, half out of the personal approach he wanted to take in completing this mission. Shooting Arnaud once in the head, once in the chest would’ve been a quick and direct way to kill him, but Kovar had another idea in mind.


  Kovar had started a count in his head that, once finished, would signal it was time to finish his job. As he neared the end, a faint horn from the street below caused Arnaud to shift beneath the sheets again. Seconds later, he was snoring. But Kovar stuck to his regimen, restarting his count.


  One … two … three … four … five …


  Kovar didn’t want to go through the count again, but he wasn’t interested in sacrificing his own life due to impatience. He’d waited this long, what were a few more minutes? Arnaud had proven to be a formidable foe, and any mistake Kovar made would be his last one.


  Kovar wiggled his nose as Arnaud moved, the cambric swaying again and making it easy for dust motes to swirl around the assassin’s face. The count started over.


  One … two … three … four … five …


  Finally, Kovar reached his end point. The furnace still churned, pumping warm air into the room and providing sufficient ambient cover for him to crawl out from underneath the bed. However, he still wasn’t about to rush his mission. If there was ever a mission he wanted to complete, one he needed to complete, this was it. Unfinished wouldn’t be satisfying. No, he wanted to watch the life come out of Detective Arnaud before vacating the room. A handsome pay day would surely follow as well, but he had other things on his mind, namely revenge.


  This is going to be justice.


  Kovar slid out from underneath the bed and eased to his feet. He stared at the blade in his hand. The same moonlight that had penetrated the room a few minutes earlier shone brighter, glinting off the edge of the knife.


  It was time to do what he’d gone there to do.


  CHAPTER 4


  Berlin, Germany


  HAWK SEARCHED KRÜGER’S APARTMENT one final time as the building’s fire alarms continued to whoop in the hallway. He looked under the couch, bed, chairs, dressers. Scrambling onto the floor, he peered beneath every piece of furniture and searched through every closet, inspecting every inch of the cramped place for where the German hacker would’ve hidden his laptop. But Hawk found nothing. He could only conclude that the dangling wires left near a monitor on Krüger’s desk told the unfortunate story that whoever had taken him had also taken his laptop.


  “You find anything yet?” Alex asked over the coms.


  “A big fat zero,” Hawk said followed by a sigh. “They took him right underneath my nose.”


  “I’m reviewing the CCTV and satellite footage right now, trying to see if I can give you a clue as to where he went and who took him.”


  “You do your thing,” Hawk said. “I need to get out of here before I get detained.”


  Hawk removed his firemen’s gear and stuffed it into a closet, while stuffing the rest of his essential gear into a bag and slinging it over his shoulder. Then he galloped down the stairwell, which was empty except for a pair of firemen trudging up the steps to investigate the building for any more traces of smoke. When he reached the ground level, he exited through the front doors to find the residents all crowded across the street. They stood around conducting casual conversations, while the firemen seemed even less concerned, laughing and joking with some of the people.


  “What happened?” Hawk asked one of the firemen in German.


  “Fire in the garbage chute,” the man said with a shrug. “We’ll have you back inside in less than ten minutes.”


  Hawk thanked the man before continuing down the sidewalk. He strode past the car he’d been watching from the rooftop, still parked in the same spot and occupied by the same people.


  “Did you see the car I just walked past?” Hawk asked over the coms.


  “Wasn’t that the one you told me to keep an eye on earlier?” Alex asked.


  “Uh-huh.”


  “It hasn’t moved,” she said. “If they were watching the building for Krüger, they were either simply on lookout or they were there for some other reason.”


  “I would think that if they were there on lookout, they would’ve left by now.”


  “That’s why I think they were there for a different reason.”


  Hawk climbed into his rental car and fired up the engine, letting it idle while he contemplated the best way to pursue Krüger’s kidnappers.


  “Any suggestions on where to look?” he asked.


  “I’m reviewing all the footage now,” Alex said. “I’m trying to find anything that I might’ve missed, though I was focused on watching you and everyone in your immediate vicinity once you entered the building.”


  Hawk pounded the steering wheel with an open palm, irked that despite his meticulous planning he’d failed to secure the German hacker. With so few leads regarding The Alliance, news of such a list had excited Hawk, giving him hope that the Magnum Group would be able to possibly learn more about those involved as well as who was behind it all. But that possibility seemed doused in one fleeting moment, not to mention he’d let down one of Mia’s friends. Krüger’s fear was justified, though Hawk wondered if he had even a remote chance of finding the hacker, even if it was only his remains. There was little doubt in Hawk’s mind that whoever had taken Krüger wouldn’t waste much time in putting him in the ground.


  Hawk closed his eyes and tried to remember all the other details of the street below, anything he could to help Alex. As he reconstructed the scene in his mind, he considered each detail and if it could be helpful. Then he recalled something.


  “Alex,” Hawk said.


  “Yeah?”


  “I didn’t think much about this before because I was so focused on the two agents watching the apartment that I didn’t consider something else I saw.”


  “What’d you see?”


  “Near the back entrance, there was an unoccupied white van with a plumbing logo on the side. I just thought a plumber was making a house call or had a special parking spot.”


  He heard her fingers flying across the keyboard.


  “Bingo,” she said. “That was their cover—and how they snuck Krüger out right underneath our noses. If you hadn’t suggested that, I wouldn’t have known where to look, at least not in a timely manner.”


  “So where are they now?”


  “They’re headed north on Highway Eleven,” she said. “They’ve only got about a five-minute head start on you.”


  Hawk shoved the car’s gear into drive and wheeled out of his parking spot in pursuit of the van. “Can you keep tracking them?”


  “Depends on how far they go, but right now I’ve got them,” she said. “The full moon just about ensures that they can’t escape the cameras.”


  “Let me know if their route changes.”


  Hawk hummed along for a few minutes before getting onto Highway 11 and heading north. If Krüger’s kidnappers were interested in fleeing the country with him via water, they picked a good route. In a few hours, they could be at any number of ports on the Baltic Sea, making it nearly impossible for Hawk to catch them.


  But that notion was quickly put to rest when Alex updated him on their route.


  “They exited the highway at a little town called Bernau,” Alex said. “Exit 16. Head east once you get off there. They’re still on that road.”


  Hawk followed Alex’s directions until he pulled up outside the gates to an old warehouse facility located on the banks of the Panke River. He killed the engine and shut off the lights, stopping about a hundred meters away.


  “Can you tell me more about where I am?” Hawk asked.


  “From the property records I found online, it’s a warehouse that has been sitting vacant for the past eight years. Used to be a storage facility for a nearby textile mill.”


  “In other words, not being patrolled by local law enforcement?”


  “Exactly,” she said. “It’s a perfect spot to hide someone.”


  “Or kill them,” Hawk said as he eased down the road toward the gate. He listened for any activity but couldn’t hear much of anything beside the river and the rustling of the leaves in the wind.


  As he crept around the back of the facility, he found a gaping hole in the chain-link fence. He eased through it and headed toward a stack of crates just below one of the windows. After climbing up a few feet, he could see inside the building.


  In the far corner, four armed men were gathered around a table, lit by a single bulb hanging from the ceiling. Two guards stood by the door, both clutching their weapons. Krüger was tucked in a far corner, gagged and bound to a chair with two more men watching him.


  Hawk climbed down and retreated outside the perimeter. He didn’t say anything until he returned to his car.


  “We’ve got a problem,” Hawk said.


  “Did you see Krüger?” Alex asked.


  “Yeah, but him being in there isn’t a problem. However, the fact that the building is crawling with armed men is a huge issue right now. There’s no way I can get in there alone and rescue Krüger.”


  “We’ll need to even the odds.”


  “I’ve got a better idea,” he said. “How about we eliminate them altogether?”


  “Are you thinking about that stunt you pulled in Copenhagen?”


  Hawk chuckled. “And this is why I like working with you.”


  “What can I say? I know your tactical suggestions before you even say them, just like I know you’re going to leave your boxers on the floor in our bedroom.”


  “Am I that predictable?” Hawk asked.


  “Your boxers are on the floor are that predictable. I can almost set my watch by it.”


  “What about my tactical suggestions?”


  “Let’s just say great minds think alike,” she said.“I’ll place the call.”


  * * *


  HAWK STOOD IN THE nook of a tree adjacent to the warehouse property and watched a half-dozen police cars roll up to the building. They wasted no time rushing inside, weapons trained in front of them. A brief skirmish commenced with the officers trading gunfire with the mystery men. The whole conflict didn’t last more than a couple of minutes before the shooting ceased. Then the officers walked out the men one at a time. Hawk had counted eight total when he’d initially surveyed the warehouse. But only seven came out in handcuffs.


  Maybe one of them was shot.


  That theory was obliterated after one of the officers announced that he’d make a final sweep with a colleague. A few minutes later, they emerged and declared the facility as secured.


  “Alex,” Hawk whispered over his coms, “are you still watching all of this?”


  “Yeah, but it looks like it’s over.”


  “I know. So, where the hell is Krüger?”


  “Think these guys have the police on their payroll?”


  “It’s possible, but they’re all leaving—and there’s one more man left inside.”


  “Are you sure about that?” Alex asked.


  “Why? What do you see?”


  “There’s a car about a hundred meters down the street on the opposite side where you parked that just drove off.”


  Hawk scrambled down from spot in the tree and hustled back to his car through the shadows. He waited until all the law enforcement vehicles left before beginning his pursuit of the lone car.


  “You still tracking it?” he asked.


  “My eyes are glued to him,” she said. “I’ve placed a virtual tracker on the vehicle and it’s about two miles from where you are.”


  “Give me directions. I’m ready.”


  Alex guided Hawk to the vehicle. He wanted to either follow the car until it stopped or trap the man inside it. Either way, he needed to confront the driver about Krüger’s whereabouts by any means necessary.


  As Hawk drew closer, the driver adjusted his rearview mirror. Hawk fell back until the car whipped to the left and darted down a cobblestone street. The sudden move caught Hawk off guard. If he maintained visual, he would be signaling that he was following the car—and that was sure to escalate the situation, which was the last thing Hawk wanted.


  “Alex, are you still tracking the car?” he asked.


  “I’m still watching,” she said.


  “Good because I think he was getting suspicious of me,” Hawk said, “so, I’m breaking off pursuit.”


  “Then what are you doing to do?”


  “I’m going to turn the tables on him.”


  Alex read off the man’s position until Hawk was satisfied that he could predict the circuitous route the man was taking in order to avoid being found. However, it was more of an annoyance to Hawk than a deterrent. The man had led Hawk farther into the countryside, away from the city streetlights and into a darker rural area next to a field.


  Hawk killed his lights and waited for the car to pass.


  “The next vehicle is your guy,” Alex said. “So, get ready.”


  “Roger that.”


  Hawk gripped the steering wheel tighter and glanced down the road at the approaching vehicle. He started a countdown in his head.


  Three … two … one …


  Hawk stomped on the accelerator pedal and his SUV lurched forward, t-boning the car in the passenger side door. The impact sent the car reeling, knocking it with such force that it rolled into a ditch. Flinging the door open, Hawk hustled out toward the car. It was angled into the water, the front part of the car already submerged. However, the man managed to get out and opened fire on Hawk.


  Facing such hostilities, Hawk scrapped his plan to interrogate the man. He didn’t want to kill him but wouldn’t hesitate if the situation necessitated it.


  And it did.


  The man fired a couple of shots before taking cover behind a pile of rocks. Hawk, who was exposed, scrambled into the ditch on the other side of the road before returning fire. The two men fired back and forth before Hawk ducked low and raced twenty meters south of his first location. Then when the man rose to fire, Hawk was waiting and needed just one shot to the man’s forehead to take him down.


  Hawk hustled over and found the man lying face down in the water, already dead. Then Hawk rushed back to the car and popped the trunk, wondering if he was about to find Krüger’s body.


  “How can this be?” Hawk asked as his jaw fell slack. “Where else could they have put him?”


  “He’s not there?” Alex asked.


  “No, the trunk’s completely empty.”


  “Then where is he?”


  “I don’t know,” Hawk said. “But I’m starting to think we’ve been played.”


  CHAPTER 5


  Washington, D.C.


  MORGAN PREFERRED TO CONDUCT first meetings with people in a relaxed environment. And she didn’t usually consider coffee shops acceptable, but she made an exception for Parker Harris. She and Big Earv were seated in the back corner when Harris stumbled through the front door. He bumped two seated customers, causing one of them to spill her coffee on her blouse and give Harris a nasty side-eye glance. He apologized and offered to buy the woman another drink, which she refused.


  By the time Harris made his way over to Morgan and Big Earv, everyone had at least glanced at the ISB agent. His broad shoulders and muscular chest made Morgan wonder when the buttons on his white oxford shirt would pop. She also concluded that he either didn’t dress up very often or was proud of his physique. Either way, she braced herself for the agent Besserman jokingly referred to as Hurricane Harris.


  “Is it me or is this place small?” Harris said, his brow furrowed and hand outstretched. “Parker Harris.”


  “Morgan May,” she said, taking his hand.


  “And you must be Big Earv,” Harris said, adjusting his rainbow-themed tie. “I’ve heard a lot about you. And they weren’t kidding either.”


  “Did someone tell you about my devilishly good looks?” Big Earv asked with a faint smile.


  “Actually they warned me to be careful with you around small children for fear that they might run off terrified by your face.”


  Big Earv chuckled and offered his hand. “Nice to meet you. I speak fluent sarcasm as well, though we’re going to have to keep that to ourselves when we start interviewing people on Capitol Hill. Not everyone is endowed with such quick wit.”


  Harris grinned. “I think either one of us could get away with speaking whatever language we liked, and nobody would do a damn thing about it.”


  “All right, let’s focus,” Morgan said. “We need to get a little more familiar with one another before we charge onto Capitol Hill. Those people there don’t care what you look like or how much fame you have. They really only respond to those who possess great power and influence. Otherwise, you’re just another pretty face.”


  “Not in Big Earv’s case,” Harris said with a wink. “Nobody is going to say that about him.”


  “And nobody wants to help someone with such a biting sense of humor,” Morgan said. “This is Washington. And while I know diplomacy might be a lost art in this city, people still respect it. You’re going to need to learn how to use it if you expect to get any results. Now, I’m going to introduce you to Senator Carlisle and his staff, and then I’m jetting back to L.A and leaving this case in your capable hands. Big Earv here will help you navigate the political class’s landmines and do whatever else he can to determine whether or not Dan Eckersley’s death was an accident or something sinister. Understand?”


  “Crystal clear, ma’am,” Harris said.


  “Good,” Morgan said. “Let’s grab our coffees and start walking.”


  * * *


  MORGAN MAINTAINED A BRISK pace to keep up with Harris and Big Earv’s long strides. They discussed how to best handle each political class, from the pages and internet and aides to the senators and congressmen and women—and all the levels in between.


  Morgan wasn’t sure Harris could handle a serious inquiry, giving her pause to consider that if Eckersley was indeed murdered, the person responsible for it had thought through every detail surrounding the death and teased out every possibility. Having Harris investigate would be exactly who any person hoping to get away with murder would want. His failings as a special agent for the bureau had earned him an assignment with ISB to get his act together. However, that was five years ago, and Morgan concluded he hadn’t taken any steps to do what needed to be done, lacking the self-awareness and the fortitude to transform people’s perception of him.


  “What if these people don’t want to talk to us?” Harris asked as he stopped on the steps of the Capitol. “What if they tell us to get lost?”


  “Then that’s their prerogative,” Morgan said. “But then you make them sweat, suggesting that you know a senator or two who could either help or hurt their careers.”


  “So, we lie?” Harris asked.


  Big Earv smiled. “No, I know all these turkeys. And it doesn’t take much to sic them on someone else. It’s almost as if they do it for sport around here. You just have to properly motivate them.”


  “I’m starting to like you already,” Harris said. “Any other tips for me before we charge into the lion’s den?”


  “Yeah,” Morgan said. “Lose the tie. These people are upset they lost one of their own and you’ll be dredging up some painful memories for a handful of those who worked closely with Eckersley. The last thing you want to do is look like you’re wanting to party on a Friday night.”


  Harris loosened his tie before removing it. “Also sound advice. I hate those things.”


  Morgan nodded toward the front doors. “So, shall we?”


  They followed her up the steps and through the security protocol at the Capitol Building visitor’s entrance. Once inside, she greeted one of Senator Carlisle’s aides, who led them back to his office.


  After introductions and exchanging pleasantries, the trio joined Senator Carlisle in his office.


  “Senator, I’m so sorry to hear about Dan Eckersley,” Morgan said.


  “It was a damn shame,” Carlisle said. “And all because he wanted to get one cool photo to post on his social media accounts. I just don’t understand this generation.”


  “That’s why I like to take a friend,” Harris said.


  “And that’s how it should be,” Carlisle said. “You go with a friend and if you want a picture of yourself, they snap one for you.”


  Harris shook his head. “That’s not what I meant, sir.”


  Carlisle scowled while Morgan shot Harris a quick glance, cocking her head to one side. But he didn’t heed her warning to stop.


  “What I meant, sir, was that I would still take the selfie on my own—or otherwise it’s not technically a selfie—and if I fell, I’d at least have a friend to immediately call search and rescue to get me to a hospital.”


  Carlisle took a deep breath and ignored Harris’s comment. “Look, I’m not sure this is the best time to talk about this with my staff, Morgan. There are a few people who aren’t here today, and there are quite a few people who are still hurting from this whole ordeal.”


  “Fine,” Morgan said. “But can we at least talk to you about Eckersley to give us a better picture about the kind of guy he was?”


  Carlisle leaned back in his chair, interlocking his fingers behind his head. “Sure, I guess I can help you with that, though I don’t understand why this is all necessary if it was just an accidental fall?”


  “That’s probably what this was,” she said, “but we’ve been tasked with assisting Agent Harris here to make sure there’s no doubt Eckersley’s death was accidental.”


  “Of course,” Carlisle said. “I understand. My years of serving in the FBI taught me at least that much. But it’s still a fresh wound around here.”


  Morgan nodded. “Makes sense. We can come back at another time to talk to the staff.”


  “Thank you,” Carlisle said. “I’m sure everyone here would appreciate that. But the truth is I’m the one who’s feeling the effects of losing Dan the most. He was one of my top aides and handled everything like a pro. If there’s one staffer that I would’ve predicted to have been a rising star out of this office, it would’ve been him. His understanding of diplomacy was unrivaled in this office by other aides. His commitment to doing what it took to get the job done was also unmatched. I just can’t say enough good things about him—his attention to detail, both professionally and personally among those he worked with, his honesty, his integrity. I mean, he was a model employee in every sense of the word.”


  “Sounds like he was a great guy,” Morgan said.


  “He was. And what’s even more confusing is the fact that he didn’t have an enemy in this office or at any other one in this building that I’m aware of.”


  “Any concerning character traits we should know about?” Harris asked.


  Carlisle shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know. He was a bit of a security geek, taking a keen interest in my role on the Intelligence Committee. He was always briefing me here or there about what I knew and didn’t know regarding the latest upcoming committee meeting. Sometimes I found that behavior a little boorish, but that was Dan. He always meant well.”


  “Anything else?” Morgan asked.


  “I think that about covers it,” he said. “His work was his life, aside from his hiking hobby. And knowing him, he would’ve been proud to have died in a national park.”


  Carlisle stood and glanced at his watch.


  “Got a meeting coming up?” Morgan asked.


  “Yeah, just one more before the end of the day,” Carlisle said. “But I wanted to talk to you privately for a moment.”


  “Sure,” Morgan said before nodding knowingly at Big Earv and Harris. They quietly exited the room.


  “Sorry about the secrecy there,” Carlisle said. “I just don’t know those two fellas and I wanted to ask you something personally.”


  Morgan knew Carlisle had a son named Hunter about her same age, and the senator had mentioned on several occasions to her uncle about introducing her to Hunter. She hoped that wasn’t the case this time.


  “How’s Hunter?” Morgan asked.


  “Languishing at the bottom of the totem pole at Robinson & Wexler Law Firm,” Carlisle said. “Throw in the fact that he’s engaged to a pro football player’s daughter and you’ve got yourself a recipe for perpetual stress.”


  “We’ve all got our challenges,” she said.


  “Well, believe it or not, I’m more interested in talking about your uncle than setting you up with Hunter,” Carlisle said.


  “I don’t believe that,” she said with a wry grin.


  “Look, I just wanted to know how J.D. was doing. We didn’t leave on the best of terms, so I’ve been a little nervous about calling him.”


  “Don’t be shy,” Morgan said. “If he can get to the phone in time, he’ll answer it. And I know he’d love to hear from you.”


  “Then that settles it. I’ll give him a call on my way home from work today. And if he isn’t fishing, I might get to talk with him.”


  “That’s still a long shot, but it’s a chance.”


  “Thank you again for stopping by,” Carlisle said. “And whatever your guys need here while inquiring about Dan, just have them tell me. I’ll make sure they’ll get it.”


  “I appreciate that.”


  “Not that they’re going to need it,” Carlisle said. “It’s about as open and shut of a case as you’ll ever get.”


  Morgan offered her hand before they shook. “Thanks again, Senator. We’ll be in touch.”


  Morgan found Harris and Big Earv in the lobby talking with one of the interns. She was a perky brunette who appeared to be in her mid-twenties. Morgan put an abrupt end to the conversation and gestured for Big Earv and Harris to join her in the hall. She didn’t speak until the door was pulled shut behind her.


  “What’d the boss man want with you?” Harris asked.


  She shook her head. “He’s strange like that, but I will warn you that this isn’t going to be a cake walk.”


  “So, you don’t think this was an accident?” Harris asked.


  “At this point, I wouldn’t rule anything out. Besides, Carlisle gave off a strange vibe when I was talking with him alone. There’s more to this story—and I expect you two to get to the bottom of it.”


  CHAPTER 6


  Prague, Czech Republic


  MILOS KOVAR FELT THE tip of his blade with the end of his finger, depressing the sharp point until it pierced his skin. Blood rose to the surface before Kovar inspected it. His knife was sharp and the stab would be clean. The only question Kovar faced was where to begin. However, that would have to wait. There were still some things Kovar needed to tell the French detective before he died.


  The assassin removed a white handkerchief from his pocket along with a small vial. He doused the center of the fabric before jamming it against Jean Arnaud’s face. The detective’s eyes opened wide, his screams muffled by Kovar’s hand. For a few seconds, Arnaud thrashed on the bed. But it was all over with almost as quickly as it began. Unable to move, the detective stared up at Kovar, who cocked his head to one side, the corners of his mouth turned upward.


  “Good evening, inspector,” Kovar said in French. “At first I didn’t think you were in the mood to have this conversation. But here you are.”


  Arnaud’s mouth moved faintly and emitted a sound no louder than a faint whisper.


  “What was that?” Kovar asked, cupping his ear with his hand. “I didn’t quite catch that last thing you said.”


  Arnaud struggled again to make any type of noise.


  “Oh, you’re sorry for killing my brother? No? Well, that’s what you should’ve said. Unfortunately, I’m going to make sure that this is a little more painful now, taking a little more time than I would have had you been contrite.”


  Kovar wrapped a piece of twine around Arnaud’s ankles before securing them to each other and then one of the bed posts. Arnaud remained motionless, his eyes widening with each of Kovar’s sudden movements. He wound the string around Arnaud’s wrists, tethering each one the nearest post. Even if he had the ability to move, he couldn’t go anywhere now.


  Kovar stepped back and admired his work. He half wanted to wait until the concoction wore off so he could hear Arnaud express his pain in the same way that Kovar’s brother did the day that Arnaud uncorked canisters of cyanide inside the Orthodox church in Paris where Kovar’s brother was meeting with several extremists. Kovar didn’t know what his brother was up to that evening while gathered with a group of known miscreants. If Kovar was honest, he knew his brother was likely conspiring with a group of men who were intent on wreaking havoc somewhere in the city. And perhaps he even deserved to die for many of the atrocities he committed himself against well-meaning men. But no one deserved to die like Kovar’s brother, trapped without warning against his will, surrounded by armed police officers itching to pull their triggers. Kovar would never forget the cries for help, particularly his brother’s. It had been six years since that moment at Saint-Germain Séverin, yet Kovar hadn’t gone a day without thinking about it.


  Arnaud’s voice started to return. “Stop,” he muttered, his lips still stuck in the same position. “What did I do?”


  “You murdered my brother at Sainte-Germain Séverin. Surely you haven’t forgotten such a seminal moment in your life, the time when you earned a badge of honor for your heroics. Yet you likely forgot the lives that were lost at your hands.”


  “Many more would’ve died,” Arnaud mustered, his voice continuing to return. “Innocent people would’ve been victims of their attack.”


  “There was no attack planned,” Kovar said. “And you knew that. But that was your chance to snuff out the enemy, maybe even for good. So, you took it, ignoring the cost. Well, today, I ignore the cost no longer. It is time for you to pay the price associated with killing innocent people.”


  “They weren’t innocent.”


  “That night in Paris, they were. But now a full measure of justice will be exacted from you.”


  “Please, allow me to explain,” Arnaud pleaded. His eyes begged to share his story and avoid the judgment about to be administered through the business end of Kovar’s knife.


  “You had your chance, inspector. I heard you in front of the public on television during an interview. I saw you in court, testifying that gassing the so-called criminals inside was your only option in the name of public safety. I listened as you gave a speech while receiving an award for heroic bravery in the face of public danger. And it was all lies, one right after the other to justify your barbaric behavior. Now it is time for you to learn that no such egregious actions go unpunished. Fortunately, the lesson will be fatal and the general public will be safer from your kind.”


  Arnaud tried to move, wriggling to his left and then right. But the paralyzing agent that the detective had inhaled wouldn’t wear off any time soon. Armed with such knowledge, Kovar took his time carving up the detective.


  All the muscle movement returned to Arnaud’s face just in time to contort it as Kovar’s blade entered his victim almost rhythmically. William Tell’s Overture was the soundtrack running through Kovar’s head. He grinned as he stabbed Arnaud, stopping only to wipe the blood spatters off his face.


  In a matter of minutes, Arnaud was dead, his body limp, his blood almost entirely emptied onto the bed.


  Kovar stepped back and threw open the drapes, allowing the moonlight to flood the room and illuminate his work of art.


  “That was for you, Nicholas,” Kovar said as he looked skyward. “The man who was responsible for your death has paid the costliest of prices for what he did to you and your friends.”


  Kovar sighed, relieved that his brother’s death had been avenged. But he was also relieved that Nicholas wasn’t rotting away in prison. That would’ve been an inhumane existence for him. Kovar knew Nicholas wasn’t long for the world with the way he exhibited such carelessness in attempting to advance his crusades. They were nothing alike. Nicholas yielded to his anger, oftentimes in the most impetuous manner. Kovar, on the other hand, handled his assignments like a skilled surgeon handing a specialty operation. It’s how he’d become so sought after in the underworld for his rare talents.Every detail required close scrutiny and careful attention. Kovar could kill someone in an instant if necessary, but when time permitted, he could also make the scene of the death its own art form, crafting a tapestry with both broad strokes and precise ones.


  “Good bye, inspector,” Kovar said as he put away his knife and strode to the desk in the corner of the room. “You were warned.”


  He opened Arnaud’s computer and brought it over to the lifeless body. After pushing Arnaud’s index finger onto the identification button, Kovar searched through some of the detective’s files. When he finally located the right one, he made a few changes and then returned the laptop to its previous spot on the desk.


  Kovar stopped to take one final picture to send to his employer. He paused to text the image and wait for a reply. It didn’t take long before he received a response.


  Excellent work. Your payment has been sent.


  Kovar smiled again. He would’ve done this job for free.


  After he opened the window, Kovar slipped out onto the balcony and climbed to the roof. Taking a moment to admire Prague’s scenic cityscape, he drew in a deep breath as the spring breeze whipped across his face.


  Kovar secured his harness and prepared to repel down the back side of the building into the alley.


  “I love you, Nicholas,” Kovar said before pushing off the side and descending to the street.


  CHAPTER 7


  Bernau, Germany


  HAWK WEAVED IN AND out of traffic on his way back to the warehouse. Alex was monitoring any Interpol reports for any mention of Krüger. But so far, it had been little more than a fool’s errand. Alex informed Hawk that she was utilizing an AI program to monitor police frequencies as well, but she’d come up empty thus far.


  “You’d think that they would at least mention Krüger’s name by now if they were bringing him in,” Alex said.


  Hawk slipped out of the fast lane and jammed his foot on the accelerator to get past a semi-truck slowing the flow of traffic. He whipped around the lumbering vehicle before responding.


  “There might not be reason to if they didn’t intend to arrest him,” Hawk said. “He would’ve appeared to be the victim in all of this.”


  “Oh, wait, hold on,” she said. “I’m getting something right now.”


  Hawk heard static in the background and then some frantic shouting in German.


  “What’s going on?” Hawk asked.


  “They’re going back to the warehouse,” Alex said. “One of the men cracked and admitted that they were holding a hostage there. Apparently, the detainee was barely eighteen and was persuaded during interrogation to give up any information to receive a more lenient sentence.”


  “If only that were effective back home,” Hawk muttered.


  “That’s why we live in Montana, honey. Those scumbags don’t live in God’s country.”


  Hawk chuckled. “Sometimes they pay us a visit.”


  “And they get more than they bargained for too. The small cemetery near the edge of our property proves as much.”


  “That’s my girl,” Hawk says. “Wish you were here with me now because I sure could use your creative brain to figure out a way to get Krüger to safety.”


  “Whenever I get really stuck, I ask myself, ‘What would James do?’”


  “James?”


  “Yes, James. James Bond.”


  “Oh, no,” Hawk said. “That’s not helpful at all.”


  He eased onto the street where the warehouse was located and turned off his headlights. Despite killing the engine, he maneuvered the SUV within about a hundred meters of the front gate. With the padlock still in place, one officer clamped down on it with a pair of bolt cutters. The metal chain lock popped, and he pushed the gate open. The officer stepped back and waved in a pair of squad cars, lights flickering against the night sky. 


  Hawk got out and strode toward the building, a smile spreading across his face as he did.


  “Alex, you’re a genius,” he said over the coms.


  “In a span of a minute I went from being unhelpful to genius? That’s the kind of exponential growth I want in my personal life.”


  Hawk chuckled.


  “Seriously, what did I say?” she asked.


  “Let’s just say that your advice was equally worthless and genius.”


  “How is that even possible?”


  “You’re about to find out,” Hawk said as he hustled up to the gate.


  He clicked his flashlight on and ambled through the side door that had been left open by the officers. By the time Hawk got his bearings, he noticed one officer emerging from beneath a hidden stairwell in the center of the room. Hawk hadn’t even considered the possibility that a space existed underneath the main floor, fooled by what appeared to be a flat piece of concrete that covered the facility from wall to wall. The darkness had disguised the faint outline of the hidden portal.


  Hawk marched over toward the officers, the heels of his loafers clicking furiously on the concrete.


  “Excuse me, sir,” the officer said in German, “but this is private property and we’re in the middle of an investigation.”


  “William Taylor,” Hawk said in a thick English accent, extending his hand. “I’m with MI-5 and I believe you have a man we’ve been tailing for quite some time.”


  The German police officer ignored Hawk’s hand but held his out. “Let me see your papers.”


  “Well, why the bloody hell not, right? What experience in German would be complete without having someone ask for your papers?”


  “You’re not funny,” the officer said with a growl. 


  Hawk flashed his badge again, this time using his thumb to cover his name. “I don’t have all day. And if you don’t mind, I’ll just take this bloke right here to get him out of your hair.”


  The German officer tightened his grip on Krüger’s arm. “We can handle it, maybe sort it out over paperwork back at the precinct.”


  “I’m afraid that I don’t have that much time,” Hawk said. “You see, I’m kind of in a hurry. The last thing I need is to bring my boss into this. And I’d be willing to bet dollars to donuts that your boss wouldn’t like it either.”


  The officer cocked his head to one side and scrunched up his nose. “Dollars to donuts? I don’t believe I’ve heard a Brit use that phrase before. Sounds more like an American one to me.”


  “So bloody sue me,” Hawk said. “I went to university in the United States. They manufacture trite sayings like it’s their job. Now, are we good here or do we need to get our superiors involved?”


  The officer shrugged. “Fine. He’s your problem now. But you better have someone send over the paperwork immediately. I don’t like getting chewed out by my boss any more than I enjoy waking him up.”


  “Don’t worry, ole chap,” Hawk said, slapping the man on his shoulder. “I wouldn’t leave you hanging like that.”


  “Good, because I’ll find out where you live Agent Taylor and make your life hell.”


  “Fair enough,” Hawk said as he tugged on Krüger’s arm, pulling him closer. “We’ll get the paperwork sorted out before you can say Guy Fawkes.”


  “Have a good night, Agent Taylor,” the officer said.


  Hawk nudged Krüger toward the door, waiting until they were outside before speaking. “This wasn’t a conventional extraction by any stretch of the imagination, but it worked.”


  “Who are you?” Krüger whispered.


  “William Taylor,” Hawk said, continuing his ruse.


  “No, I mean your real name?”


  Hawk smiled. “A real magician never reveals his secrets.”


  “I didn’t ask how to do a magic trick,” Krüger snapped through clenched teeth. “I simply asked what your real name was.”


  Hawk waited until they were in the car to answer. “Brady Hawk.”


  He buckled his seatbelt and nodded knowingly at Krüger, who followed suit.


  “Are you expecting a bumpy ride?” Krüger asked.


  “No bumpier than usual,” Hawk said before he stomped on the gas, barking the tires as he returned to the highway. He drove for a few minutes before speaking.


  “The package is secured,” Hawk said over his coms.


  “Copy that,” Alex said. “Call me when you reach the safe house.”


  A few minutes later, Hawk pulled up the long driveway of a house situated just northwest of downtown Berlin. He contacted Alex once they were inside, informing her that they had secured the premises.


  “Are we going to be able to do this without your laptop?” Hawk asked. “I noticed it was missing from your apartment.”


  “I don’t know what those men did with it, but I have a way to access all my files from the cloud.”


  “Excellent,” Hawk said. “Maybe we can begin searching your files for those names.”


   Hawk spun around his computer and waited for Krüger to peck away on the keyboard. When he finished, he angled the computer back toward Hawk.


  “There’s more than just this,” Krüger said.


  “More?”


  Krüger nodded. “I just wanted to give you enough so you know that I’m not lying. But I really need to get to the United States. I’d stirred up more trouble than I could withstand here—and none of it was intentional. I need safe passage and a new identity or else these people will surely hunt me down and kill me.”


  “What makes you so sure that’s what they’re going to do?”


  Krüger raised his eyebrows and looked over the top of his wire-rimmed spectacles at Hawk. “Are you serious? Did you not see those men back there? Do you not see the marks on my face or on my arms?”


  Hawk nodded. “Yes, they’re dangerous. But there’s more of this?”


  “More than enough to give you and your team years’ worth of work tracking down these bastards.”


  Hawk activated the screen share function with Alex so they could peruse the list together. According to Krüger, he began receiving threatening anonymous phone calls and cryptic messages about the list he’d uncovered after mentioning a few names on it. He said he couldn’t help but think that those names needed to be kept quiet by someone. But parking outside of his apartment and harassing him every time he left his building left him with a probably that he couldn’t fix on his own.


  Hawk scrolled through the list, which was also accompanied by cryptic locations. He inspected each name, running them through the database in his head of agent code names he was familiar with. He was almost to the end when he noticed one name and stopped.


  “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” Hawk asked.


  “Yes,” Alex replied.


  “And do you know what this means?”


  “Uh-huh,” she said. “So ask him already?”


  “Where’d you get this list again?” Hawk asked Krüger.


  “I stumbled on it one night while hacking a mainframe based in Croatia,” Krüger said. “I didn’t think much of it at the time, but I knew it had to be something important based on all the attention my posts were receiving.”


  “And you don’t know anything about this list?”


  Krüger shook his head. “Not a damn thing.”


  Hawk took a deep breath and drew back. “We’re going to get you to the United States, that much I promise you.”


  “So you’re convinced?”


  Hawk stroked his chin, his eyes fixated on one code name next to the flashing cursor. “Without question.”


  He paused for a moment before continuing.


  “You have no idea what you’ve just uncovered.”


  CHAPTER 8


  Washington, D.C.


  BIG EARV DRUMMED ON the steering wheel as he sat stopped at a traffic light. With Morgan headed back to Los Angeles to handle more pressing matters with the Magnum Group, he was left alone to navigate the Dan Eckersley investigation with Harris. Big Earv wasn’t sure what to make of the ISB agent, who at the moment was signaling for the homeless man armed with a spray bottle and a rag to come over and clean the windshield. 


  “I don’t have any cash,” Big Earv said as he checked his pockets. “I hope you do.”


  Harris nodded and smiled. “Never leave home without it, especially if there’s a chance I might get stopped on Crazy Carl’s corner.”


  Big Earv’s eyes widened. “You know this guy?”


  “He used to be married to my sister until she kicked him out of the house. She thought he was cheating on her.”


  “And he wasn’t?”


  Harris grinned and waved as Carl sprayed the windshield. “Nah, he was faithful. Now, he did have a gambling problem, which is what he was trying to hide from her. And, it’s also why he lives on the street now. But he never cheated on her.”


  “I can see why she’d be upset.”


  “Mindy could get upset about anything,” Harris said. “And it was always the same rage whether you left the toilet seat up or drew on her favorite shirt with a black marker.”


  “That last example sounds rather specific.”


  Harris shrugged as he rolled the window down and then slipped Carl a twenty-dollar bill. “What can I say? I was the little brother. I specialized in irritating Mindy. If I really wanted to bug her, I’d call her today and tell her that I saw Carl and gave him money.”


  Big Earv eased onto the accelerator as the light turned green. He didn’t have any sisters in his family, just five brothers. But he couldn’t imagine antagonizing any of them that way despite being the biggest sibling in a group of boys all large enough to play on the offensive line of a football team.


  Big Earv had wanted to get some dinner, but Harris insisted on going to Eckersley’s apartment. He wanted to look for any clues that could suggest Eckersley’s death may not have been an accident. While Big Earv was hungry, he was eager to begin gathering evidence, if for no other reason than to get back to Los Angeles more quickly. He had moved out of the nation’s capital for a reason and aimed to minimize his time there.


  When they arrived at the apartment complex where Eckersley lived, the manager met them in the clubhouse with keys in hand. She introduced herself as Marge and invited them to follow her in her golf cart to Eckersley’s unit. Once they arrived, she lumbered up the steps to the third floor and unlocked the door.


  “She’s all yours, gentlemen,” Marge said, gesturing for them to enter. “Do you want me to wait here for you to finish? I’ve got a busy day today.”


  Big Earv stopped in the doorway as Harris brushed past him. “Would you mind if I asked you a couple of questions before you left?”


  “Keep ‘em short,” Marge said as she flicked her lighter and ignited a cigarette.


  “Of course,” Big Earv said. “Now, do you live on the premises?”


  She nodded and then blew a plume of smoke into the air. “It’s the only way I can keep tabs on these animals that live here.”


  Big Earv arched an eyebrow. “Animals?”


  “Bunch of college students and interns live here. It’s a nightmare. I have to constantly call the cops to break up these parties.”


  “And what about Dan Eckersley? What did you know about him?”


  “Always coming and going,” she said. “He rarely had anyone over, but when he did, they were always shady looking characters.”


  “Do you think he was into something?”


  “I didn’t know him that well, but there was always something a little off about him.”


  “Thanks for your time, Marge.”


  “Don’t mention it,” she said before waddling down the steps.


  Big Earv turned back into the apartment and hadn’t reached the kitchen before he heard an excited Harris shouting from the back of the apartment.


  “Get in here,” Harris shouted. “I think I found something.”


  When Big Earv strode into the room, Harris was flipping through the pages of a small black book, which appeared to keep a ledger of some sort.


  “What’s that?” Big Earv asked as he peered over Harris’s shoulder.


  “What do you think this is?”


  Big Earv shrugged. “I’d have to inspect it more closely, but it appears to be a ledger.”


  “Exactly,” Harris said. “The kind of ledger you use to keep track of gambling debts.”


  “Think he was a bookie of some sort?”


  “Maybe—or a degenerate gambler. Either way, this doesn’t look good.”


  “How so?”


  “He could’ve been murdered because he owed someone too much money,” Harris said. “Or maybe someone owed him a ton of cash and decided they didn’t want to pay.”


  “So, you have a possible motive, but you don’t have a suspect,” Big Earv said. “You’d have to find a suspect and then attach this motive to him. It’s working a little bit backward.”


  “I know, I know. That’s not the ideal way to pursue a murder investigation, especially one that appears to be an accident. Nobody else saw him on the trail that day alone or accompanied, so it’d be difficult to finger anyone for this crime. But it’s a start in case he was murdered.”


  Big Earv sighed and shook his head. He was hoping that he could get out of Washington with little more than holding Harris’s hand through some routine inquiries at Senator Carlisle’s office. But Harris obviously saw this as a chance to play detective and uncover something else.


  “What if this is an illegal gambling ring for politicians?” Harris suggested. “Do you know how big this could be?”


  “Let’s not jump to conclusions just yet,” Big Earv said. “I love to traffic in conspiracy theories myself, since most of the theories floating around out there are grounded in at least some truth.”


  Harris’s eyes lit up. “Was there a second shooter on the grassy knoll? Because I’ve got a buddy who says—”


  “Look, I’m not here to confirm or deny any of your theories about any big government conspiracy,” Big Earv said. “But I do think we need to proceed with caution. If you start throwing around allegations without much proof and ruffle the wrong feathers, you’ll be relocated to handling all the deaths in a place like Death Valley, if you’re lucky enough to retain your job. And if they fire you, good luck ever working for the government again—or the private sector.”


  “So, you’re saying we need more than a black book to bolster this claim,” Harris asked. “Correct?”


  “Yes, we need hard evidence, proof that something else is going on.”


  Harris opened the bottom right drawer on Eckersley’s desk. He sifted through a stack of haphazardly stored papers before shutting the drawer. But when he did, he stopped and raised his finger in the air.


  “Did you hear that?” Harris asked.


  “Hear what?” Big Earv responded.


  “That noise when I shut the drawer. It sounded kind of hollow.”


  Harris yanked the drawer back open and scooped out all the papers before inspecting the drawer more closely.


  “What are you thinking?” Hawk asked.


  Harris clenched his fist and then used his knuckles to tap on different portions of the bottom of the drawer. After tapping it a few times, he stopped and turned toward Big Earv, mouth agape. Harris slid his hand all the way to the back and yanked up. The bottom of the drawer popped up and both men looked inside.


  Harris retrieved a cell phone and held it for Big Earv to see. “Is this the kind of hard evidence you’re looking for?”


  Big Earv nodded as he fished an evidence bag out of his pocket. Harris dropped the phone inside. Without wasting any time, Big Earv recalled the number from the settings menu and called Mia at the Magnum Group office.


  “Still enjoying your stay?” she asked after they exchanged pleasantries.


  “The Cherry Blossom trees are blooming and aggravating my allergies,” Big Earv said. “But aside from that and realizing I might be stuck here for a few weeks, I’m fine.”


  “Stuck there?” she asked. “What’d you find?”


  “That’s what I want you to tell me,” he said. “We found a cell phone in a hollowed out drawer in the victim’s home desk. I was hoping you could tell me who he’s been calling on this thing.”


  “Send me the number and I’ll see what I can do.”


  Big Earv and Harris collected a few more items of interest before concluding that they were done. After Big Earv called Marge to come back and lock up Eckersley’s apartment, they trudged back to the car with a handful of findings to launch a more serious investigation.


  As they were about to pull out of their parking spot, Mia called back.


  “Well?” Big Earv asked as he put the call on speaker.


  “You might want to plan on being there a little bit longer than a couple of weeks,” she said.


  “What’d you find?”


  “There was only one number that Eckersley called from that phone.”


  “And?”


  “It was to a pre-paid phone, so I don’t know who exactly. But I do know where that person was.”


  “You have a location?” Big Earv asked.


  “Not an exact one, but close enough.”


  “Spill it.”


  “Based on everything I could gather, all the calls were made during the work day to a location near the Russian embassy.”


  Big Earv stroked his chin upon learning the news. “The Russian embassy? This death just got a whole lot more interesting.”


  CHAPTER 9


  Prague, Czech Republic


  LOUIS HENRI SMOOTHED OUT the edges of his mustache, the wax slick on his fingers. He checked his watch and glanced around the hotel lobby, scanning the area for the detective who’d agreed to meet him. Henri had traveled all night from Paris in order to get a look at fresh evidence at the scene of his colleague’s death.


  Henri had worked with Jean Arnaud at the Paris Police Department for more than a decade, solving murders and other crimes with ease. But Arnaud had decided to investigate this mystery on his own, something Henri had discouraged. In most cases, Henri would’ve never suggested to abandon an investigation, especially one with a high body count. However, this wasn’t a normal case.


  A string of murders stretched across a number years all throughout Europe without any common denominator—collecting evidence in multiple jurisdictions and interviewing witnesses in several different languages were unwanted headaches. Then Arnaud would’ve had to have found sufficient evidence to prove his case, let alone tracking down this ghost of a killer. To Henri, this seemed like an unhealthy obsession instead of a solvable string of crimes.


  A few minutes after the scheduled time, Tomas Tatarek strolled up to Henri.


  “My apologies for running late,” Tatarek said, offering Henri a cup of coffee. “I was finishing up a crime scene investigation just around the corner.”


  “I understand,” Henri said, nodding knowingly as he took the cup. “I appreciate the opportunity to get a look at the scene.”


  “I must warn you that it’s a gory one,” Tatarek said. “And I understand that you know the deceased.”


  “That’s correct. Well, this might be very difficult for you. We left the body as we found it, per your request. But I have a team on standby to collect Inspector Arnaud’s body and effects once you are finished. So, take your time, but I can’t have them waiting all day.”


  “I promise to be as diligent as I can with my review of the scene.”


  “In that case, right this way,” Tatarek said, gesturing toward the hotel elevators.


  Once they reached Arnaud’s room, Tatarek unlocked the door and then pushed it open, gesturing for Henri to enter first. The French detective entered cautiously, taking a cursory glance as he panned the space. He liked to see if anything immediately jumped out at him and pursue that first. However, he wasn’t fully prepared to see Arnaud’s mutilated body on the bed.


  Henri took a deep breath and pushed back the tears. During his time working with Arnaud, Henri had shared family meals together, watched their kids grow up, and talked about their dreams after retirement. The finality of everything Arnaud had hoped for slammed Henri. He didn’t expect the moment to feel so heavy, so hopeless. Over the years at the department, he’d seen scores of dead bodies, but this just wasn’t any dead body. This was Jean Arnaud.


  “Do you have an approximate time of death?” Henri asked.


  “Our coroner has yet to do a full examination, but based on his observations and what we know about Detective Arnaud’s movements last night, the likely time of death was some time just after eleven o’clock.”


  “And there’s no footage of anyone entering the room?”


  “Other than the cleaning lady, no.”


  Henri smoothed his mustache once more as he took a slower look around the room. An open laptop sat on a desk in the far corner of the room. He ambled over to the computer and studied it for a moment.


  “Did anyone touch this laptop?” Henri asked.


  “I believe so,” Tatarek said. “And if they did, they did it with gloved hands.”


  “I’m assuming you didn’t discover a weapon either, did you?”


  Tatarek shook his head. “No weapon, but the wounds are consistent with punctures from a knife with a serrated edge.”


  Henri took a sip from his cup of coffee. “Any prints?” 


  “The only prints we’ve been able to find were those belonging to the victim and the member of the cleaning crew who entered the morning of his death. Otherwise, the place is completely clean. We couldn’t even find a hair that didn’t belong to either one of the two men.”


  Henri put on a pair of gloves before he sat down at Arnaud’s computer and turned it on. After entering the password, Henri searched through several folders, including the one designated with all the details and notes collected from his obsession investigation. It was titled: Impossible.


  Always did seem fitting.


  Henri pecked away on the keyboard, searching for several words he knew were embedded into the Impossible files. After identifying a couple, he opened them and scanned for any pertinent information. He wanted to know why Arnaud had gone to Prague in the first place. Several minutes passed before he jammed a flash drive into a USB port on the side of the computer and copied over the entire folder as well as some other potential file names that Henri wasn’t familiar with.


  “Find anything?” Tatarek asked.


  “We’ll see,” Henri said. “I need to get a better idea of why he was here before I start to hypothesize.”


  “Smart,” Tatarek said. “Around here, many of the detectives pick out the villain and figure out a way to make it stick in court.”


  “Sounds pleasant.”


  Tatarek chuckled. “It’s a racket, that’s for sure. But I’m sure my colleagues at the department will be helpful since no one stands to gain anything from the outcome.”


  “Are you sure?” Henri asked. “One of your fellow detectives might get a notion that they could pin this murder on one of their most-hated criminals.”


  “It’s not quite that simple, even though I made it sound that way.”


  “Just don’t let anyone get in my way, if you understand what I’m saying,” Henri said. “I won’t take too kindly to getting stonewalled by anyone.”


  “Understandable,” Tatarek said, “though I won’t make any promises. But I will do my best to help when I can.”


  Henri thanked Tatarek for his time and took a few photos before retreating into the hallway. As he re-secured the door, Henri was nearly bowled over by a man pushing a cleaning cart down the hallway. He spun to his left and spilled a few drops of coffee on his pants.


  “Promiňte,” the man said as he hustled past Henri.


  “What was that all about?” Tatarek said as he turned around.


  “A careless worker,” Henri said.


  “He should be addressed.”


  Henri held out his hand. “It’s okay. It was an accident. I have another pair of pants at my hotel, several in fact.”


  “Sounds like you plan on being here a while.”


  “Hopefully not,” Henri said. “But you never know how an investigation is going to go until you begin.”


  * * *


  MILOS KOVAR CROUCHED LOW against the wall in the janitor’s closet. Satisfied that no one was coming his way, he fished his phone and earbuds out of his pocket. In a matter of seconds, he had opened an app and was listening intently to a conversation between two men.


  Kovar smiled, proud that he’d succeeded in his mission without as much of a second thought. The French detective would forget about the entire interaction within the hour. That much Kovar was sure of.


  He listened in on the detectives’ conversation.  


  I still have plenty of work to do.


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER 10


  Bridger, Montana


  HAWK PULLED DOWN ON the lever, releasing his horses from the trailer. Tucker and Dusty trotted down the ramp and stood next to Hawk and Alex. Meanwhile, Buckaroo shot out of the trailer and ran in circles for a few seconds before Hawk whistled to get the hyper horse’s attention.


  “Are you sure this is safe?” Morgan May asked as she crept around the side of the trailer.


  Hawk slung a saddle over Tucker’s back and cast a sideways glance at his boss. “You’ve literally sent me behind enemy lines without any support, and you’re asking me if it’s safe to ride an experienced horse up the side of a mountain?”


  “Well, when you put it like that, I—”


  “Tucker won’t let you down,” John Daniel said as he bounded up next to the horse. “He’s a good boy, aren’t you, Tucker?”


  John Daniel stood on his tiptoes to reach the horse’s mane. His fingertip strokes didn’t do enough to garner even a look from Tucker.


  Morgan pursed her lips as she glanced up at the ridge. “I don’t know about this. There’s so much snow up there.”


  “These are some of the surest-footed animals you’ll ever ride,” Alex said. “Loose gravel, snow, mud, ice—not a problem.”


  “Even for an inexperienced rider?” Morgan asked.


  Hawk smiled and pointed at John Daniel. “If I’m not afraid to put my five-year-old son aboard Tucker on his own, you better believe you’ll be safe.”


  “Okay, okay,” Morgan said. “I can do it.”


  Hawk and Alex finished prepping the horses before they all mounted. Morgan rode Tucker, while Alex and John Daniel rode tandem on Dusty. Hawk took on the challenge of riding the cantankerous Buckaroo.


  “And we’re going up there?” Morgan asked, pointing to the ridge in front of them.


  “Sort of,” Hawk said. “We’re going to ride to the top of Pryor Mountain. It’s worth it for the view, especially as the sun starts to set.”


  “But won’t it be dangerous getting back down?” she asked.


  “Just relax and enjoy the ride,” Hawk said. “You’ll be scheduling more trips from Los Angeles out here before you know it.”


  “We’ll get you hooked,” Alex said. “We might even convince you to move the Magnum Group offices out here. I guarantee you that you won’t get a better sunset there, even if you’re standing on the end of the Santa Monica Pier.”


  “I’m not so sure about that,” Morgan said.


  “We can settle that debate in a couple of hours,” Hawk said.


  The trio set off on the trail, plodding over rocks and across several streams. John Daniel exhausted his wealth of knowledge about the area within the first five minutes, though Morgan’s interest in his information resulted in another fifteen minutes of him talking, mostly comprised of tales invented on the spot.


  They stopped for a break near a stream and watered the horses. John Daniel skipped off to find rocks to throw into the rushing water.


  “So, did you really want to come ride horses with us?” Hawk asked Morgan. “Because I get the feeling that you wanted to talk in person.”


  She glanced at John Daniel, who stooped down to pick up a rock and then dropped it into the front of his shirt, which was bulging with small stones.


  Hawk waved dismissively at him. “He’ll be fine. Feel free to say whatever it is that you want to tell us.”


  “It’s probably overkill, I know,” Morgan said. “I’m just a little skittish about discussing these things from my office or any other piece of digital equipment, to be quite honest.”


  “I don’t blame you,” Hawk said.


  “Yeah, we’ve had more than our share of leaks and moles to justify your behavior,” Alex said. “But we’re here now, and we can’t even get cell reception up here, so I doubt anyone is listening in on us.”


  Morgan drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Okay, you’ve convinced me that it’s safe to talk. And I know that my uncle J.D. would be making fun of me right now. I’m just going to need some time to trust again, both the people in the Magnum office and our technology.”


  “So, what did you want to discuss?” Hawk asked.


  “Mia told me that you discovered something while rescuing her friend Dietrich Krüger in Berlin,” Morgan said as she settled onto a rock near the stream. “I’m glad we could help Mr. Krüger, but I’m anxious to hear about your discovery. She said it was big.”


  “Technically, it was Krüger’s discovery, even if he didn’t really know what he’d found,” Hawk said. “But it was obvious based on the response he generated that he’d uncovered something that was very valuable to a group of people.”


  Morgan crossed her arms. “What did you find?”


  “The list that Krüger mined off some website on the dark web contained a list of codenames,” Hawk said. “Now, when I first looked at it, it looked like any other generic list of codenames. There wasn’t anything special. If I’d seen them once, I’d seen them a thousand times.”


  “But something caught your eye?” Morgan asked.


  Hawk nodded. “There were two distinct names that I’d never seen or heard on any list—Cudgel and Whistler. And quite frankly, if I’d just seen one of them, I don’t know if I would’ve given it even a second thought. But Whistler—”


  Hawk paused and shook his head. Then he looked down at the dirt and kicked at a rock.


  “Whistler means something to you?” she asked.


  “Do you remember when you sent me to Russia to bring back Eddie Tyson?” he asked.


  “Yeah, I remember Tyson.”


  “Well, one of the many things he told me while we were working together in Siberia was that his codename while working for The Alliance was Whistler,” Hawk said. “And during our long drive to North Korea, he told me a story about another named Cudgel. Now, I know what you’re thinking. It could just be a list of random generated codenames. And you might be right. But those two are very unique, so unique that I’ve never even seen them show up in chatrooms or anywhere else online, for that matter.”


  “So, what do you want to do about it?” Morgan asked.


  Hawk cast a furtive glance at Alex, who was watching John Daniel hurl stones into the water. “We need to extract Tyson from prison.”


  “Oh, come on, Hawk,” Morgan said as rubbed her temples with her fingertips. “You can’t be serious.”


  “As a heart attack,” he said with a snap.


  “Look at this,” said Morgan, gesturing around the area. “You live in this incredible place and are married with an energetic little guy over there. You risk your life enough for this agency and our country on missions that have national security implications. The last thing I want to do is risk your life on a suicide mission.”


  “North Korea is manageable,” Hawk said. “I’ve been there several times and always lived to tell the tale. There isn’t anything that makes me think this time would be any different.”


  “How many times have you broken anyone out of prison?”


  Hawk sighed and stared off into the distance.


  “I’m assuming by your silence that the answer is none,” Morgan said.


  “Look, I’ve broken assets and other spies out of far more challenging places than North Korea.”


  Morgan stood. “You don’t even know which prison he’s in.”


  “Actually, I do,” Hawk said. “We hacked into their government system and searched prison rosters of foreign nationals. I know exactly where he is, down to the cell block and cell number.”


  “This is going to be a disaster,” she said, shaking her head.


  “Let me do it,” Hawk said. “I’ll get him back, and he’ll tell us everything we need to know about The Alliance.”


  Morgan bit her lip and rhythmically tapped her foot on the dirt. “Why didn’t Tyson tell you anything last time, huh? If you’re such good friends and trust each other enough to tell one another anything, why didn’t he tell you more about The Alliance when you tried to get him out?”


  “He didn’t want to endanger his family,” Hawk said. “It’s a plausible explanation.”


  “But do you buy it?” she asked. “How do you know he wasn’t fooling you?”


  “Tyson abandoned his family,” Hawk said. “There’s nothing that would make him do that other than to keep them out of harm’s way.”


  “So, why do you think he’d come back now?”


  Hawk stroked his chin and thought for a moment before responding. “When I first saw him, he was adamant about me not getting involved with The Alliance. He didn’t want to tell me anything about, instead just hinting that the organization was a powerful one. But if I come back to him and tell him I’m in for a penny, in for a pound, I think he’ll go along with this.”


  “So you think he’ll just shrug and say, ‘Screw it. Let’s go get these bastards’?”


  “Maybe not in those exact words,” Hawk said. “He uses a little more colorful language than that, but I suspect his sentiment will be the same.”


  Morgan shook her head. “You’re just gasping as straws now, Hawk. You have no idea if he’ll go for it.”


  Hawk looked at Alex and their eyes met. She then glanced back at Morgan.


  “I think it’s worth a shot,” Alex said, patting Hawk on his knee. “If we’re going to take down The Alliance, we need to take some more risks. And I know this is a huge one with dire implications if we fail—both professionally and personally—but we must try something. Otherwise, we’re going to continue reading intelligence reports about The Alliance widening its sphere of control and influence.”


  Morgan nodded. “Okay, so again, what do you think will make Tyson change his mind?”


  “If we succeed,” Hawk said, “he’ll have a chance to get his life back. He’ll get his wife back, his family, everyone and everything. Sound like sufficient motivation to you?”


  “All right,” Morgan said. “I’ll give this operation the green light, but I don’t want both of you going. God forbid if something were to go wrong, I don’t want to lose both of you, never mind John Daniel.”


  “That won’t happen, ma’am,” Hawk said. “I’ll bring back Eddie Tyson in one piece.”


  “The question is, will you be in one piece?” Morgan asked.


  “You can count on it,” Hawk said as he stood and dusted off his pants.


  He whistled for the horses and called out to John Daniel. It was getting late and they needed to hurry if they were going to see another picturesque Montana sunset.


  CHAPTER 11


  Great Falls, Virginia


  BIG EARV PACED THE FLOOR at Harris’s modest home just outside of Great Falls Park. A small creek that branched off the Potomac ran through the back of Harris’s property, providing Big Earv with a scenic view when he stopped long enough to look out the window.


  “How can you be in such a beautiful environment so close to the bustle of Washington?” Big Earv asked.


  “That’s why I hate going into the city,” Harris said. “For some reason, my little domain on the Potomac at the park has remained a slice of paradise. I’m sure it’s only a matter of time before some politician sells out to a developer and this incredible place is gone for good.”


  Big Earv grunted. “After all I’ve seen in that godforsaken city, I’m actually surprised it all hasn’t burned to the ground yet.”


  “Give it some time,” Harris deadpanned.


  “Unfortunately, we don’t have much time on this case before political pressure will start to mount and Senator Carlisle will want us to wrap things up. He’ll start accusing us of going on a fishing expedition if it suits his political objectives.”


  “He’ll probably even use us—two guys just doing our job—to raise campaign funds,” Harris said.


  Big Earv held out his knuckles and bumped fists with Harris. “I think we should start a podcast and call it, ‘National Treasure or Trash.’”


  Harris nodded and smiled. “That’d be wildly popular everywhere outside the Beltway. They’d never let us show our faces in the capital again.”


  “And would that be such a bad thing?” Big Earv asked.


  The two men laughed before their moment of levity was interrupted by a phone call from Mia at the Magnum Group office.


  “And what has you up at this time of day?” Big Earv asked as he answered the call.


  “Oh, look at the time,” Mia said. “I hadn’t even noticed.”


  “You’ve been up all night, haven’t you?”


  “Uh-huh,” she said. “And you’ll know why when I tell you what I called about.”


  “I’m listening,” Big Earv said. “And I’m putting you on speaker so Parker Harris can listen in, too.”


  “Yes,” she said. “You’ll both want to hear this. While I was waiting on some more information to get back to me on another operation I’m helping with, I decided to do a deep dive into Dan Eckersley’s social media accounts. Now, you’re probably wondering to yourself why I would do such a thing, especially if it seems clear that we’ve got a traitor on our hands. Well, as someone who dealt with Russian intelligence officers in the past—albeit working for them—I know just how shady these people are. And I wanted to know precisely who Eckersley was working with.”


  “So, what’d you find?” Big Earv asked.


  “It took a while, but I went back eight months ago and found an image of Eckersley about to go hiking at Great Falls, which, according to the geotags on his pictures, was a park he frequented more than any other in the Washington vicinity.”


  “Can’t really blame him,” Harris said. “It’s one of the most scenic parks around.”


  “I might agree with you after sifting through these images,” Mia said. “However, it’s not the beauty of the park that caught my eye. No, it was a faint reflection in a side mirror on Eckersley’s Honda CR-V that arrested my attention. Now, I’m texting you an image right now so you can see for yourself. May I present to you, Mr. Sergei Volkov, a Russian diplomat.”


  “Diplomat, my ass,” Big Earv said. “More like an FSB agent.”


  “Exactly,” Mia said. “I ran his photo through the CIA and FBI databases and found a whole workup on Volkov that I’m also sending you. Apparently, this guy has been suspected to be a Russian intelligence officer for the better part of a decade. However, he never did anything illegal that we know of or even had a brush with the law.”


  “That’s because he’s gathering secrets from American traitors,” Harris said.


  “So it would seem,” she said.


  “He had a cushy gig in Washington,” Big Earv said. “Why rock the boat?”


  “That’s exactly what I was thinking,” Harris added.


  “Yeah, but that’s not all of the story,” Mia said.


  Big Earv furrowed his brow. “What do you mean?”


  “Supposedly, Eckersley went to Great Falls alone on the day he fell and died,” Mia began. “But I also did a geotag search of every photo taken at the park around the time Eckersley was there. And then I found another photo, this time of Eckersley and Volkov together.”


  “So, Volkov may have been a witness to Eckersley’s fall?” Harris asked.


  “That’s one possibility,” she said.


  “And the other?” Big Earv asked.


  “I think it’s more likely that Eckersley was pushed off the edge,” she said. “But you might want to search for prints to confirm it.”


  “How do you think that went down?”


  “That’s your job to put all the pieces together,” she said. “I’m just giving you plausible theories at this point.”


  “Thanks for the great work,” Big Earv said. “Now go get some sleep, Mia.”


  “I’ll try,” she said. “I’ve got surfing lessons at ten.”


  Big Earv growled. “You’re just trying to make me jealous, aren’t you?”


  “Enjoy the Cherry Blossom pollen,” she said before hanging up.


  “So, now what?” Harris asked, tapping his pencil on the table.


  His phone buzzed and he held up his index finger. “Hold that thought while I answer this.”


  After a short phone call, he placed his cell on the table and looked at Big Earv.


  “What now?” he asked.


  “She was right,” Harris said. “That was the lab. They told me they found prints on the phone and ran them. They belong to Sergei Volkov.”


  * * *


  BY THE TIME THE State Department took an active role in dealing with Sergei Volkov, the Russians didn’t hesitate to invoke his immunity while also promising to expedite his removal from the country. According to one of Big Earv’s contacts at the State Department, the Russians didn’t deny Volkov’s involvement. However, that wouldn’t bring justice. And while Big Earv knew that was likely impossible under the circumstances, he still wanted his questions answered.


  “Are you sure we should be doing this?” Harris asked as they roared across the tarmac toward the private hangar.


  “I’m rarely sure I should make waves when I do,” Big Earv said, “but I always feel better afterward, no matter what ultimately happens. Live with no regrets, right?”


  Seconds later, they skidded to a stop near the Russian embassy hangar. Twin engines on a jet a few meters away screeched as its power surged. Big Earv didn’t shut his door as he hustled over to the plane. Two men sporting dark suits and aviator sunglasses snapped their heads in Big Earv’s direction. One of the men reached for his weapon. Big Earv held up his hands and slowed his gait.


  “I don’t want any trouble,” he said. “I just want to speak with Sergei Volkov before he departs.”


  “I’m afraid that’s not possible right now,” one of the men said.


  “It won’t take long. I promise.”


  “Perhaps some other time.”


  “You’re about to put him on a plane and he’ll never come back to U.S. soil,” Big Earv said. “I just need two minutes.”


  Volkov poked his head out of the door. “Did you want to speak with me?”


  Big Earv clenched his fists but kept them at his side. He wanted to knock the smile off Volkov’s face and make him spit his teeth out. But he resisted the urge.


  “If you don’t mind,” Big Earv said, “I just have a couple of questions for you.”


  Volkov shrugged and gestured to the guards that it was okay. They moved out of the way and ushered Volkov over to the two U.S. agents.


  “Mr.—” Volkov said, extending his hand.


  “Earvin,” Big Earv replied. “Agent Earvin. And this is my partner, Parker Harris.”


  “The pleasure is all mine,” Volkov said. 


  “Look, we’re not here to make friends,” Big Earv said. “I just want to know the why and the how regarding Dan Eckersley’s death.”


  “This won’t take long then,” Volkov said. “The how is I simply gave him a push off the edge of the cliff. Gravity and nature did the rest.”


  “You’re one sick bastard,” Harris said.


  “I’ve been called worse,” Volkov said with a faint smile.


  “And the why?” Big Earv asked.


  Volkov loosened his tie. “You’ll thank me after I tell you that I disposed of a traitor for you.”


  “A traitor?” Harris asked.


  “Yes, Mr. Eckersley had been providing quite valuable intelligence for more than a year before he started demanding more money,” Volkov said.


  “So he got greedy?”


  Volkov nodded. “And he threatened to expose me and someone else at the embassy, even though he wasn’t involved. Eckersley knew how valuable that person was to our embassy and threatening to lie about him would’ve been detrimental to our mission. Of course, you have nothing to worry about now because Eckersley was a liar, and the person responsible for his death is leaving the country.”


  Big Earv nodded. “Makes sense, though you’re a little bit too glib about a man losing his life.”


  Volkov shrugged. “Such is the circle of life in the intelligence world. I’m sure you learned that lesson long before today, Agent Earvin.”


  The two guards stepped in and ushered Volkov back onto the plane, leaving Big Earv and Harris with nothing to do but watch the jet roll away onto the tarmac.


  When they returned to Harris’s vehicle, Big Earv called Morgan to give her the news. He finished his report and waited for her response.


  “Then that’s it?” she asked. “Everything’s all wrapped up with a neat little bow on top.”


  “So it would seem,” Big Earv said.


  “Well, I’m not buying it,” she said. “I know you hate Washington, but I want you to stick around and see what else you can find out. That story’s too convenient—and I think you know it.”


  Big Earv nodded. Something had seemed off, though he didn’t want to admit it. And it wouldn’t be easy now with Volkov gone forever.


  “So what now?” Harris asked. “Are we done?”


  Big Earv shook his head. “No, we’re just getting started.”


  CHAPTER 12


  Prague, Czech Republic


  HENRI OPENED ARNAUD’S FILES and embarked on the tedious work of sifting through his notes. He flicked his lighter and ignited a cigarette. After taking a long drag, he exhaled, filling the area around his desk with smoke.


  While Henri took meticulous notes for all his investigations, he knew how difficult it would be for someone else to interpret everything he’d collected. Sometimes he would make a file for people who crossed paths with victims days before their death. It might not be anything or it might the key to solving the case. However, determining what to pursue and what to ignore was difficult enough, let alone someone else trying to do it without understanding his entire thought process. Yet, Henri didn’t have a choice. He had to get inside of Arnaud’s head to solve his murder.


  What were you up to?


  The most difficult part for Henri was ascertaining why Arnaud had gone to Prague in the first place. While they worked most of their cases together, there wasn’t anything he was working on that would require him traveling to Prague, not even in the cold cases. That mystery was the first big one Henri needed to figure out if he wanted to get justice for his friend and colleague.


  Henri dialed his office to see if he could get any help.


  “Maria,” Henri said as his favorite inspector answered the phone, “I’m hoping you could help me.”


  “Cut your hair and stop smoking,” she said.


  “What?”


  “You said you wanted to help. You’re good at solving cases but dreadful with the ladies.”


  “I can woo women just fine,” Henri said. “It’s not a problem.”


  “That’s right,” she said. “The problem is keeping them.”


  Henri paused for a moment before responding. Maria’s quick wit was one of the traits he found endearing about her. But he knew she was only halfway joking this time.


  “Do you always give out unsolicited advice?” he asked.


  “That wasn’t unsolicited.”


  “You’re impossible,” Henri said. “Maybe that’s why you haven’t landed a man yet.”


  “I don’t want a man right now, but when I decide it’s time, I’ll get one. Now, what can I help you with, or did you call to ask me out?”


  Henri chuckled. If they weren’t colleagues, he would’ve asked her out long ago. But he’d learned the hard way that office romances always resulted in a giant mess.


  “I need you to look in my filing cabinet for a name and number. No jokes, please.”


  “What a shame,” Maria said. “I had such a good one for that comment. Give me a moment.”


  “I need my file from last year’s Interalliance Intelligence Forum in Geneva. There’s a name on the back of that file along with a phone number.”


  Henri listened as her phone clanked onto her wooden desk, followed by footsteps clicking on the office floor. About a minute later she returned.


  “Are you ready?” she asked before giving him the information he’d requested.


  “Thank you, Maria. And before you go, I have some advice for you, too.”


  “And what’s that?”


  “Grow your hair out and start smoking.”


  “After all this time, that’s the best you can come up with?” she asked. “I thought for sure you were going to tell me to say yes if you asked me out.”


  “You’re such a tease.”


  “How do you know unless you ask?”


  “Maria, will you—”


  “No,” she said before hanging up on him.


  Henri smiled as he placed his cell phone on the desk. He took another long drag of his cigarette and turned his attention back to his work.


  Nearly a year ago, he’d attended the Interalliance Intelligence Forum, a global networking conference open to most countries. Many of the discussions centered on how to better share information with one another. And one of the speakers that impressed Henri the most was Robert Besserman, the head of the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency. After one of the sessions, Henri bought Besserman a drink and they discussed how to handle the sharing of information.


  “My policy is that if we can work together to apprehend bad actors, I’m eager to share any intelligence we have,” Besserman had told him. “All you have to do is give me a call.”


  Let’s see if you meant what you said.


  Henri dialed Besserman’s personal cell number and waited for the CIA chief to answer.


  “Detective Henri,” Besserman said after the two exchanged pleasantries, “I haven’t forgotten our engaging conversation in Geneva. I’ve thought about you often, especially in light of our improving relations with Interpol.”


  “That’s good to hear, director,” Henri said. “I do have something that I need help with, mostly confirmation more than anything. But I thought you might find it of great interest to U.S. security concerns.”


  “I’m listening.”


  Henri snuffed out his cigarette in the ash tray. “Unfortunately, I’m in Prague right now investigating the death of a colleague. Why he was here continues to be a mystery, one that must be solved if I’m to get justice for him. I found a file that he was working on that contained codenames and dates. Now, I’m not privy to all the information that you have at your fingertips, but I have a theory based on the limited intel I was able to obtain.”


  “What do you think the list contains?”


  “I wouldn’t want to sway you one way or another,” Henri said. “I just want you to see if you reach the same conclusion that I have regarding the true nature of this list.”


  “Send me whatever you have and I’ll arrange for one of my analysts to inspect the files and see if we can determine what links, if any, there are between the names and dates.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Henri said. “I now know that you’re a man of your word and someone I can trust.”


  “Likewise, detective,” Besserman said. “I’ll be looking for your email.”


  Henri ended the call and then pumped his fist. If his hunch was right, Arnaud had stumbled onto something big.


  And Henri was going to finish what his colleague had started.


  CHAPTER 13


  Pangchon-Dong, North Korea


  THE FISHING TRAWLER BUMPED violently as it smashed into the waves rolling across the Sea of Japan, jarring Hawk with each blow. Water splashed over the sides, dousing the deck and sending the crew running for cover. But Hawk didn’t move. He needed both the cover of water and dark skies to sneak into the communist country.


  A HALO jump would’ve been preferable had the prison location been farther inland. But situated on a ridge just off the water forced Hawk to enter by the shore.


  As the boat chugged into the harbor, Hawk slipped over the side and swam beneath the dock. Once the last few trawlers arrived for the night, the area grew quiet. Hawk took that as his signal to get out of his wetsuit and get on land.


  The assignment required that he enter the country dark—no radio contact of any kind until the operation was to take place. Any type of chatter over the airwaves could jeopardize the mission as well as Hawk’s life. It wasn’t ideal, and Alex hated being out of contact. But it wasn’t optional either.


  Hawk waited until the tide moved out before he buried his suit and trudged ashore. He donned a long trench coat, hat, and sunglasses, blending in with the fashion of the region. As he stayed in the shadows, he worked his way toward an internet cafe and found a small shed behind it where he slept for what was left of the night.


  * * *


  HAWK AWOKE A FEW hours later to the frantic calls of seagulls circling overhead against gray skies. Thunder rumbled in the distance, accompanied by a stiff breeze. From his position, Hawk could see a small window to the beach, which was occupied only by a few armed guards and a couple of joggers. As he moved his focus to the street running parallel to the shore, Hawk noticed a handful of people shuffling along the sidewalk, yet no one paid him any attention.


  When he glanced around the parking lot, Hawk saw several others cozied up in every nook available next to the building. The row of shops was comprised of a laundromat, a pawnshop, a bakery, and an internet cafe.


  If only there was a guy standing on the corner spinning a sign to tell me where to get my taxes done, this would look like home.


  Hawk stretched and then stood, brushing the dirt off his pants before walking around to the front side of the building. On the sidewalk in front of Moon’s Cafe, a sandwich board listed the available meal for the day as well as the cost to use the internet every fifteen minutes. A half-hour was the smallest increment he’d ever seen in the U.S., but if the business was going to stay operational, it needed to cater to its customer base. And fifteen minutes was all most people could afford, if the U.S. State Department briefing he’d read a day earlier could be trusted. He saw every indication that it was accurate.


  The mission to North Korea was dangerous for a number of reasons, primarily due to the fact that communications were limited. No coms, no phones. Messages were sent in codes and support had to be arranged in advance with full trust given to partners. With such vast restrictions, Hawk realized the imminent danger he faced if one part of the operation went wrong. He’d likely never see his family again—but neither would Eddie Tyson if Hawk and the Magnum Group didn’t dismantle The Alliance.


  Hawk tugged his cap low across his brow and adjusted his sunglasses as he entered the internet cafe. He requested fifteen minutes and placed the money on the counter. After being told which computer he could use, Hawk sat down and started to craft his message to Alex.


  He was almost finished when he noticed a woman watching him closely. He forced a smile and nodded. She didn’t return his friendly gesture. 


  Stay cool.


  He continued to peck away on the keyboard, remaining as calm as possible. But in a country where citizens were rewarded for alerting authorities to anything that resembled illegal activity, odds of avoiding trouble were low. Despite her suspicious looks, Hawk ignored her—until she made a phone call.


  Hawk hammered away the rest of his note to Alex, letting her know that the device on the prison would be in place by that afternoon. As soon as he finished, he hit the send button and logged out of the machine as casually as possible. He nodded at the store manager and headed toward the door. But before he made it outside, two police officers rolled up in a car, skidding to a stop by the curb.


  “Come with us,” one of the men commanded in Korean. “We need to have a talk.”


  CHAPTER 14


  Washington, D.C.


  BIG EARV STARED AT his breakfast plate – piled high with over easy eggs, sausage, bacon, and toast – and grinned. He added generous amounts of salt and pepper to all his food before he devoured it, all but ignoring Parker Harris in the process.


  Harris, nursing a cup of coffee, shook his head as Big Earv sopped up egg yoke with his last piece of toast. “I just don’t understand how one human being could eat that much food.”


  “I require more food than normal-sized men like yourself,” Big Earv said with a wink. “But I admit that I might overindulge a wee bit when I visit Tony’s Place. It’s one of the few things I miss since moving out of this town.”


  “All I need is a bagel and I’m good,” Harris said.


  “This is brain food, Harris, and we’re going to need plenty of it today.”


  Harris leaned back in his seat and glanced toward the street. “Are you sure this is necessary? I mean, this case seems pretty open and shut, never mind the fact that we’ll never be able to prosecute the man responsible for this. This seems like a fool’s errand at this point.”


  “Look, I know you’re ready to get back to your little slice of paradise on the Potomac, but you asked for my help and now I’m invested. And I’m not about to go home without getting every question I have answered.”


  Big Earv scooted his plate to the corner of the table and then leaned forward, his hands clasped in front of him.


  “Of course I’m ready to get back,” Harris said, “but that doesn’t mean we don’t have all the answers to this case already. It seems pretty straightforward, not to mention that Volkov was right.”


  Big Earv arched an eyebrow. “How so?”


  “He said he did us a favor by getting rid of a traitor like Eckersley. We don’t have to go through a long arduous trial that would embarrass the intelligence community as well as the president. We can just carry on.”


  “You know, when I first learned about you, Director Besserman said you were a bull in a china shop, but I don’t think he knows you as well as I do now.”


  “Please,” Harris said, “you’ve known me for a couple of days.”


  “And it’s reasonable to assume that Besserman hasn’t spent that much time with you over the course of your entire life. True?”


  Harris sighed. “I guess you could be right. But what’s your point?”


  “You might lack the decorum of a statesman, the kind necessary to be successful in this town, but when I think about a bull in a china shop, I’m thinking about someone who’s reckless yet determined in their pursuit. You seem like you want to give up much too easily.”


  “I won’t fight you on either point,” Harris said. “I loathe this town. Consequently, I want to return to the woods and the river as soon as possible. Most days I do checkups on abandoned vehicles or search for stolen property in the park grounds. So, you’ll have to excuse me when I suggest that it’s time to wrap this thing up because it certainly seems like we’ve done the best we could to get justice for Dan Eckersley.”


  The waitress eased up to the table and looked at Harris. “Would you like me to top off your coffee?”


  Harris grunted and slid his mug to the edge of the table. The woman refilled his cup and then scurried away with Big Earv’s dishes.


  Big Earv crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m aware that I can be intense about these sorts of things from time to time. But there’s a reason for that.”


  “And what’s that?”


  “I actually lived in this city for a very long time, protecting a couple of men who’ll be forever etched into this country’s lore. So, I’ve peeked behind the curtain, if you will. And I can tell you with great certainty that someone else is always pulling the levels, manipulating everything from policy to public opinion. Even more disturbing is the fact that it’s gotten worse in recent years. So you plug your ears and stuff your head in the sand, hoping it all just goes away magically one day and some honest and ethical leaders assume power. But the reality is that’s not who seeks the most powerful positions in this country. On some level, they’re all narcissistic and arrogant, walking around every day with the belief that they are smarter and better than everyone they meet. And it’s those same people who do the unthinkable, maybe even the unimaginable to you. I will promise you that they are involved in this somehow as well. And I’m not willing to let them get away with whatever their role was. You feel me?”


  Harris placed his hands in the air in a gesture of surrender. “Okay, we’ll do it your way. No stone left unturned. You’ve convinced me.”


   “Good. Now let’s get outta here and make one final sweep through Eckersley’s apartment.”


  “What do you think we’re going to find this time that we didn’t last time?”


  Big Earv shrugged. “Not sure, but there’s only one way to find out.”


  The two men piled into Harris’s car and drove straight to Eckersley’s apartment. When they arrived, they found the place messier than the first time they searched it.


  “Someone’s been here?” Big Earv asked.


  Harris scanned the room. “Think it was the police?”


  “They definitely could’ve done this. But I think you would’ve been notified since you’re technically the one in charge of the case.”


  “Maybe the apartment manager?”


  “I doubt she would’ve risked her job to go through a dead man’s apartment.”


  “It’s not a crime scene. She could’ve just been looking for something to pawn.”


  “Also a crime.”


  Harris sighed. “I know, I know. I just—”


  He let his words hang in there.


  “Yeah, I get it. You’re realizing that I was right about this case, which means you’ll be waiting a while to get back to your sanctuary.”


  “Okay, fine. You’re probably right. This does look suspicious.”


  Big Earv smiled. “In that case, I’d think you’d want to find these bastards who are inconveniencing your life and throw the book at them.”


  “Unless the Russians did this. Then it doesn’t matter what I do.”


  “Well, my money is on whoever came here looking for something specific. And if they didn’t find it, we need to right now.”


  Big Earv and Harris began checking every conceivable hiding spot all over the house—under mattresses, beneath cushions, inside potted plants. They spent twenty minutes on their search but came up empty.


  “Maybe these people found what they were looking for,” Harris suggested. “But it’s not like there’s any way for us to know. There could still be something here.”


  “There was nothing on him at the scene either, right?”


  Harris nodded. “Just a smashed up cell phone lying at the bottom of the ridge.”


  “Let’s keep looking.”


  Big Earv checked in all the usual spots, conducting a thorough search that included air vents. But nothing.


  “Where else could he have hid anything?” Harris asked. “Honestly, we don’t know whether it’s something big or small?”


  “It was probably something small,” Big Earv said as he reached to touch the top of Eckersley’s bedroom door. 


  Then he stopped.


  “What is it?” Harris asked.


  Big Earv dug around for a moment before breaking loose a piece of wood atop the door. Once he pried the space open, he fished out a small flash drive.


  “Well, look what we have here,” he said.


  “Impressive,” Harris said.


  “You have your laptop with you?”


  Harris whipped his computer out of his bag and placed it on the desk in the corner of Eckersley’s room. “Have at it.”


  Big Earv slid the device into the side of the laptop and then tried to access the files. He cursed under his breath when a box appeared on the screen, denying his request.


  “What now?” Harris asked. “Any ideas?”


  “I work with some smart people. I’ll see if any of them could help.”


  Big Earv uploaded the files to a secure server at the Magnum offices. Then he called Mia to see if she could provide any assistance.


  “Whoa,” she said as she perused the files. “Where’d you say you got this from?”


  “I didn’t,” he said. “But I think you’re going to have your hands full with that.”


  “You’re not kidding,” she said. “This could take me months to crack.”


  “That good of an encryption program?”


  “The best.”


  Big Earv sighed and then spoke in a hushed tone as he meandered back into the kitchen. “I can’t stay here that long.”


  “I’ll see if I can get some help on this one, but keep digging. The fact that you found something ought to let you know that there’s more out there.”


  “I know, but I was really looking forward to getting out of this hell hole.”


  “It’ll be over soon enough. I’ll update you if I learn anything new.”


  Big Earv hung up and shuffled back to the bedroom. When he returned, he found Harris standing near the end table with the drawer hanging open along with the ISB agent’s jaw.


  “What’d you find?” Big Earv asked, glancing at a small document in Harris’s hand.


  “It’s a Chinese passport,” Harris said, slowly shaking his head. “Eckersley’s Chinese passport.”


  CHAPTER 15


  Washington, D.C.


  ROBERT BESSERMAN REMOVED HIS jacket and sat down at his desk. After opening the file folder from his assistant, he didn’t even finish skimming the report before he dialed Mallory Kauffman’s number. He asked her to come to his office to discuss what he’d just read.


  When she walked into the room, he held up the folder and cocked his head to one side. “Did you just drop this off with Caroline out front and give her no explanation?”


  “I didn’t think one was necessary, sir,” she said as she slowed her pace. “It seemed pretty cut and dry to me.”


  “You uncovered a list correlating the deaths of several high profile agents and politicians and treat it like it’s a menu at a restaurant or something,” he said, the octaves in his voice rising. “This might be the most important thing you’ve ever uncovered in all the years I’ve known you. At the very least, this should’ve warranted a phone call or a text message to give me a heads up. This is big.”


  “Obviously, I didn’t need to tell you that, sir.”


  “But it’s urgent too.”


  She nodded. “I figured that part would be evident. Did you have any questions?”


  “Yeah,” he said, gesturing to the chair across from his desk. “Have a seat.”


  Mallory sat down and crossed her legs. “I’m sorry, sir. I knew it was important, but I don’t like bugging you all the time. I figured you’d get to it when you got to it.”


  “Let’s forget about that for now,” he said. “There are some important issues we need to address with your report.”


  She leaned back in her chair, dropping her hands by her side. “Such as…” 


  “You’re able to verify these codenames?”


  “My initial review came up with about eighty-five percent of them in our database for known assassins and other operatives for clandestine organizations, all illegal or disavowed government groups.”


  “And by disavowed, you mean the kind that governments won’t acknowledge?”


  “Correct.”


  Besserman drummed his fingers on his desk as he continued to study Mallory’s report. “So this is basically a list of missions?”


  “As far as I can tell, that’s what it looks like.”


  “So, why would someone kill a French detective over this list?”


  Mallory shrugged. “Perhaps someone could use this list as evidence.”


  He rubbed his face with his hands before leaning back in his chair. He gazed wide-eyed at the ceiling for a moment before responding. “That’s the obvious answer. I want to know what is it that we’re missing. Why else would someone murder a detective? I need a little out-of-the-box thinking here.”


  The room fell silent as both Besserman and his star analyst considered other possibilities. After a couple of minutes, Mallory put forth another theory.


  “Maybe someone else was protecting the people on the list,” she said.


  “Then why not take the list?”


  “I’m sure there are backups elsewhere,” she said. “Every good investigator would have multiple copies. But he could’ve been getting close to one particular operative, which would’ve been cause for concern.”


  “Could you possibly determine which one?” he asked.


  “Maybe. But I’d have to look at all his files first.”


  Besserman sighed. “Okay, here’s what I want you to do. Get a ticket and go to Prague. I’ll arrange for you to—”


  “Wait, wait, wait. What?”


  “I want you to go to Prague to work with Detective Henri. See if you can help him based on your knowledge of the international intelligence world. He only has limited contact with Interpol and isn’t as knowledgeable as you are. I think the two of you would make a formidable team in Europe, given his connections locally and your deep background on what seems likely as the true nature of this case.”


  “But, sir—”


  He held his hands up and shook his head. “I don’t want your protests.”


  “I’m not the best in the field, sir.”


  “And this isn’t your typical field assignment. It’s just you going to help a French detective in his case so he can close the final chapter on his colleague. I’m sure you’d want someone to do the same with you if you were in that situation.”


  “Yes, but—”


  Besserman held up his index finger. “Not another word. I want you to figure who’s involved so we can deal with them properly. Clear enough?”


  Mallory nodded before spinning on her heels and heading toward the door


  “You’re going to find who did this,” Besserman said. “And you’ll be safe. I’ll make sure of that.”


  She stopped, her hand resting on the handle. “It’s not that I’m afraid, sir. It’s just that I’m not as certain as you are that we’ll be able to learn anything useful.”


  Besserman chuckled. “Don’t worry about letting me down. It’d take another lifetime of you doing that for me to start to lose faith in you. Now, go get your things together and make sure you get on the last flight out of here tonight. I’ll tell Detective Henri that you’re coming.”


  “Thank you, sir. I’ll do my best not to let you down.”


  “Oh, and I almost forgot,” he said.


  “Sir?”


  “Dr. Z from the Magnum Group sent me these to have them field tested,” he said, dropping the pair of devices into her hand.


  “These look like—”


  “Earrings,” they said in unison.


  “But not just any ole earrings,” Besserman said. “If you squeeze it like this, it will set a small charge. It’s a slick piece of tech, but I’m not how often you’d have need of something like this, but at least you have it.”


  Mallory studied the small objects for a moment before pocketing them.


  “Just be careful with those things. I’d hate for you to blow your earlobe off.”


  “That makes two of us,” she said. “Hopefully, I won’t have to use them.”


  “Just keep your head down and do your best to help Detective Henri,” Besserman said. “You’ll be fine.”


  Besserman exhaled after she left the room. He wasn’t convinced she’d come back with anything. But he had to try something. Their first big contact with someone belonging to The Alliance could be just around the corner—and he didn’t want to miss it.


  CHAPTER 16


  Pangchon-Dong, North Korea


  HAWK WALKED WITH THE officers outside the cafe and down the street toward their car. The intrusion of law enforcement didn’t appear to faze the pedestrians walking by. Most didn’t even glance at Hawk, let alone give him a second look. That gave him hope that he could escape the situation without creating a major international incident.


  Once they reached the car, Hawk kept walking.


  “Where are you going?” the officer shouted.


  Hawk ignored him and took a hard left around the side of the building.


  “Come back here now,” the other officer said with a growl.


  Hawk maintained his brisk pace. A few seconds later, he rounded the back of the building and crouched low behind a stack of wooden crates. He steadied his breathing and listened for footsteps.


  The first officer appeared momentarily, darting around the edge of the store. Hawk clotheslined the man, sending him airborne before landing flat on his back. Before he could get up, Hawk punched him twice in quick succession, knocking out the man.


  Hawk scrambled to his feet just in time to catch the officer off guard and drive him backward. With a quick turn, Hawk steered the man toward the building, smashing his back against the concrete siding. His head whipped forward and then back again, cracking on contact. He groaned and reached for his head, which was now gushing blood.


  The officer stumbled to the ground and shouted for help. But Hawk didn’t waste any time. He punched the man in the head, rendering him unconscious before dragging his body into a nearby shed.


  Hawk undressed the man, exchanging clothes with him. When finished, Hawk gagged the officer and tethered him to a large post. He jammed a scrap piece of wood into the lever that opened the door from the outside, anything to give him more time.


  Hawk stripped the other officer of his uniform, trading sunglasses with him before slinging him into the backseat of the car. This act garnered a few bewildered expressions, but Hawk glared at the gawkers.


  “You want to join him?” Hawk asked in Korean. 


  The small crowd shook their heads without a word and dispersed.


  Hawk got into the car and twisted the key in the ignition. He scanned the remnant of a new crop of onlookers and then shoved the gear into drive.


  As he pulled away, he locked eyes with the woman who’d called the police. She gave him a wry smile, and Hawk knew he was home free.


  She didn’t even recognize me.


  Hawk drove fifteen minutes west until he left the city limits. He located a wooded area and turned off onto a dirt road. When he reached a clearing surrounded by trees, he stopped the vehicle.


  Hawk pulled the man out of the backseat and forced him to walk into the woods.


  “What are you doing to me?” the officer asked in English.


  “If you keep your mouth shut, I’ll let you live,” Hawk replied.


  Hawk tied the man to a tree. The man squirmed, trying to loosen the bindings around his arms and legs.


  “I’ll send someone for you tonight,” Hawk said. “But if you get free and I see you again, I’ll kill you. Do you understand?”


  The man sneered at Hawk. “I don’t know what you’re doing, but you’re never going to get away with it. They will shoot you dead in the street.”


  “I don’t doubt they’ll try,” Hawk said with a wink before snatching the man’s badge off his chest. Hawk replaced his sunglasses and marched back to the car.


  * * *


  HAWK HAD PLANNED TO sneak onto a delivery truck entering the prison later that evening but decided to change his plans when he stole the police car. Getting onto the grounds wasn’t nearly as challenging as leaving them. But in an official police car, it’d be far less dangerous and give him more avenues of escape if he needed to leave in a hurry.


  He drove straight to the prison and held out his identification badge for the guards, who waved him inside. Hawk parked next to all the other vehicles and scanned the area before walking around the back of the main administration building. During his trip, Hawk pored over blueprints of the prison, familiarizing himself with the layout.


  His assignment was to attach a small device to the internet cable inside the prison. The gadget gave Alex a way to hack into the otherwise highly encrypted system. It was riskier from an operations standpoint, but it was more effective and increased the odds of pulling off a successful operation.


  Hawk headed toward the back of the administrative building. He picked the lock to enter the mechanical room. He was in and out in less than five minutes.


  According to the original mission protocol, there wasn’t to be any contact until Hawk secured Eddie Tyson. Resisting the urge to let Alex know what was happening—and that the mission was on track—was difficult for Hawk. However, the thought that she wouldn’t hear his voice again unless he was successful focused Hawk’s decision-making. He was cautious yet courageous. Ever since he’d fallen in love with Alex, Hawk had acted that way. But he became even more tenuous about charging into situations he wouldn’t have thought twice about in the past. Aside from Alex, there was also John Daniel to consider. The two great loves of Hawk’s life helped him operate in a more measured manner, one balanced with confidence and wisdom. Even getting on a plane to handle this operation brought his wisdom into question. Yet his loyalty to Tyson wouldn’t let him stay away. Hawk understood that to fail would be to disappoint so many people. And he was unwilling to do that.


  At precisely 7:02 p.m. that evening, Hawk was watching the prison. He had three minutes to park and prepare for what was about to happen. After getting waved through the gates, Hawk parked near the side of one of the cell blocks, the one where Tyson was supposedly located. He situated himself and prepared for the alarms to sound.


  On time to the second, an alarm whooped in the background. Inmates rushed toward the exits and flooded the surrounding area. Hawk raced toward the door, pushing his way past the prisoners storming toward the exit. The stench of body odor mixed with a musty smell hung in the air.


  Hawk weaved his way through the onslaught of escapees, suffering an occasional shove by disgruntled inmates. He protected his head as one large man bulled his way forward, wielding a club and cracking it against any prison guard he saw. The man flinched toward Hawk, but he didn’t move, instead nodding knowingly. Instead of initiating an altercation, the man kept walking.


  Hawk reached the level where Tyson was located. The American prisoner sat against the far wall, uninterested in escaping.


  “Long time, no see,” Hawk said.


  Tyson shook his head as he locked eyes with Hawk. “I told you to leave me, and I meant it.”


  “I know, but I need your help,” Hawk said.


  “As soon as the alarms went off, I knew this had your fingerprints all over it.”


  “At the risk of being overly dramatic, we need to go now.”


  “Go where? I’d just be a prisoner somewhere else.”


  The roar of the inmates amidst the chaos continued.


  Hawk sighed and put his hands on his hips. “What if I told you there was a way you could get totally free from these men running The Alliance?”


  “I’d say you were crazy.”


  “Well, call me crazy then,” Hawk said. “We managed to get our hands on a list that might lead us to the head of the organization.”


  “This isn’t a one-man show.”


  “Of course not, but we might be able to eliminate their ability to make any meaningful operational moves.”


  “How do you figure?”


  Hawk held out his hand. “You’re gonna have to trust me.”


  “We’ve been through this, Hawk. The minute I walk out that door, my family becomes a target again. I can’t risk that.”


  “The only way to make them truly safe from that threat is to eliminate it altogether,” Hawk said. “But I need your help to do it. If you stay here, you’re imprisoning them, not to mention robbing them of having a father.”


  Tyson sat upright. “Sheila hasn’t remarried?”


  Hawk shook his head. “Your boys need you and so does she. And I need you, too. Let’s go.”


  Tyson jumped to his feet. He followed closely behind Hawk as they blended into the mass exodus through the back stairwell.


  CHAPTER 17


  Washington, D.C.


  BIG EARV STROKED HIS goatee and frowned upon seeing Parker Harris enter his living room. Harris wore a light brown corduroy jacket with black and white plaid pants and a bolo tie.


  “Don’t look at me like that,” Harris said. “This is what I wear when I want to dress nice and go out.”


  Big Earv subtly shook his head. “Let me ask you a question, Harris. Do you have any aspirations of one day getting married?”


  “I think I might like to settle down and have a family one day.”


  “Like one day in the near future or perhaps thirty or forty years from now?”


  “What are you trying to say?”


  Big Earv held his hand out, gesturing up and down. “This—this whole outfit. I just don’t know how to say this delicately, so I’m just going to say it as plainly as possible. What the hell is this getup?”


  “I already told you, it’s—”


  “No, seriously, are you just yanking my chain? Please tell me you’re yanking my chain.”


  “This is the outfit I wear when I posed for my dating app picture.”


  “Oh, good, Lord. You’re going to die a single man if I don’t help you. We’re making a pit stop at Brooks Brothers before the event tonight.”


  “But—”


  “No arguments from you, okay? You forfeit your rights to dress yourself when you try to leave the house looking like that.”


  * * *


  THE QUICK STOP AT a nearby Brooks Brothers clothier store resulted in a dramatic transformation worthy of a television reality show. The man who waited on Harris had a few ideas about how to make him more dapper, but Big Earv wasn’t having it. He told the employee to get a classic navy linen suit that fit Parker, accessorized with a white pocket square and a pink and blue plaid tie. Fifteen minutes later, they walked out looking like a modern day version of Crockett and Tubbs.


  “Are you sure this is stylish?” Harris asked as he ran his finger along the inside of his collar.


  Big Earv cast a sideways glance at the ISB agent. “If you don’t leave the event tonight with the phone numbers of at least two women, I’ll be shocked.”


  “I’m holding you to that,” Harris said, shaking his index finger at Big Earv.


  “You won’t be disappointed.”


  Harris navigated to the facility hosting the gala and stopped in front where a valet took his car. Big Earv got out, towering over the other man at the stand.


  “Do you play in the NBA?” he asked.


  Big Earv narrowed his eyes. “I fight in the MMA.”


  The guy leaned back as he handed a receipt to Harris.


  “MMA?” Harris said in a hushed tone as they walked off. “Really?”


  “Yeah, he’ll be racking his brain all night,” Big Earv said with a grin. “Maybe I’ll even sign your receipt when he asks us for it to throw him for a real loop.”


  “Is that really necessary?”


  Big Earv chuckled. “Loosen up, will ya? We’re on assignment but we’re going to have a good time. And that can mean we share a laugh, which isn’t against bureau regulations as I recall.”


  “Okay,” Harris said, “but I’m still holding you to me walking out of there with two phone numbers.”


  “Just don’t talk much. The less you say, the more mysterious you are to the women.”


  “Gotcha, but we’re not here for that,” Harris said, wagging his index finger. “We’re here to find out what we can about Dan Eckersley, right?”


  “Of course,” Big Earv said. “But we can still mix business with pleasure. But remember to keep the nature of his death a secret. Everyone here still believes it was a suicide. If they don’t suspect we think there’s something else going on, people might be more open with us.”


  As they approached the entrance, the man at the door looked Big Earv up and down. “Name?”


  “Malik Earvin. We should be on your guest list.”


  The man ran his finger down a list. “Ah, there you are. Is that your plus one?”


  “I guess you could call him that,” Big Earv said.


  “But you do know him?” the man asked.


  “Of course. You like his suit?”


  The man nodded. “It’s quite stylish. Where did you get that? Brooks Brothers?”


  “As a matter of fact, I did,” Harris said.


  “Thought so,” the man said, gesturing for them to enter.


  Once they were inside, Big Earv glanced down at Harris. “Told ya you’d turn heads.”


  “That guy seemed a little too excited about my fashion choices for my taste.”


  “What about that woman over there?” Big Earv asked, nodding toward a woman standing alone in the corner. “I bet you she’ll give you her number.”


  “We’ve got a job to do,” Harris reminded him.


  “Don’t you worry about that. I’ll get what we need. But you need some phone numbers. Go on.”


  Harris glanced at Big Earv before shuffling across the room. Big Earvi smiled as he jotted down a note on a pad tucked in his breast pocket. Once he put it away, he searched the room for a few of Carlisle’s staffers.


  The first person he came to was Jack Benson, a former lawyer who helped Carlisle develop legislation proposals. On Carlisle’s website, Benson’s bio said he was in his mid-forties and had worked as a lawyer at Alston & Bird before abandoning corporate law life in order to spend more time with his family.


  “Mr. Benson,” Big Earv said, extending his hand. “I believe we’ve crossed paths before. Malik Earvin. I’m helping investigate Dan Eckersley’s death.”


  “Ah, yes,” Benson said before taking a long pull on his drink. “So tragic.”


  “Yes, it is. Did you know him well?”


  Benson shrugged. “Did we go out drinking together? No. Did we mock other staffers behind their backs? Maybe.”


  Big Earv slapped Benson on the back and smiled. “You two were on the same page then, right?”


  “You could say that. I just wasn’t up for playing wingman all the time.”


  “Being married will do that to ya, or so I hear.”


  “Wouldn’t know,” Benson said. “I’m not married.”


  “But your bio on Carlisle’s website—”


  “Someone else wrote that for me. I’ve told them a hundred times to change the wording, but nobody listens to me around here.”


  Big Earv nodded. “Same here. So no family then?”


  “I used to have one until my wife turned my kids against me. I see them every other weekend, if they want to come over. Unfortunately, they’d rather stay home.”


  “Sorry to hear that.”


  “Yeah, well, I guess it’s for the best. It’s what she wanted anyway.”


  “Well, what I really want to know about is Dan Eckersley. Were there any warning signs that he was going to take his life?”


  “Are there ever?” Benson asked. “People always seem so aware of victims’ troubles after the fact. But beforehand? It’s like we never notice them—until something drastic happens.”


  “So, what you’re saying is that you didn’t see any of the signs?”


  Benson shook his head. “If they were there, I didn’t see them. He seemed stable, though erratic at times.”


  “How so?”


  “About three weeks before he died, he started talking about how he was concerned that someone was tailing him around town. But Eckersley was always a bit of a conspiracy theorist. I just didn’t think anything about it—and I still don’t think it was all that important. He was just crazy like that. Good guy.”


  “I see,” Big Earv said.


  He thanked Benson for his time and then met Molly McGrath, another staffer who was rumored to be good friends with Benson.


  “I understand the two of you were close,” Big Earv said after they exchanged pleasantries.


  “By that, do you mean that he wasn’t one of the guys who gawked at my bust line and made comments about my ample breasts?”


  The question gave Big Earv reason to pause, unsure of how to answer. “Yes, I guess that’s what I mean, though I hadn’t really thought of it that way.”


  “Sure, we were friendly colleagues. And he was always polite and a gentleman.”


  “And had you noticed any changes in his behavior in the weeks leading up to his death?”


  Molly leaned forward and glanced around the room as if she was looking for someone. She then answered in a hushed tone. “He was a little crazy right before he died, always telling me how he thought the Russians were after him.”


  “Did you find any of his reasoning justified?”


  She furrowed her brow. “No, never. We worked with the Russians all the time on humanitarian projects. It’d be nonsensical for him to suggest such things. The staffers at the Russian embassy were quite friendly with us. It’s why when he made comments like he did about the Russians that I always wondered what was really going on in that head of his.”


  “Interesting,” Big Earv said.


  “Yeah, but I guess it makes sense now.”


  “How so?”


  “If he’d stopped giving the Russians our intelligence secrets, I bet they were ticked at him. Of course they’re going to get rid of him. He’d be a liability instead of an asset.”


  “I guess that’s one theory,” Big Earv said.


  “There are others?”


  He shrugged. “We’re just doing our due diligence. I appreciate your time.”


  As he walked away, Molly grabbed his arm and leaned in close. “There’s one more thing you need to know about him.”


  He stopped and turned back toward her. “And what’s that?”


  “She’s not here tonight, but I’m almost positive that Dan was in a relationship with Olivia Shelly. She might be able to tell you more than I could.”


  “Is she here tonight?”


  “She couldn’t make it, but I think it’d be worth having a conversation with her.”


  Big Earv moved on and interviewed several other staffers, all with more or less the same story: Eckersley was a little crazy and started acting a bit weird a few weeks before he died. And they all drew the same conclusion.


  When Big Earv and Harris drove away from the event, they discussed what they’d learned.


  “Everybody seemed to be parroting the same story,” Harris said.


  “That’s what I found, too,” Big Earv said.


  Harris cast a sideways glance at Big Earv and grinned. “But I did get some phone numbers.”


  Big Earv grinned. “How many? Two? Three?”


  Harris shook his head and held up his right hand, fingers spread apart.


  “Five?” Big Earv asked.


  Harris nodded.


  “You gonna call any of them?”


  “Probably not,” he said. “Especially if it means I have to drive into the city to do it.”


  “I can respect that decision. But I told you.”


  Harris chuckled and adjusted his tie. “I just might wear this all the time now.”


  Big Earv’s phone buzzed with a call from Mia, interrupting the men’s conversation.


  “I’m so glad you answered,” she said, speaking quickly. “I’ve been trying to reach you for a while. You’re just not going to believe what I found. Why weren’t you answering your phone? This was important but you didn’t even text me back to tell me that you were busy or something and—”


  “Mia, slow down,” Big Earv said. “Take a deep breath.”


  “I had something important to tell you, something that might help with your investigation.”


  “Okay,” Big Earv said. “I’m putting you on speaker so my colleague Parker Harris can hear it.”


  “I was able to get the files from the flash drive decrypted.”


  “And?” Big Earv asked.


  “You’re not going to believe what I found.”


  CHAPTER 18


  Prague, Czech Republic


  MALLORY KAUFFMAN BREEZED THROUGH customs and collected her luggage before connecting with Detective Henri in the passenger pickup lane. The engine in his red Ferrari F8 Tributo roared as he pulled up to the curb. He helped her put her bags in the trunk and then shook her hand.


  Mallory got inside and ran her hand along the contours of the leather seat. “Apparently detective pay in France is better than what I make at the CIA—and it’s not even close.”


  Henri adjusted his rearview mirror and downshifted before stepping on the accelerator. Mallory slid back in her seat, almost pinned to it. Her eyes widened as he wove in and out of traffic with ease at a high rate of speed that tested her comfort level.


   “My parents owned a business that brought in a hundred million Euros every year before they were killed in a plane crash in the Swiss Alps,” Henri said.


  “Sorry to hear that,” she said.


  “Don’t be. They were both so involved in their work that I rarely ever saw them. Our live-in nanny took care of me when I was younger and then they sent me to a private boarding school in Vienna when I was ten. They died two years after that. And to be honest, I never really knew them.”


  “So you have mountains of money and still decided to be a detective?”


  “I can’t be bought,” Henri said. “It makes my findings that much more believable, especially when I take on the rich and powerful.”


  “And what does it say about your findings when you’re investigating a bunch of terrorists?”


  “I guess we’ll find out when this is all over. But I hope it says I’m a damn good detective. However, I won’t be able to say much of anything without your help.”


  “So, you’re a relentless detective with a ton of money who just lost your partner. Does that about sum it up?”


  Henri nodded. “You left off devilishly handsome from your list.”


  “And conceited.”


  “Honest,” he said wagging his index finger. “It’s not arrogance if it’s true.”


  Mallory hadn’t had the opportunity to fully study Henri yet, but she couldn’t outright dispute his self-assessment. He was about six-foot-two, olive skinned, and a thick head of brown wavy locks. His piercing green eyes and chiseled jawline enhanced his already rugged good looks.


  She slid her glasses onto the top of her head and then shifted her visor to block the blinding morning sun.


  “Married?” she asked.


  “You’re not wasting any time,” he said. “I think we’re going to get along just fine.”


  “As long as you answer my questions.”


  Henri chuckled. “No, I’m not married. Never have been, mostly because I don’t have the time necessary to invest in a fulfilling relationship.”


  “Well, on behalf of women worldwide, thank you for removing yourself from the dating pool,” she said, forcing a smile. 


  Mallory wasn’t sure if she was disappointed or relieved about his admission. Either way, it ensured that their time together would be spent working and not flirting.


  “So, where would you like to start?” Henri asked.


  “What are our options?”


  “We could track down a list of people Arnaud wanted to interview or start with his computer.”


  “Let’s try to get inside his brain first before we go out into the field. I want to know what he knew so I can get a better idea of where he was going with this investigation.”


  “Exactly what I was thinking,” Henri said.


  * * * 


  BACK AT THE HOTEL, Mallory got settled in before heading to Henri’s room to review Arnaud’s laptop. She knocked on the door and tucked her hair behind her ears while she waited.


  Henri welcomed her inside and pointed toward the desk in the corner of the room with Arnaud’s computer already open.


  “You don’t waste any time, do you?” she said.


  “I don’t have the luxury of waiting,” Henri said. “My superiors have given me just forty-eight more hours before I must return. But I trust that we’ll be able to make enough headway to either shift the investigation elsewhere or find Arnaud’s killer.”


  “I hope you’re right,” Mallory said. “Because whoever he is, he might be able to unlock an even bigger mystery that we’re dealing with in our intelligence community.”


  “Sounds interesting.”


  She nodded. “Unfortunately, I can’t talk about it. But I can confirm that whoever is behind this is part of a bigger organization that poses a threat to many nations, not just the U.S.”


  “Then let’s get to work.”


  Mallory started to pound on the keys, searching for all of Arnaud’s latest file saves and opens. She found one particular file that was password encrypted. For the next half-hour, she worked on the computer, plugging in one of her encryption code-breaking devices. And just when she was about to give up, the code appeared and unlocked the file. She opened the most recent file and her eyes widened.


  “Look at this,” she said. “I think this could most definitely be someone we should talk to. This looks like he had an informant he planned to talk to, someone who was involved in this organization.”


  Henri hunched over Mallory’s shoulder and peered at the screen. He brushed up against her arm as he tried to locate the cell number for Luka Milovic. Maybe it was nothing, but she wasn’t sure.


  Probably just an accident.


  When Henri finished writing down the number, he held up the slip of paper and popped it with his finger. “Let’s go talk to Monsieur Milovic.”


  * * *


  ACCORDING TO ARNAUD’S NOTES, Milovic ran a small apothecary five miles away from their hotel. Henri gave Milovic a call ahead of time to see if he was open and would be available to chat. He encouraged them to come down to the store and said he would answer all their questions.


  Twenty minutes later, they were standing in the doorway to Luka’s Apothecary, warmly greeted by Milovic.


  “Please, do come in,” Milovic said, gesturing for his guests to have a seat at a nearby table in the corner of the room. “Would you like some tea?”


  “Thank you, but no,” Henri said. “We’re pressed for time so we need to keep this as brief as we can.”


  “Certainly,” Milovic said. “What do you want to know?”


  “The detective who was working this case, Arnaud—did you ever meet him?” Mallory asked as she discreetly snapped a picture of Milovic for her files.


  “Once in a park near here,” Milovic said as he shuffled around to the back of his counter and started taking inventory of all the tinctures in the small refrigerator. “He somehow figured out that I knew the man he was hunting.”


  “And that man was Jacob Slovac?” Henri asked.


  Milovic nodded. “That’s the one, God rest his soul.”


  Mallory cocked her head to one side. “He’s dead?”


  “Killed in a shooting two nights ago,” Milovic explained. “I read about it in the newspaper. Police suspect it was gang related.”


  “And Slovac was in a gang?”


  Milovic nodded. “He wasn’t very active, but he was in one nonetheless.”


  “And how did you know him?” Henri asked.


  Milovic poured hot water into a mug with a teabag and then topped off his drink with a tincture. “We were old schoolmates. I tried to warn Jacob that he was going down a destructive path, but he wouldn’t listen. As sad as I am about the lifestyle he was leading, I’m also relieved. He fought a battle he was never going to win. At least he’s at peace now.”


  “What kind of lifestyle are you talking about exactly?” Mallory asked.


  “Let’s see,” Milovic said, rubbing his chin. “The best way I can put this is that he was involved in some things he shouldn’t have been.”


  Mallory shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Gambling? Drugs? Robbery? What exactly are you talking about?”


  Milovic closed his eyes and sighed before answering her question. “He was a hit man for hire. Whenever I heard of a murder that police didn’t have a killer for, I wondered if it was him. He never would say, but I found a gun in his car one day along with a file on a woman who’d just been found shot to death. I never asked him again.”


  “How come I haven’t seen anything about this in the news?” Henri asked.


  “I have a friend who investigates homicides,” Milovic said. “He sent this picture since he knew I was friends with Jacob.”


  Milovic held out his phone, which had an image of a man obviously shot to death.


  “Whoever killed him is a pretty good shot,” Henri said. “Definitely a pro.”


  “Must’ve pissed off the wrong people,” Mallory said.


  “Something like that,” Milovic said. “I really wish I could help you more, but that’s all I know. I’m sure the truth will come out soon.”


  “Thank you for your time,” Henri said as he held out his business card for Milovic. “If you think of anything at all that might help us, please don’t hesitate to call.”


  Mallory followed Henri out the door. When they returned to the car, Henri cut his eyes over toward her.


  “Better enjoy the Italian leather in that seat while you can,” he said. “My superiors will want me back in Paris by tomorrow morning once I give them this news.”


  He navigated onto the highway and headed back toward their hotel. After sitting in silence for a few minutes, Mallory finally spoke.


  “Don’t tell them just yet,” she said.


  “What do you mean? That case is about as open and shut as you’ll ever get.”


  “Nothing’s ever that neat and tidy.”


  “And you have reason to believe that man was lying?”


  Mallory stared out the window. “Just don’t tell them, okay? I have a hunch.”


  Henri chuckled. “This isn’t Mayberry—and you aren’t Barney Fife.”


  “How do you know about The Andy Griffith Show?” Mallory asked.


  “I learned English from watching that show with subtitles,” Henri said before breaking into a thick accent. “And my superiors will be so gosh darn mad if they find out I withheld this information from them that they’ll—”


  “Just wait, okay. You’ve still got forty-six hours. Use them all up.”


  They drove the rest of the way in silence, Mallory’s mind still whirring with possibilities. After they parked in the hotel parking garage, she rushed up to Henri’s room and waited excitedly for him to open the door. Once the latch clicked, she put her shoulder into the door and stumbled inside before making a straight line to the desk in the corner. She opened up the laptop and started typing furiously on the keys.


  After five minutes, she leaned back in her chair and sighed. “We need to go back to the apothecary.”


  “Why’s that?” he asked.


  “These files were tinkered with right around the time of your colleague’s death.”


  “He could’ve been working on it moments before he was killed.”


  “Maybe, maybe not. But I want to speak with Milovic again.”


  CHAPTER 19


  Bridger, Montana


  HAWK SLUNG HIS RIFLE over his shoulder and marched down a dirt path, one beaten by the previous rancher’s cattle herd and muddied from the recent snowmelt. He checked over his shoulder to make sure Tyson was still behind him. An eagle soared over the ridge a good mile away, unbothered by the presence of a pair of humans in his remote domain.


  “That bird is bold,” Tyson said. “He’s got no clue that we could shoot him out of the sky with that predictable pattern of his.”


  “It’d be cruel and unnecessary,” Hawk said.


  “Tell that to the next rabbit that gets scooped up and flown away to the eagle’s nest. You’re simply trading one animal’s life for another by not shooting it out of the sky.”


  Hawk couldn’t argue with Tyson, though the view seemed cynical. And while there seemed to be an edge in Tyson’s voice, Hawk understood why. Everything had been stolen from Tyson—and it wasn’t due to a string of poor decisions either.


  “Are you the rabbit or the eagle in this scenario?” Hawk asked.


  Tyson shook his head. “Which one do you think?”


  Hawk dropped the subject and focused on something less controversial. “Wait until I show you the new scope I have for that rifle you’re using. You’re going to be amazed.”


  A few minutes later, Hawk set his gear down on a rock and trudged out to a stack of hay bales to set up fresh targets. The bales were overkill for a backstop, especially for a pair of sharpshooters like Hawk and Tyson. A fence post would’ve sufficed.


  When Hawk finished, he walked back and found Tyson loading one of the rifles.


  “You weren’t kidding about this new scope, were you?” Tyson said.


  Hawk shook his head. “Isn’t modern technology amazing?”


  “If I could site this thing in, I could shoot a guy’s ear lobe off.”


  The two men eased into prone positions before taking turns firing. After a few minutes, a full-blown competition had emerged with each man mocking the other for shots that didn’t hit the bullseye. Tyson declared himself the winner, which Hawk argued against but ultimately decided to drop his case.


  “Thank you,” Tyson finally said.


  “For what?” Hawk said. “Letting you win?”


  Tyson glared playfully at Hawk. “For coming back for me. I do want my life back, but you have to understand that it’s been an impossible situation for me. I want to be with Sheila and the boys, but I care about them too much. And if they ever found out I’m alive, they would send someone for my family. I couldn’t live with myself if that happened.”


  “You need to get your life back. It’s noble what you’ve done, and I admire you for that. But I think your family is worth fighting for—if you’re capable of it.”


  Tyson stared off into the distance and sighed. “You know, I’m a fighter. But it’s difficult when you don’t know who the enemy is. Chasing shadows was never going to get me what I needed, which was freedom for myself and my family from these monsters.”


  “You’re going to get what you need this time,” Hawk said. “And you’re going to get my help.”


  Hawk’s phone rang and he looked at the screen.


  “Is that your director?” Tyson asked.


  “Right on time,” Hawk said as he received the call and put it on speaker.


  “Hawk, are you riding horses?” Morgan May asked, her Texas twang stronger than usual.


  “Shooting guns,” Hawk said. “Don’t you wish you were here?”


  “You could be baling hay and it’d still be better than inching my way through L.A. traffic this morning. I thought I was never going to get to the office.”


  “The only thing that slowed down our commute out to my shooting range was hurling a few cow pies on the path.”


  “Now you’re just rubbing it in.”


  Hawk chuckled. “So, I’ve got Tyson with me. We’ve been expecting your call.”


  “Good,” Morgan said. “Did you get a chance to look over that list, Tyson?”


  “Sure did,” Tyson said. “I knew several of those names.”


  “Do you think that was a complete list of all the codenames for the assassins The Alliance had on its payroll?”


  “I don’t know for sure, but I know they’re not all assassins,” he said.


  “Are you sure?” Morgan asked.


  “My handler’s codename was on there, Dark Matter. He was the one who gave me my assignments. As far as I know, his participation was limited to providing me with targets and making sure I did what I was told.”


  “Do you know how to find him?”


  “If the protocol is still in place, I can locate him. But then what? I’m not sure how connected he is. The Alliance does a good job of making sure you only communicate with the people you need to. It’s how they’ve been able to thrive in the shadows for so long.”


  “Then it’s time to shed some light on them and send them scurrying. And that’s what I want you to do.”


  “But if they find out I’m alive, they’ll—”


  “We’re going to keep your family safe,” Morgan said. “I wouldn’t ask for your help if I couldn’t guarantee that.”


  “Once I make contact with my handler, my family will be at risk,” Tyson said. “You do understand that?”


  “I’ve got a couple of agents on standby for whenever you tell us you’re ready,” she said. “I know you’ve just been through a traumatic experience and might need some more—”


  “I’m ready. Those bastards have gotten away with far too much for far too long. And if you’re promising me that you’ll protect my family, then there’s no need to wait around any longer.”


  “Excellent,” Morgan said. “Where’s Dark Matter?”


  “I met him in Berlin at a butcher shop. If he’s still running anyone for The Alliance, I know how to contact him. From there, we’ll see how far we can get, especially if I throw out a couple of these names. If he’s connected to them, he’ll think we’ve penetrated the organization somehow. It should be enough cause for concern and help us move up the group’s ladder.”


  “You’ve already thought this through,” she said.


  “When you’re stuck in Siberia or a North Korean prison, you have a lot of time to plot your revenge,” Tyson said.


  “Let me know when you want to leave and I’ll send the jet for you,” she said. “And Tyson?”


  “Yes?”


  “Good luck.”


  Hawk ended the call and looked at his friend. “So, we’re gonna do this?”


  Tyson chambered another round in his rifle before firing another shot, hitting the bullseye. “Damn right. Let’s take ’em all out.”


  “You want to leave tomorrow?”


  Tyson nodded. “I’d leave right now if we could. But there’s something I need to do first.”


  “And what’s that?” Hawk asked.


  “I need to see Sheila and the boys.”


  “I don’t know if that’s a good idea, given what we’re about to do. If something goes wrong—”


  “It’s non-negotiable,” Tyson said. “I’m not going anywhere until I’ve had a chance to see my family.”


  CHAPTER 20


  Washington, D.C.


  BIG EARV PICKED THE lint off his suit as he rode the elevator down to the lobby to meet Harris. He’d spent the night pondering what his discovery meant. With the flash drive found at Eckersley’s apartment, Big Earv wasn’t sure there was much of a reason to pursue the case anymore. Everything Volkov said appeared to be true.


  But Big Earv had one more person to interview: Olivia Shelly.


  “Ready to wrap this thing up?” asked Harris, who was wearing a mismatched outfit again with his bolo tie.


  Big Earv sighed and slowly shook his head. “I thought you collected the numbers of several women last night.”


  Harris nodded. “And?”


  “You’re back to dressing like a fugitive snatching anything that would fit off the rack at Goodwill.”


  “Women won’t care about that once I charm them with my winning personality.”


  Big Earv looked at his shoes. “I tried to help.”


  “Can we not talk about my fashion sense for a minute? I want to wrap up this case, knowing we are certain that Volkov’s story matches the evidence.”


  “I’m with you there. But there are still a few loose threads that I don’t want to leave dangling, even as this whole narrative makes sense. And I think we need to start today with Olivia Shelly, Eckersley’s secret lover. I want to catch her before she gets to the office where she might be less likely to talk.”


  “Let’s do it.”


  They drove fifteen minutes to Olivia’s apartment complex in Foggy Bottom. She was about to get into her car as they approached.


  Big Earv called out her name, breaking into a slow jog. With a scowl, she looked away and continued to get into her car.


  Harris whipped out his ISB credentials and held them up. “We just need a few minutes of your time.”


  Olivia huffed as she tossed her briefcase into the passenger seat. She held her keys in one hand and a tumbler with a steaming drink in the other.


  “Who are you?” she asked. “And what do you want?”


  “Parker Harris,” he said, extending his hand. “This is my colleague Malik Earvin. We’re investigating the death of your colleague Dan Eckersley.”


  Big Earv nodded. “We’re really sorry for your loss.”


  Olivia’s head dropped. “I still can’t believe he’s gone. He always gave off positive vibes at the office. Such a delight to work with.”


  “We understand you were in a relationship with him,” Harris said.


  She looked up and cocked her head to one side. “Where did you hear that?”


  “We spoke with several people from your office last night,” Big Earv said.


  “And you’re not going to tell me who?”


  “It’s not really that important who told us,” Harris said. “But can you confirm or deny that?”


  “Look, I’ll help you in any way I can. But you can’t tell anyone about this. I have a boyfriend back home in Philadelphia. He’s a doctor and I think he’s going to propose very soon. If he found out about me and Dan—”


  Her words hung in the air, apparently not needing to finish the rest of her thought. Big Earv understood the implications, but he still had questions that needed answers.


  “We’re not here to embarrass you, Olivia, or expose all your indiscretions,” Big Earv said.


  “I never said my relationship with Dan was a mistake. It’s just that my parents want me to marry someone more respectable, and having a career in politics isn’t respectable in their opinion.”


  “So, you want to please your parents,” Big Earv said. “That makes sense.”


  “What we really want to know is anything you observed about Dan while you were with him, especially since you knew him on a more intimate level than some of your co-workers.”


  “What exactly do you want to know?”


  “We are just conducting a routine investigation,” Harris said. “He died on federal land, and I want to make sure that it was just an accident.”


  She furrowed her brow. “You have reason to believe it wasn’t an accident?”


  The two agents looked at each other and nodded subtly.


  Harris continued. “We do, but—”


  “Oh, my god. Are you serious? You think someone murdered Dan?”


  “We can’t discuss all the details of the case with you, but, at this point, we don’t want to leave any stones unturned.”


  “So, you’re trying to determine motive?” she asked.


  Big Earv nodded. “If it was indeed murder, yes.”


  “I don’t know who would do such a thing. Everybody loved Dan. He was such a good guy. I just can’t imagine anyone would be so upset that they’d try to kill him. It had to be an accident.”


  “What about your boyfriend in Philly?” Harris asked. “Did he happen to find out about your secret love life?”


  “No—no,” she said. “Dan and I used pre-paid phones to communicate, and he never met my boyfriend. Besides, he isn’t the jealous type.”


  “We’re gonna need a name and number,” Big Earv said.


  “But—”


  “You never know how people find out about these things.”


  Olivia narrowed her eyes. “He would never do anything like that.”


  “We’ll do our best to protect your secret, but we have to do our due diligence,” Harris said. “We’ll just get someone to look into him and verify his whereabouts.”


  “My boyfriend was with me here the weekend that Dan died.”


  “That’s convenient,” Big Earv said. “Is there anyone who can corroborate where you were around the time of the death?”


  “What was the time?”


  “Around four in the afternoon.”


  “We were at the National Art Gallery then,” she said with a growl. “I can verify that with my ticket and you can look at the security footage too. I swear my boyfriend had nothing to do with it.”


  “Please calm down, ma’am,” Harris said. “We’re just doing our job.”


  “Well, you’re barking up the wrong tree.”


  Big Earv folded his arms. “Would you like to tell us which is the right tree?”


  Olivia bit her lip and stared at the ground.


  “Any information you could give us would be helpful,” Harris said. “It’s obvious that you cared about Dan. So, I’m sure you don’t want his killer to get away with it.”


  “Fine. I didn’t want to say anything, but he had been acting kind of strange for the past few months,” she said.


  “Explain what you mean by strange,” Big Earv said.


  “He was a little dodgy when I’d ask him about his day,” she said, “And he was overly interested in anything related to security issues. It was like one day he just started to become obsessed with U.S.-Russia relations. Really weird if you ask me, and not like him at all.”


  “That was it?” Big Earv asked.


  She shrugged. “I walked in on him making a few phone calls, and he’d hang up real fast and be vague about who he’d just been talking to.”


  Harris looked at Big Earv, who nodded knowingly.


  “Well, thank you for your cooperation,” Harris said as he handed her his card. “Please text me an image of your art gallery ticket when you get a chance along with your boyfriend’s name and contact information, okay?”


  “Sure,” she said, taking his card. “And Agent Harris?”


  “Yes.”


  “If someone did murder Dan, please find out who. He was a good guy who died far too young.”


  “We’ll do our best,” Harris said.


  They turned and walked back to their car, remaining quiet until they got inside.


  “What’d you think?” Harris asked.


  “She’s definitely hiding something—and it’s not just her boyfriend,” Big Earv said. “But I can’t put my finger on it.”


  “Probably just caught off guard,” Harris said. “At this point, I think it’s time to wrap this up and move on.”


  “Maybe. But I still have this nagging feeling that we’re missing something. I’m going to call Mia back at our office because I’ve got one more thing I want her to look into.”


  “Fine,” Harris said. “But I want to declare this case closed by tomorrow. We’ve done more than our fair share of due diligence—and I even got a few women’s phone numbers in the middle of it.”


  Big Earv chuckled and shook his head. “And you’ll never get another one again if you keep wearing that stupid bolo tie.”


  * * *


  OLIVIA WAITED UNTIL THE two agents disappeared from view before she started her car and headed to work. Once she hit the first slowdown, she dialed a phone number.


  “What are you doing calling me on this number?” the man asked.


  “I don’t have my other phone with me,” she said.


  “And what you have to say couldn’t wait?”


  “You know I wouldn’t call you like this unless it was important.”


  “Then spit it out,” the man said.


  “I just got finished talking with a pair of agents investigating Dan’s death.”


  “And?”


  “And if they keep snooping around, we’re going to have a problem. A very big problem.”


  CHAPTER 21


  Prague, Czech Republic


  EARLY THE NEXT MORNING, Mallory and Henri returned to the apothecary to talk with Milovic. Instead of finding the business open, a closed sign hung in the window and all the shades were drawn.


  Mallory set her jaw as she ran her finger along the store hours etched onto the front door. She huffed and looked at her watch.


  “This is how Prague is,” Henri said. “Times are just merely suggestions.”


  “But it’s a half-hour past time to open,” she countered. “Who conducts business this way?”


  “Punctuality isn’t a virtue that’s worshiped like you do in America.”


  She turned around and scanned the nearby shops. “Every other store on this street is open for business.”


  Mallory slapped the glass door repeatedly, using the ring on her pinky finger to amplify the noise. 


  “There’s nobody here,” Henri said. “Let’s just forget it and come back later.”


  She held her index finger up in the air and leaned toward the door. “I hear someone.”


  He jammed his hands into his coat pockets. “Are you sure?”


  “Just give them a second. They’re coming.”


  Another thirty seconds passed before the shade rolled up, and an elderly woman peered at them from the other side of the glass.


  “Can I help you?” she asked in Czech.


  Henri stepped forward, handling the communication in Czech. “Can we come in? We need to speak with Monsieur Milovic.”


  The woman sighed and subtly shook her head, keeping the door closed. “There’s no one here by that name.”


  Henri relayed what she said to Mallory before continuing. “We spoke with him here yesterday. He’s the owner of this business. Do you know when he’ll be coming back? It’s important that we talk to him.”


  The woman opened the door and gestured for them to come inside. She waddled around to the other side of the counter and took a seat on a stool.


  “Who are you?” she asked in English.


  “You speak English,” Mallory said. “Excellent.”


  “If you speak English too, maybe you could answer my question,” the woman said. “Who are you?”


  Henri dug into his pocket and produced his French police credentials. “We’re conducting an investigation and need to ask a few follow-up questions to Monsieur Milovic.”


  “I already told you that there is no one by that name who works here or owns this establishment,” the woman said.


  Mallory’s eyebrows shot upward. “That can’t be.”


  The woman nodded. “It is. The owner of this shop is Jacob Slovac. And someone murdered him three days ago.”


  “Three days ago?” Henri asked. “We spoke with the owner yesterday right here in this same place.”


  “Unless you have a way to speak with the dead, I can assure you that you didn’t,” she said.


  “Then who did we speak with?”


  The woman glared at her two visitors. “I don’t know if you think this is some kind of joke, but I have no idea who you talked with or how you even got inside since I’m the only one with keys to this store aside from Jacob.”


  “You sure you didn’t open this door?” Henri asked.


  “I was with Jacob’s body yesterday at the funeral home. I can’t even imagine that you talked with anyone here. This is starting to feel like some kind of prank.”


  Mallory swiped through a few pictures on her phone before she held up the screen for the woman to see. “This isn’t Jacob Slovac?”


  She shook her head. “That’s not him. I’ve never seen that man in my life.”


  Henri rubbed his mustache with his thumb. “What happened to Mr. Slovac, if you don’t mind me asking?”


  “He was murdered,” the woman said. “Shot in the head while he slept.”


  Mallory glanced at Henri, who didn’t express any shock. She wasn’t trained as a detective in the field, but she did her best to follow his lead and hide her surprise.


  “And what was your relationship with Mr. Slovac?” he asked. “Do you work here?”


  “I worked here years ago before I moved out of the city,” the woman said. “Jacob was my nephew, my sister’s only son. I loved him like my own and our whole family is devastated by his death. He was far too young to leave us, especially in such a senseless way.”


  “Was he involved in anything that would make such an enemy?” Mallory asked.


  “The police here asked me the same thing. As far as I know, he was a good young man. He cared about people and did his best to provide them with the herbs and supplements they needed to stay healthy. If he was into something illegal, none of us ever had a clue.”


  “I’m so sorry for your loss,” Mallory said.


  “Thank you,” the woman said. 


  Henri asked the woman to call him if she ever saw the man whose picture Mallory had shown her. “We might be able to figure out who was responsible for Jacob’s murder and why if it relates to our case. So, it’s important that you tell us anything else you know or think of later.”


  “If something comes to mind, I’ll call you,” the woman said, gesturing toward the door. “I need to get back to work so I can take inventory of everything in order to close the shop.”


  “Thank you for your help,” Mallory said. “And again, I’m sorry for your loss.”


  The woman nodded and waited for them to leave. Once Henri and Mallory were outside, the woman locked the door behind them and pulled the shade.


  Neither of them spoke until they were halfway back to the car.


  “If the owner of the apothecary is dead, who exactly did we talk to yesterday?” she asked. “And who’s Milovic?”


  “Good questions,” Henri said. “And this is the moment you stopped being an analyst and became a detective.”


  She laughed. “Analyst, detective—it’s one in the same to me. You just hunt for answers in the wild, while I look for them in batches of data.”


  “And what does the data in the wild say about this case right now?”


  Mallory thought for a moment before she climbed into the car with Henri. “Based on that interaction, I’m going to say it’s safe to assume that whoever killed Arnaud also tinkered with the computer files on his laptop.”


  “And?” Henri asked as he turned the ignition in the car.


  “And what?”


  “Who do you think we talked to yesterday?” 


  She slapped her knees and widened her eyes. “That was Milovic, wasn’t it?”


  Henri accelerated through a yellow traffic light. “That’s quite possible. Whoever made changes to Arnaud’s files on his computer was trying to throw us off track, attempting to convince us that the suspect Arnaud was after is now dead.”


  “Why not just kill us then?” Mallory asked. “He could’ve murdered both of us and no one would’ve been the wiser.”


  “I don’t think this Milovic guy wanted to attract any more attention, if that’s even his real name. He was betting that we’d give up or go in a different direction. In either one of those scenarios, it’d be over for him and he could get back to doing whatever it was he was doing.”


  Mallory smiled wryly. “We’re not going to let him do that, are we?”


  “Not a chance.”


  Mallory opened her phone and found the picture of the man purported to be Milovic. At Henri’s suggestion, she forwarded it to one of his colleagues back in Paris to run the image through the Interpol database.


  By the time they returned to the hotel, Henri received a phone call. He held his hand over the speaker and looked at Mallory.


  “They got a hit on the picture already,” he said in a hushed tone.


  “Who is he?”


  “Durko Hajek,” Henri said. “I’m getting more information. Hold on.”


  After a brief conversation, Henri hung up and looked at Mallory.


  “What else did you find out?”


  “He’s wanted in connection with several murders across Europe. And he also goes by the codename The Stitcher.”


  “And how are we going to find him?” Mallory asked.


  “Let me see that picture again of our favorite apothecary owner,” Henri said.


  Mallory showed him the image. He zoomed in on one portion and then nodded confidently.


  “I didn’t notice it when we spoke with Hajek yesterday because of how he held his hands, but I see it now in your picture,” Henri said.


  “See what exactly?” she asked.


  “That tattoo on his wrist of the pitchfork. It’s the symbol for Zmatek, a radical gang in Prague.”


  “And do you know where to find them?”


  He smiled. “Indeed I do.”


  CHAPTER 22


  Charlotte, North Carolina


  HAWK SCOOTED BACK IN his seat as he rounded a curve. Without glancing at Eddie Tyson in the passenger seat, Hawk turned the radio off, uninterested in the sports talk radio host’s opinion about the new baseball season.


  “What’d you do that for?” Tyson asked. “He was just about to get to his assessment of the Pirates. You know I’ve been starved for baseball news for several years.”


  Hawk grinned. “It’s the Pirates. You’ll be happy to know that they continued their streak of disappointing their fans every year since you were out of the country.”


  “But I heard we got that new pitcher from Japan who’s supposed to be the second coming of Nolan Ryan, a flame-throwing right hander who’s tough as nails.”


  “Let me stop you right there because there will never be another Nolan Ryan. Besides, I think you’re doing everything you can to avoid talking about Sheila and the boys.”


  “I’m fine talking about them,” Tyson said.


  “We don’t have to do this, you know.”


  “I just want to see them and make sure they’re all right.”


  Hawk eased onto the brake as they approached an intersection with a red traffic light. “I told you that I visited them. They’re all okay.”


  “I want to see them for myself.”


  “It’s only going to sharpen the ache.”


  “I need this, Hawk. The sacrifice I made for them—I just need to see that it was worth it. I want to see my boys all thriving and Sheila doing a great job as their mother.”


  “She’s not going to be shuffling around the house with a bottle of Jack Daniels, if that’s what you’re worried about. Joey, Sam, and Caleb keep her too busy to think about wallowing in self-pity.”


  “You don’t understand. You’ve got Alex and John Daniel. Your life is perfect in comparison with mine. You didn’t have to give up everything just to keep them safe.”


  Hawk nodded. “You’re right. I didn’t and haven’t been faced with the choice you were more or less forced to make. But I do know something about giving up a meaningful relationship. Granted, it wasn’t marriage, but that didn’t make it any less painful.”


  “What are you trying to say?”


  Hawk sighed. “It’s just—it might be too difficult for you, torture even. We can see them when we come back, maybe it’ll be a reunion if our mission goes as planned.”


  “And if things don’t go as planned, I want to see them one last time.”


  “Fair enough,” Hawk said. “Just know it’s been a few years and kids grow up.”


  Hawk eased onto the gas and continued on in silence until he reached the street where the house was located. He slowed to a stop a couple of houses down from where they lived.


  “You still sure you want to do this?”


  “We’re here, aren’t we?”


  Hawk stared at the front yard, momentarily vacant aside from a few toys scattered around the area.


  “We may not even see them,” Hawk said.


  “Just be patient. Those boys will come outside, I promise.”


  “And how do you know—”


  Before Hawk finished his sentence, Tyson had already opened the door and was sprinting down the sidewalk. Hawk remained in the car, unwilling and unsure of how to handle Tyson’s behavior. For a man who wanted to remain in the shadows and let his family live their lives, he certainly wasn’t too concerned with the possibility that his boys and wife might see him. But Hawk couldn’t blame him. He’d probably feel the same way if he was in a similar situation.


  Tyson rang the doorbell to the house and then raced down the street. He hopped over the fence of a neighboring house and peered over the top, waiting for someone to answer the door. After a few seconds, Sheila came outside and looked around. Before she could scan the area, her attention shifted to the boys who juked past her and stopped to survey the scene from the front yard.


  “There’s nobody here,” Joey said.


  “Someone was playing ding-dong-ditch with us,” Sam said.


  Hawk glanced at Tyson, who had a faint smile on his face.


  While Sheila was trying to round up her boys, a car pulled up to the curb. A man got out and walked straight toward the front steps. Within seconds, the boys playfully attacked the man. Caleb grabbed onto the man’s left leg, while Sam took his right. Meanwhile, Joey leaped onto the man’s back. He took a few steps before easing to the ground and wrestling with the boys, who started climbing all over him.


  Hawk glanced again at Tyson. This time, he wasn’t smiling.


  Oh, please. Don’t do anything stupid.


  When the man shed the boys, he stood and strode toward Sheila. They embraced and shared a brief kiss before retreating inside, the boys all in tow. Once the door shut, Tyson hopped the fence and hustled back to the car.


  “You didn’t tell me she was dating someone,” Tyson said with an edge to his voice.


  “I—I didn’t know, okay?” Hawk said.


  “That’s why you tried to discourage me, isn’t it?”


  “No,” Hawk said. “I’ve always been honest with you. This was as much of a surprise to me as it was to you.”


  “You better not be lying to me.”


  “Eddie, I swear. I didn’t know anything about this. It’s obviously a new relationship because she wasn’t dating anyone the last time I saw her.”


  “Just drive,” Tyson said.


  “You gotta believe me.”


  “I believe you. But that doesn’t make it any less painful to witness firsthand.”


  Hawk put the car into drive and headed back toward the airport.


  “Let’s make this mission count,” Tyson said. “I want my family back.”


  CHAPTER 23


  Washington, D.C.


  BIG EARV WRAPPED HIS hands around his sandwich, the Tommy Gun, from DCity Smokehouse BBQ and took a big bite. Sauce leaked out of the bun and spread around the edges of his mouth. But he waited a moment, savoring the juicy flavors before cleaning up his face.


  Harris stared at his plate, licking his fingers. “How come I never heard of this place?”


  Big Earv refrained from taking another bite to respond. “This isn’t the kind of place people with bolo ties eat.”


  Harris narrowed his eyes, glaring playfully at his colleague. “I’m going to use this tie to gag you one day.”


  “Gag me? That tie’s more suited for flossing.”


  Harris cracked a smile before digging into the rest of his meal.


  When they finished, Big Earv leaned back in his chair, resting his hands on his stomach. He groaned and looked skyward before closing his eyes.


  “Eat too much?” Harris asked.


  “There’s no such thing when it comes to barbecue,” Big Earv said. “No, I’m thinking about this case.”


  “What about it? I thought we’d agreed that it’s time to wrap it up.”


  “I agree, but not just yet.”


  “What’s gnawing at you?”


  Big Earv sat upright and leaned forward. He looked around before answering the question. “I just—nothing about Dan Eckersley makes sense.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “He was a patriot. He loved his country and believed the best way to help it was to be a civil servant, working as a bureaucrat in Washington.”


  Harris leaned back in his chair. “And you know so much about Eckersley that you know he’d never do anything to enrich himself?”


  “Well, no, but nothing about him screams espionage.”


  “Did Eric Snowden fit the profile of someone who’d leak security intel?”


  Big Earv scrubbed the remaining barbecue sauce off his fingers with a napkin. “Snowden was a whistleblower, alerting the public to unconstitutional action we were taking. This is different. Eckersley is being accused of delivering sensitive documents directly to the Russians.”


  “And we have proof that he did it.”


  “We have hearsay that he did it.”


  “A flash drive with classified documents is more than just hearsay.”


  “But indulge me for just a moment,” Big Earv said. “When we’re investigating a case, we need to explore all angles to make sure that we get to the truth, correct?”


  Harris nodded. “I’m with you.”


  “Okay, so let’s just say for the sake of argument that all the evidence in his apartment was planted. What other credible piece of evidence do we have that proves Eckersley was a traitor?”


  “We have witnesses who said he was acting sketchy.”


  “Again, that’s not evidence. I need cold hard facts that prove beyond a reasonable doubt that he did this. And it’s what I need before I can move past this.”


  “Look, if you want me to assuage your conscience, I will. I’ll write the report tonight and you can be on your way to L.A. and out of this insane city. It’s how it looks to me, and I don’t want to extend this out any longer than necessary. Now, unless you’ve got any bright ideas to present new evidence about this case, I suggest we call it good and get on with our lives. Agreed?”


  Big Earv grabbed a tooth pick out of his lunch basket and jammed it into his mouth, working it through his teeth with just his tongue and lips. He then stared off into the distance.


  “What’s that look for?” Harris asked as he scooted to the front edge of his seat. “I don’t like that, Big Earv.”


  “I wish we could talk with Volkov again.”


  “Well, that’s not happening, so I hope you have another idea,” Harris said. 


  “I’ve got one more thing I want to look into before I return to L.A. It’s just an idea, but I’ll either shut up about it and go home or we have a real case on our hands. Agree?”


  “Okay, fine. As long as you don’t make any more cracks about my bolo tie.”


  “Deal,” Big Earv said. “But I’m still gonna tell you that your two-tone outfit there is an utter disaster.”


  “Fair enough,” Harris said. “You’ve got until tonight.”


  Big Earv slipped away from the table to make a phone call. He needed Mia’s help with his Hail Mary.


  * * *


  A FEW HOURS LATER, Big Earv was sifting through the reports on Dan Eckersley given to him by Senator Carlisle’s office when Mia called.


  “Do you have it?” he asked, dispensing with the pleasantries.


  “I just want to know where you came up with this idea because it’s a genius one.”


  “You’re not answering my question.”


  “I’ve got something for you,” she said. “How you interpret and apply this information is up to you, but I got what you were looking for. I just sent it to your email if you want to check that out.”


  Big Earv navigated to his email application and opened the file Mia had just sent. His eyes widened as he studied the image on his screen.


  “This is incredible, Mia. How did you get this together so quickly?”


  “I worked through my lunch and skipped my chiropractor appointment this afternoon, so you owe me one.”


  “I’ll owe you more than one if we can make this stand up in court.”


  “Data is data,” she said. “It’s hard to argue with it. When you’re an engineer and you input the information, the output makes its own statement. You can’t argue with it and you certainly can’t manipulate it, at least not and create something that works properly.”


  “Thanks, Mia,” he said. “You’re the best.”


  “You’re taking me out to dinner when we get back,” she said. “My choice.”


  “You got it.”


  He ended the call and started to sift through the information she’d sent him. Big Earv had asked Mia to take a look at the cell numbers of all Senator Carlisle’s staffers and see if they were ever in the vicinity of Volkov on a regular basis. Even if they used burner phones but didn’t actually make a call, the tracking data available would still follow their movements about the city. One of the Magnum Group staffers had developed a program that analyzed the data and showed when two phones would’ve been in the same area at the same time.


  “It’s scary what information we have at our fingertips these days,” Big Earv said aloud.


  “So, what’s the verdict?” Harris asked as he stood and ambled over to the desk in the corner of the room.


  “The light red circles are where Volkov was,” Big Earv explained as he pointed to the screen. The blue circles are the area where the staffer was.”


  “And the purple areas?”


  “That’s where they overlap. So, this data set is more of a time lapse than anything. Just watch. The staffers who overlap with Volkov’s positioning are logged on the right. When the time lapse is completed, you’ll see a list of all of Carlisle staffers who were near Volkov.”


  Big Earv hit the play button and leaned back, giving Harris a better view of the screen. As the circles appeared and disappeared, Harris’s eyebrows shot upward.


  “There’s only one name on this list,” Harris said. 


  “I know,” Big Earv said with a grin. “And it’s not Dan Eckersley’s either.”


  “Looks like this investigation just took a turn. So, now what?”


  “We’re not going to be closing this case tonight—or maybe any time soon. But don’t worry. I’ll help you navigate this. It’s exactly why you asked for help in the first place, isn’t it?”


  Harris nodded. “But this isn’t going to be any fun.”


  “You can say that again.”


  CHAPTER 24


  Prague, Czech Republic


  MALLORY COULD FEEL THE music pulsating deep in her chest as she walked into the underground dance hall and followed Henri. Black lights strobed across the floor, creating the illusion that everyone was dancing in slow motion. In the back corner, people took a break to do drugs, while others crowded around the bar.


  Henri kept his head up as he navigated through the revelers. After getting deep into the crowd on the dance floor, Henri and Mallory split like they’d planned. She remained in the middle of the room, feigning like she was interested in dancing. Although she doubted anyone was paying her any attention, she mimicked some of the moves of those around her for the duration of the song. Once it was over, she meandered toward the bar.


  Mallory ordered a drink and scanned the room for Henri. The French detective warned her that Zmatek was a very dangerous group comprised of killers and thieves.


  “If they suspect anything is off about us, the chances of us being murdered goes up,” Henri had explained beforehand. “It’s best that I talk to them alone. But I need you to be there in case something goes wrong. I’d need you as a witness.”


  Mallory understood her role—watch out for any altercation involving Henri. However, as she scanned the room from her position at the bar, he wasn’t anywhere to be seen.


  * * *


  HENRI FELT SWEAT BEADS trickle down his forehead, unsure if they were from the heat emanating off all the bodies or how anxious he was about facing Zmatek gang members again. Six years earlier, he’d been working a case where two men who belonged to Zmatek robbed and brutalized an eighty-year-old woman in broad daylight in a French alley. He won a conviction after convincing a twelve-year-old boy to testify what he’d seen. But two days after the trial, the boy’s body was found floating in the Seine.


  He sidestepped one woman flailing her arms around to the beat of the music. Then he stopped on the edge and looked at the second floor, a much less crowded spot. The lounge was devoid of dancing, instead filled with people having what appeared to be normal conversations.


  Zmatek had branches all throughout Europe, though the one in Paris was small in comparison to the Prague gang. Striding up to one of the members was risky given his history with them, but he weighed the risk of running into a familiar face after six years and decided the chances were low. Then there was Durko Hajek, lurking out there somewhere, too. But if he was going to catch whoever was responsible for Arnaud’s death, risk would be required.


  As Henri ascended the stairs, he locked eyes with one of the men guarding the Zmatek leaders. He slowly shook his head and glowered at Henri.


  “I’m here to speak with Vladi,” Henri said.


  “Is he expecting you?”


  “No, but I have a business arrangement I need to make with him.”


  “Sorry, but Vladi’s not available.”


  Henri leaned to the side, peering past the man at the group gathered around a table against the far wall. Vladi was ogling a woman dancing seductively in front of the men.


  “I can actually see him,” Henri said. “He doesn’t look too busy to me.”


  “Trust me,” the man said. “He’s preoccupied and doesn’t want to be bothered.”


  Henri shrugged. “I didn’t know everyone with Zmatek would turn down a job worth a million Euros.”


  The man held up his index finger. “Wait right here.”


  Henri scanned the room, looking first for Mallory and then for Hajek. He spotted Mallory standing against the bar with a drink in her hand. But fortunately Hajek was nowhere to be found.


  The guard bent over and whispered something in Vladi’s ear. He motioned for the dancer to move and then his gaze met Henri’s. A big smile broke across Vladi’s face before he gestured for Henri to join him.


  All right. Here we go.


  * * *


  MALLORY BROUGHT THE STRAW in her glass of water to her lips as she surveyed the room. She maintained her vigilance, all while casting furtive glances in the direction of Henri, who’d now moved to the second floor. She wished she could listen in or even ask him a question about how things were going. But if a Zmatek guard spotted any communication devices in their ears, that would dent their chances of gaining the group’s trust.


  Mallory brushed off a drunk man, who wasn’t shy about making his inappropriate intentions clear. When he wouldn’t leave, another man ushered him away before sucker punching him in the gut. He smiled and winked at Mallory as he walked away.


  The music never paused, the thumping bass blending from one song to the next almost seamlessly. And the people on the dance floor welcomed the constant tunes, breaking only to get a drink or sit down for a few minutes. Otherwise, it was a continual dance party.


  Mallory glanced up again at Henri, who smiled and waved at someone on the second floor before walking toward him. Making contact with Zmatek was the most challenging part of the operation. After winning their trust, all Henri had to do was isolate Durko Hajek. The likelihood of achieving that goal seemed far more attainable than an invitation to discuss their proposition.


  But just above her, Henri had already succeeded. She felt confident he would earn their trust. It was just a matter of time and they’d be out of there, far away from the hypnotic rhythms and sweaty bodies consuming the building.


  She returned to her surveillance of the room and then gasped at what she saw.


  No. Not now.


  A pause as panic set in.


  And I have no idea what to do, but I have to stop this.


  * * *


  HENRI SETTLED ONTO A spot on the bench seat next to Vladi. The Zmatek leader offered his hand.


  “I understand you have a lucrative job for me,” Vladi said as the two men shook.


  “That’s right,” he said. “I have a—how should I put this—troublesome detective that I’d like to get rid of.”


  Vladi chuckled. “Must be an epidemic. You’re the third person who’s asked us to eliminate a police officer just this week.”


  “Maybe it’s the same one and you could be tripling your profits.”


  “No, definitely not the same one unless you’re about to ask me to kill a dead man.”


  Henri shook his head. “No, this man is very much alive—and I need you to make sure that he isn’t still breathing within the next couple of days.”


  “Write down his name and any other pertinent information, including your contact number,” Vladi said. “I will reach out to you with our transfer information and you can send us the money. Half up front, half up on completion.”


  “Sounds fair,” Henri said. 


  “I’m looking forward to working with you.”


  Henri scratched down an alias and an email address before he heard a commotion behind him. He glanced over his shoulder and saw a large man hustling up the stairs and screaming. Despite the low lighting in the club, Henri recognized the man immediately and considered his next move.


  * * *


  MALLORY PUSHED HER WAY through the crowd and toward one of the exits. Just to the right of the door was a fire alarm. She yanked down on it hard and shouted, “There’s a fire.”


  The people in her immediate vicinity started shouting and screaming. When the alarm went off, all the patrons started yelling, all heading straight toward the door. Fighting against the stampede to the exit, Mallory made her way to the steps before she looked up. She arrived in time to see Henri absorbing a punch to his chest from one of the guards. 


  Meanwhile, Hajek had vanished.


  “Where’d he go?” she asked aloud to herself.


  “Looking for me, sweetie,” a man behind her said. It was the clueless guy who had come on to her at the bar. She reared back and drove her fist into his throat. He immediately collapsed to the floor, gasping for air.


  She then took the steps two at a time to race up to the second floor.


  Mallory arrived just in time to see a handful of Zmatek thugs dragging an unconscious Henri down another flight of stairs. She rushed outside and hustled around the corner, where she found those same guys loading Henri into a black van.


  One of the men near the front of the vehicle slapped the side of it. The driver accelerated down the alley and turned onto the street, vanishing from sight.


  Mallory committed the license plate to memory and hustled to Henri’s car. She definitely had a fast enough one to catch them. But she had to find them again first.


  She whipped out her phone and called Alex.


  “Is everything okay?” Alex asked. “There’s something in your voice.”


  “I hope you’re not busy because I really need your help.”


  CHAPTER 25


  Berlin, Germany


  HAWK PULLED UP TO the curb and placed the van in park. He looked Tyson in the eyes and then straightened his tie. Tyson drew back and scowled.


  “This isn’t third-grade picture day,” Tyson said. “Next thing you know, you’re going to lick your thumb and try to wipe the ketchup off the corner of my mouth.”


  “Well, there is something that I need to get off your face,” Hawk said, reaching toward Tyson.


  “Not gonna happen,” Tyson said with a grin. “I’ll break your hand. You know I have legit PTSD from my mom doing that stuff to me when I was a kid.”


  Hawk chuckled. “Yeah, but did she lick her hand to smooth down your cowlick?”


  “That’s why I started wearing a hat at age seven.”


  “Now you don’t have to worry about that, do you?”


  Tyson zipped up his backpack before checking out his face in the sun visor mirror. “I’ll tell you what. I’d take having someone lick their hand and run it through my hair any day over having to shave my head every few days.”


  “We all have our burdens to bear.”


  “And what’s yours?”


  Hawk shrugged. “Well, today it’s sitting in a van providing support while you get to go have fun.”


  “The world can be so cruel, can’t it?”


  “Knock it off. Now, get out there and get us a name so we can nail these bastards and you can get back to your family.”


  “Copy that.”


  Hawk waited until Tyson left before shifting to a chair in the back of the van. While Hawk would’ve preferred to accompany Tyson, that wasn’t an option. The protocol for meeting with Dark Matter consisted of several steps, all of which served as security signals. If any one of them was broken, contact would be immediately terminated. One of those rules was that Dark Matter was always approached alone.


  “How’s everything looking?” Tyson asked over the coms.


  Hawk adjusted the volume on his headset. “The picture and sound are both coming in crystal clear. We’re a go.”


  “Wish me luck,” Tyson said as he yanked on the door handle to Kapowski’s, a family-owned jewelry shop in the city’s Lichtenberg district.


  Tyson’s glasses provided a steady picture of not only what he was seeing but also what was around him. Small cameras on the side of the glasses gave Hawk a better peripheral view than Tyson’s natural eyesight.


  Hawk checked his gun, ensuring that he would be prepared if he had to run into the store to assist Tyson. After holstering the weapon, Hawk settled in and watched Tyson go to work.


  “Good afternoon,” Tyson said to the woman behind the counter. “I was wondering if you had any diamond pendants.”


  “I’m sorry but we don’t carry those,” she said.


  “Are you sure? Perhaps you could take a closer look.”


  “Give me a moment and let me check in the back,” she said.


  When she returned, another man accompanied her. He appeared to be in his sixties, though Hawk couldn’t be certain. Based on the man’s saggy skin covered with tattoos warped over time and a gravely voice, Hawk guessed the man could’ve simply had a rough life, though Hawk figured the man couldn’t have been any younger than his mid-50s.


  “Are you looking for a diamond pendant?” the man asked.


  Tyson nodded and held up his right index finger. “A very rare one.” 


  “I think I have one in the back I can show you. Come with me.”


  Tyson walked around the counter and followed the man into a room just off the showroom floor. The old man shut the door and locked it behind. Then he approached Tyson cautiously before pinching his cheeks and shaking his face for a moment.


  “I thought you were dead—everybody did,” Dark Matter said. “I received an email from The Cobbler about you. It said you’d been killed during an operation in Russia.”


  Tyson nodded. “You can’t believe everything you hear.”


  “Where did you go?”


  “I tried to stay low, live under the radar.”


  “Yet here you are,” Dark Matter said. “Coming back here isn’t exactly living under the radar.”


  “It was time.”


  Dark Matter shook his head and sat down. He gestured for Tyson to join him in the chair across the coffee table. “This really isn’t a good time to make a comeback. I’m not sure you’re going to get any more work after what you did.”


  “Then keep my presence a secret.”


  “Why would I do that? You’re one of the organization’s top assassins. I get a bonus for every kill or capture you make, remember? That’s why I only recruit the best. So, by keeping you a secret, it’s costing me money.”


  “How about you stop thinking of me as a money-making machine?” Tyson said as he leaned back in his chair. “Maybe it’s time for you to look at me as someone who can provide you with ample protection.”


  “Why would I need protection?”


  “There’s a list circulating among the intelligence community.”


  Dark Matter scowled. “What kind of list?”


  “A list of all the codenames for those working with The Alliance.”


  “Codenames protect our identity. There’s no court in the world that would view that as evidence of involvement.”


  “I’m less concerned with legal matters than I am the reality of what dealing with The Alliance means.”


  Dark Matter chuckled as he lit a cigarette. “You know, Whistler, I like you. But I must say that you sound foolish. The Alliance enriched your bank account. And you took on the assignments willingly.”


  “Apparently, we had a different arrangement,” Tyson said. “I did nothing willingly.”


  “Is that why you died on your mission in Russia?”


  “I had no choice in the matter.”


  Dark Matter blew out a plume of smoke, some of it wafting right into Tyson’s face, clouding the image from the camera for a moment. “No, we always have a choice. We simply may not agree with the consequences of choosing something else than what is preferred. But nobody forced you to do what you did.”


  “If I tell you that I’m going to murder your family if you don’t do something for me, is that really a choice?”


  “Technically—yes. You could not do it.”


  Tyson scowled. “And let my family die? I’m sorry, but there are some things I just won’t allow. In fact, that’s exactly why the choice is presented in that way. It’s dangerous coercion.”


  “But now that you’re alive, you will become their slave again. Why didn’t you stay dead?”


  “Because I’m tired of being dead—and I have a chance to get my life back.”


  Dark Matter took another long drag, the end of his cigarette turning orange as he eyed Tyson. “You’re just one man. How do you think you’re going to fight men who live in the shadows and exhibit such power? You either acquiesce to their demands—and get rich doing it—or you die. If you think about it, the first choice isn’t so bad.”


  “I guess that’s the difference between me and you. I’m choosing another option, one they didn’t give me.”


  “In the end, there are only two choices, each with very different outcomes.”


  Tyson pulled out his gun and trained it on Dark Matter. “I hope you’re satisfied with the choice you’re about to make.”


  Dark Matter raised his hands and stepped back. “Think about what you’re doing. This is dangerous. They’re not going to let you get away with this.”


  Tyson didn’t flinch. “I need the names of those involved—the real names.”


  “I can’t give those to you.”


  “Can’t or won’t?”


  “Look,” Dark Matter said, his voice quivering, “I only know the codenames of the people who come in here. The Cobbler is the one who makes the assignments. I just pass them along. I’m one of the middle men.”


  “What are you trying to say? That The Alliance won’t miss you when you’re gone? They’ll just plug someone else into this role?”


  “Please, you must understand. I provide a delivery service, a post box, if you will. Mail is sent to me, then I give it to him. That’s all I know.”


  Tyson sighed. “Where can I find the Cobbler?”


  “I’m not sure.”


  “He just randomly shows up?” Tyson asked.


  “No, I’ve never actually seen him. It’s the Courier who drops off the assignments he gets from the Cobbler.”


  “And when will this Courier be here again?”


  Dark Matter shifted his weight from one foot and then back to the other. “Don’t do this.”


  Tyson shook his gun at Dark Matter. “I’m not going to ask again. But that’s your choice.”


  Dark Matter took another long drag and exhaled before snuffing out his cigarette. “The Courier will be here in a couple of hours. You can try your coercive tactics on him.”


  “Hopefully, he’ll be more easily persuaded,” Tyson said.


  Dark Matter nodded. “He might be. Now, I have to get back to work.”


  “No,” Tyson said, shaking his head. “You’re going to sit here with me and we’re going to wait together.”


  Tyson used his gun to direct Dark Matter to sit in a chair in the far corner of the room.


  “You’re going to regret this,” Dark Matter said.


  “I can already tell you that I’m not.”


  Hawk stared wide-eyed at the computer monitor. Tyson was determined to go home, either with his life back or in a body bag. There was no middle ground.


  “Did you get all that?” Tyson asked.


  “Yeah,” Hawk said. “Loud and clear.”


  “Then be ready. We can’t be sure what’s about to happen next.”


  CHAPTER 26


  Bethesda, Maryland


  BIG EARV CLIMBED OUT of the passenger side of Harris’s car before the valet drove off. Harris shoved the ticket into the pocket of his windbreaker. His plaid shorts drew a subtle head shake from Big Earv.


  “Can you just lay off the fashion comments?” Harris asked.


  “I didn’t say a word,” Big Earv said. “But now that you brought it up—”


  Harris groaned and looked skyward. “I don’t care. I already told you that I never play golf and this was the best outfit I could throw together on such a last-minute notice.”


  “A polo shirt and khaki shorts or pants would’ve been fine,” Big Earv said. “But, no, you’re wearing a lime green jacket and plaid pants without a hint of green in them.”


  “Are you sure this jacket is green?” Harris asked as he held his sleeve out and studied it. “I thought—”


  “You’re color blind, aren’t you?”


  “No, absolutely not. I can see colors just fine.”


  Big Earv walked over to Harris and spoke in a hushed tone. “You can’t be color blind and work for the bureau, can you?”


  “I’m not color blind,” Harris said with a growl.


  Big Earv slapped his partner on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me, though it does explain a lot. And I mean a lot.”


  They entered the Congressional Country Club golf course clubhouse and each picked up a cup of coffee in the restaurant.


  “So, now what?” Harris asked. “I’m feeling extra golfy and think we should be practicing our swings.”


  “Let’s just see if we can find our favorite senator on the range first,” Big Earv said. “I have a feeling if he’s here, he’s getting warmed up. He doesn’t want to look bad while he’s playing with the director of the FBI.”


  “I haven’t hit a ball since I was in college,” Harris said. “Can I just get a bucket of balls for fun?”


  “Why not,” Big Earv said.


  “Plus, I think we’ll look more imposing when we deliver the news if we have clubs in our hands.”


  Big Earv chuckled.


  “What’s so funny?” Harris asked.


  “You could have a pair of RPG launchers in your hand and you wouldn’t look imposing with that green jacket.”


  “What do you mean? When you win The Masters, don’t you get a green jacket?”


  “A classy colored green, not whatever it is that you’re wearing.”


  Harris sneered at Big Earv before walking into the clubhouse pro shop and paying for a bucket of range balls. He also borrowed a demo driver to hit with.


  “Would you look at the size of this thing,” Harris said. “I don’t remember golf clubs looking this big when I played.”


  “It doesn’t matter how big it is,” Big Earv said. “You’re still going to have to play your slice.”


  They strolled over to the range where Senator Carlisle was jamming a tee and ball into the ground. Harris dropped his bucket in the tee box next to Carlisle’s. The senator didn’t look up until he caught a glimpse of Harris’s bright green jacket.


  “I guess they just let anyone play on this course these days,” Carlisle said with a wry smile.


  Big Earv took a swig of his coffee and shifted to a more serious tone. “Well, we’re not really here to play, senator.”


  Carlisle positioned himself over his ball and then ripped a straight shot onto the range. “I get it. The tee times were booked up. You wanted to get outside and enjoy this beautiful spring weather we’re having.”


  “I wish that was the only reason we were here,” Harris said. “There’s something else we need to discuss with you.”


  Carlisle shoved another tee into the ground. “Oh, and what’s that?”


  “Tell us about your relationship with Sergei Volkov,” Big Earv said.


  Carlisle scowled and then smashed another ball. “Relationship? What do you mean? He was a Russian diplomat who I had very few dealings with other than at events sponsored by the State Department.”


  “You sure about that?” Big Earv asked.


  “Where are you going with this, Malik?” Carlisle asked. “Because I don’t really like your tone or the aggressive nature of this conversation.”


  “Why?” Harris asked. “Are you feeling a little bit uncomfortable?”


  “I’m actually annoyed, not to mention angry that you’d even suggest what I think you’re suggesting.”


  “And what do you think we’re suggesting?” Big Earv asked.


  Carlisle glared at Big Earv. “Why don’t you tell me instead of beating around the bush, because right now it seems like you’re on a fishing expedition.”


  Big Earv took the driver from Harris and unleashed a shot that went fifty yards farther than anything Carlisle had hit. Then Big Earv handed the club back to Harris.


  “We did a little digging, senator,” Big Earv said. “We found out about a pre-paid cell phone that Volkov used to communicate with. However, one of our computer wizards created an interactive chart for us based on the GPS of where certain phones were and when they were there.”


  “Get to your point,” Carlisle snapped. “I don’t have all day.”


  “We plotted everyone on your staff against Volkov’s whereabouts over the last six months,” Big Earv said. “And would you like to take a guess which person on your staff was in the near vicinity with Volkov at least once a week, sometimes twice?”


  Carlisle ran through the names of several staffers.


  Big Earv clapped slowly. “Impressive. Defiant right up until the very end.”


  “Are you saying that it was my phone?” Carlisle asked.


  “That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Big Earv said as he tapped his temple with his index finger. “You’re a smart man.”


  “And you’re not so bright,” Carlisle snapped. “You know that kind of data hocus pocus isn’t admissible in court nor does it prove anything.”


  “Oh, it might be circumstantial—and it might not be enough to win a conviction against you,” Big Earv said. “But it’s enough reasonable doubt that senate leaders will strip you from your committee chairmanship, if not off the committee altogether.”


  Carlisle rolled his eyes and placed another ball on his tee. He slammed another shot, this one almost reaching Big Earv’s ball.


  “You two haven’t got a thing,” Carlisle said. “And you’re both gonna rue the day you came after me with the scurrilous allegations. 


  “We’ll see about that,” Harris said.


  Carlisle set up another shot. “Good day, gentlemen.”


  Big Earv and Harris strode off the range and headed back to the clubhouse.


  “Well, I thought that went well,” Harris said.


  “We just put him on notice,” Big Earv said. “It just buys us more time to find the proof we need to show he not only was involved somehow with Volkov but that maybe he also had something to do with Dan Eckersley’s death.”


  “You really think he had something to do with that?” Harris asked.


  “Maybe. I mean, what if all the evidence we found was planted?”


  “Or what if it was evidence Eckersley was collecting to blow the whistle on Carlisle?”


  Big Earv nodded. “Your idea seems the likeliest. Now all we have to do is prove it before we get pulled off this case.”


  Before either of them could say another word, Big Earv’s phone buzzed with a call from Morgan May. “Right on cue,” he said as he glanced at Harris.


  “This is Earvin,” Big Earv said after he answered his phone.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” Morgan screeched. “Accusing a sitting senator of being a traitor?”


  “With all due respect, we don’t get to determine who we do and don’t accuse of crimes,” Big Earv said. “We just follow the evidence. And that’s what I was doing, just like you and Besserman asked us to do.”


  “If you go after him, you better not swing and miss,” she said. “You’re aware that he knows about our operation and could expose us if he wanted to.”


  “He won’t,” Big Earv said. “He’s a coward but still a patriot. Carlisle knows how important we are to the country’s overall security.”


  “And the senator also won’t hesitate to put himself over his country any day of the week.”


  “Just give us some more time,” Big Earv said. “We’re so close.”


  “Fine, but tread carefully. Carlisle could make our work a living hell if he wanted to, and give me a heads up before you try a stunt like this again. I do not care to have that man yell at me again.”


  “Roger that,” Big Earv said before ending the call.


  Harris’s phone rang with a call from his supervisor, resulting in a similar conversation.


  They both sat in the car in silence for a moment.


  “We tried,” Big Earv said. “We need to back off, make him think he’s won. Then we make another run at him. Agreed?”


  Harris sighed. “I guess, but at this point I’d still just rather return to the park and let sleeping dogs lie.”


  “This sleeping dog is selling out our country,” Big Earv said. “Where’s your pride? Your sense of patriotism?”


  “It’s still there,” Harris said.


  “Good. Now let’s stop the nonsense talk about quitting and focus on uncovering why exactly Carlisle and Volkov were together so often.”


  While they were driving home, Big Earv’s phone buzzed with a call from Mia.


  “What you got for us, Mia?” Big Earv asked, putting her call on speaker. “That last batch of intel nearly got our heads bitten off.”


  “I’ve got the big one,” she said. “Enough to not only get Carlisle out of office but also send him straight to jail.”


  “That’s what I like to hear,” Big Earv said. 


  “But just wait until you see what I’ve found.”


  CHAPTER 27


  Prague, Czech Republic


  MALLORY QUICKLY RELAYED THE details of her predicament to Alex: Henri had been kidnapped and she was on her own. What she didn’t know was if Durko Hajek had seen Henri. If he was positively identified as a French detective, he wouldn’t survive the night.


  “If I don’t do something, they’re going to kill Henri,” Mallory said, her voice quivering.


  “Just clam down,” Alex said. “I’ll walk you through this.”


  “What are we gonna do?”


  “Mallory?”


  “Yes.”


  “I want you to take a deep breath and count to ten,” Alex said. “Can you do that for me?”


  Mallory followed Alex’s instructions.


  “In—and then out,” Alex said.


  One, two, three, four …


  When Mallory finished counting, she took another deep breath. “Okay, I think I’m ready.”


  “The key right now is that you stay calm. If you’re frazzled or frantic, your decision-making ability will be impaired. You’ve got to focus more than ever right this minute. Now, are you ready?”


  “Let’s do it,” Mallory said as she squeezed the steering wheel.


  “Atta girl,” Alex said. “While we’ve been talking, I homed in on your location using surveillance satellites that we have access to. I’ve got the CCTV footage ready to go, but I want to double-check that license plate number one more time.” 


  Mallory recalled the number and recited it back to Alex.


  “Okay, that’s what I had,” she said. “I’m searching now to see which way it went.”


  After a long pause, Alex returned with instructions on how to proceed.


  “Take a left at the next stop sign,” Alex said. “Stay straight for the next five minutes or so.”


  Alex fed Mallory turn-by-turn directions, keeping her following the vehicle’s same route. She drove for twenty minutes before turning off the main highway and onto a two-lane road shrouded with a low-lying fog. Ten minutes later, she came to a stop just outside a fenced property that was heavily wooded. She turned her lights off and tried to peer into the darkness.


  “What now?” Mallory asked Alex. “There’s a gate here that’s closed. And I can’t see through all these trees.”


  “Is there a turnoff where you can park that’s kind of hidden?”


  Mallory scanned the area and noted one such turnoff a few hundred meters behind her. “Found one.”


  “Leave your car there and pursue on foot,” Alex said.


  “You have to realize who you’re talking to, Alex. This isn’t my world. I look at numbers attached to bad actors, not the faces of these people.”


  “You’ll do fine. Just keep me in your ear and I’ll guide you along. In fact, I’m watching over you right now on this satellite feed. I can see a house set off about four hundred meters from the road. I’ll get you there and then we’ll figure out what to do once you’ve assessed the situation.”


  Mallory sighed before spinning the car around to park it in the spot where Alex suggested. “I don’t know. Isn’t there someone else you can call?”


  “We could try, but the police could be on the take, not to mention that the window to save Detective Henri might be a very narrow one.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean once they get the information they want, they’re going to get rid of him.”


  “Like, kill him?”


  “Yeah,” Alex said.


  “And then what would they do to me if they caught me?” Mallory asked.


  “Let’s not think about that right now. Henri is in danger and you might be able to help him. Now, I’ll notify the authorities of your location and have someone come out, but I think it’ll be too late if you don’t do anything. These gangs don’t like to drag things out if they don’t have to.”


  Mallory parked the car and eased outside. She zipped her jacket up as the evening nip in the air had grown colder. After marching through the fog, she reached the fence and hopped over it.


  “I don’t see any other heat signatures outside but yours,” Alex said. 


  “I’m gonna have to go inside, right?”


  “Maybe not. You just need to create enough of a disturbance to distract them.”


  Mallory crept toward the house, staying low and scanning the property. She hadn’t seen anyone since she got out of the car. But as she drew closer to the window on the porch, she heard voices, including some angry shouting.


  She peeked over the sill, looking into the house. Henri’s left eye was nearly swollen shut and he was bound to a chair at the head of the table. The other men either stood or sat down around the table yelling at Henri. Mallory couldn’t tell if he was conscious or simply ignoring the gang members.


  Then he moved, muttering something. She couldn’t make out what he said, but his response sparked outrage from the Zmatek crew. One of the men slammed his fist on the table and pulled out his gun. He then jammed the barrel into Henri’s temple.


  Tears rolled down Henri’s face as he tried to back away from the weapon thrust against him.


  “What are you seeing?” Alex asked.


  “Henri looks scared and the men are shouting at him,” Alex whispered, ducking back down against the side of the house.


  “I mean, how many men are there? Are they armed? That sort of thing.”


  “Six men, all armed.”


  Mallory heard footsteps coming toward the front door. She hustled off the porch and hid along the edge. Two men stepped outside and had a smoke and carried on a conversation for a few minutes. She wasn’t sure exactly what they were talking about, but their voices seemed agitated to Mallory.


  “Mallory? Are you still there?” Alex asked.


  Mallory couldn’t answer. A couple more minutes passed before the men retreated inside.


  “Okay, are you still there?” Mallory asked.


  “Yeah. But I could tell you were in a difficult spot and didn’t want to say anything else.”


  “Well, I don’t know what to do now. I’ve got no weapon and I’m pretty sure they’re going to kill Henri.”


  “I notified the local police, though I’m not sure if they’ll do anything. But they said they were coming to check it out. So, about the best you can do is make them think they’re under attack.”


  “Any suggestions on how to do that?”


  There was a long pause before Alex responded. “Okay, I see three vehicles on the property.”


  “Yeah.”


  “See if you can find a scrap piece of paper or cloth that you can push about halfway into a gas tank.”


  “And then what?” Mallory asked as she crept away from the house.


  “Get a lighter from one of the cars and set on fire whatever object you use to drop into the tank. That’ll give you time to take cover and unleash sheer panic on the gang.”


  “And after that?”


  “Be prepared to race into the house and rescue Henri.”


  Mallory swallowed hard. “You sure this is gonna work?”


  “Nothing’s ever for certain when you’re out in the field, but it’s a plan.”


  “You’re not exactly filling me with confidence here,” Mallory said.


  “I believe in you, Mallory. You can do this.”


  Mallory surveyed the property for something to cram into a gas tank. She noticed a large shed set about thirty meters from the house. Using her phone’s flashlight, she rooted around until she came across an old t-shirt. She ripped it in half before targeting the largest SUV on the lot.


  After opening the gas tank, she fed the cloth as far down as she could. Then she pressed in the lighter in the front. After a half-minute, the lighter clicked, signaling it was ready. She took it out and held the warm end against the t-shirt. In a matter of seconds, the cloth caught afire.


  Mallory raced around to the back of the house and waited.


  Here goes nothing.


  Once she was in place, a few more seconds elapsed before an explosion rocked the ground. The car alarms on the other two vehicles whooped. Chaos had been created.


  From Mallory’s vantage point, she could see into the living room from the back of the house. All of the men rushed outside, weapons drawn. They shouted at one another and started firing into the night.


  Mallory rushed into the house and started untying Henri.


  “What are you doing here?” he asked. “Are you insane? They’ll kill you if they catch you.”


  “I couldn’t just leave you,” she said.


  Once she finished, she helped Henri to his feet. He groaned and struggled to move quickly.


  “Did they beat you?” she asked.


  “I took a few blows. We can talk about it later.”


  They crept out the back and into the woods. Mallory could hear the men still shouting as she and Henri slipped into the shadows of the woods. They moved as fast as Henri could go, limping toward the car.


  However, Mallory froze when she heard a twig snap behind them. She turned around and saw the ring leader with his weapon trained on them. He said something in Czech that Mallory didn’t understand.


  “What was that?” she asked Henri.


  “He said, ‘Don’t move if you want to live.’”


  Sirens wailed in the distance and grew louder with each passing second. The man grunted and then fired a shot, hitting Henri in his chest and dropping him to the ground.


  Mallory gasped as he looked at Henri. She knelt and grabbed his hand.


  “Hang in there,” she said. “Help is on the way.”


  The ring leader grabbed Mallory by the back of her collar and yanked her to her feet. “Come with me or I’ll leave you to die with him.”


  Mallory complied, glancing over her shoulder at Henri’s lifeless body.


  “That was a bold move,” the man said. “And now you’re going to pay for it.”


  He hit her on the head with the butt of his pistol. She collapsed in a heap as her vision went dark.


  CHAPTER 28


  Berlin, Germany


  EDDIE TYSON LEFT HAWK hunkered down in the van to take in the scene through video feed from Tyson’s glasses. The man known as Dark Matter sat calmly at the table while he chain smoked. Every few minutes, the glass cases in the building rattled from the thunder rumbling overhead. A half-hour passed before bells jingled and clanked against Kapowski’s glass front door.


  “Hallo?” the customer said.


  “Someone’s here,” Dark Matter said. “What do you want me to do?”


  “Go out there and deal with them, but I’ll be watching you—and so will my man outside,” Tyson said, using his gun to direct his captive. “You try anything and it won’t end well.”


  Dark Matter snuffed his cigarette out and stood. He shuffled out of the back and into the showroom. The exchange lasted three minutes as the customer stopped in to pick up a repair, which Dark Matter retrieved from underneath the counter. The customer put his shoulder into the door before opening his umbrella and facing the wind and rain.


  “Good job,” Tyson said as Dark Matter returned to the back. “You handled that situation wisely.”


  “You’ll be the one who realizes just how foolish you were once the Courier arrives,” Dark Matter said, lighting another cigarette. “He’s not going to comply with your request. And you’ll be very fortunate if he allows you to live.”


  Tyson sighed and shook his head. “You seem to forget who’s holding all the cards here.”


  “It won’t matter.”


  After another hour, the smoke hung thick in the air, resulting in several coughing fits for Tyson. However, Dark Matter remained in his chair, puffing away.


  When the two-hour mark arrived, the bells clanked against the front door, signaling another customer had entered Kapowski’s.


  “Just like last time,” Tyson said. “No funny business.”


  Dark Matter nodded and returned to the front of the store. Tyson kept the door cracked so he could see what was happening. The woman, her wet hair matted down against her face, explained that she stopped in to collect a watch band that had been broken. After he stooped down to search the drawer for her watch, he handed it to her and checked something in a black book.


  “What was that?” Tyson asked once she was gone.


  “I was just keeping track of the transaction,” Dark Matter said.


  “She gave you something, didn’t she?”


  Dark Matter shook his head. “You saw what happened. I’m not a magician. She just came in to get a watch. Would you like to see how I handle the store’s accounting? It’s how Mr. Kapowski wants it.”


  “Back here, now,” Tyson said.


  Dark Matter trudged to the back and lit another cigarette.


  Another hour passed and no other customers entered the store. Tyson checked his watch.


  “Where’s the Courier?” Tyson asked. “It’s getting near closing time.”


  “Perhaps something came up.”


  “Don’t mess with me,” Tyson said. “I’m not in the mood.”


  Dark Matter filled his lungs with smoke before slowly releasing it. “Patience is a virtue. Didn’t anyone ever teach you that?”


  “Yeah, but my patience isn’t finite. And right now, we’re getting to the end of it.”


  When six o’clock came, Dark Matter eased to his feet. “I have to close the store. I hope you understand.”


  “And so the Courier is just not going to show up today?” Tyson asked.


  “Maybe he’ll come tomorrow. If he’s late, there’s always a reason for it.”


  “Enough of your games,” Tyson said with a growl as he grabbed a fistful of Dark Matter’s shirt. “Where is the Courier?”


  He looked down at Tyson’s hand and scowled. “I suggest you remove your hand before I break it.”


  “You’re taking us to him right now,” Tyson said.


  Dark Matter glanced at Tyson’s gun. “You’re the boss, I guess.”


  “Hawk, we’re coming out.”


  * * *


  HAWK MANEUVERED THROUGH THE busy streets of Berlin until they came to a warehouse in a suburb forty-five minutes west of the city center. The combination of evening traffic and poor driving conditions made the trip longer and far more stressful. 


  “We’ll need Alex’s help on this one,” Hawk said as he crammed in one of his earbuds. He activated the coms and tried to reach her.


  “Alex, are you there?” he asked.


  Nothing.


  He waited a few seconds before trying again.


  Still nothing.


  After a third failed attempt, Hawk handed his phone to Tyson and asked him to call Alex.


  “I can’t get a line,” Tyson said. “The phones must be down or overloaded or something.”


  “Welcome to Berlin,” Dark Matter said. “We have great internet here, but our cell towers function as if they’re from the Cold War era.”


  “Did they have cell towers during the Cold War?” Hawk asked.


  “Exactly,” Dark Matter said.


  When Hawk parked the van, he turned to Tyson. “Try her again.”


  “I’m not getting anything,” he said.


  “Well, I don’t like the idea of going in there blind,” Hawk said. “We’ll just have to go in with him.”


  Dark Matter shook his head vehemently. “No, no. That’s not a good idea. They will shoot us all once they see you with me.”


  “Then we’ll make sure they don’t see us,” Hawk said with a wink.


  Hawk and Tyson spied a set of stairs on the outside of the building rising to the second floor. They ordered Dark Matter to speak with his contact to see if the Courier was available.


  “Think he’s playing us?” Tyson asked.


  Hawk shrugged. “He might be. But at this point, we don’t have much of a choice. We’re at his mercy if we want to get to the Cobbler and dismantle The Alliance. Just be ready for anything.”


  Hawk eased open the door, which led to another set of steps and up to the catwalk. They watched as Dark Matter entered to find eight men huddled around a table playing cards.


  “Gentlemen,” he said, “anyone want to deal me in?”


  The men chuckled and ignored him. “I was wondering if any of you has seen the Courier?”


  Hawk couldn’t see Dark Matter’s face, but he could only assume that he glanced upward with a subtle nod in Hawk’s direction. In an instant, the men trained their guns on the catwalk and took aim at the Americans.


  Hawk and Tyson fired back before taking cover on the side behind a protruding steel beam.


  “We need a better spot to fight from,” Hawk said.


  “Roger that,” Tyson said.


  Hawk reached into his pocket and dug out a flash bang grenade. He wasted no time in hurling it into the cluster of men. When it detonated, Hawk and Tyson sprinted to the other side, taking up refuge behind a large metal box resting on the catwalk.


  One by one, Hawk and Tyson picked off the men until only Dark Matter remained. They climbed down the steps, weapons trained on him.


  “I’m afraid there’s been a bit of a misunderstanding,” Dark Matter said. “You’ve unfortunately killed the Courier.”


  “No, we haven’t,” Hawk said. “And now you’re going to take us to him.”


  Dark Matter cocked his head to one side and grinned wryly. “I doubt that.”


  Two armed men emerged from the shadows, their guns trained on the two American agents.


  “I suggest you drop your weapons if you want to live,” Dark Matter said before laughing.


  Hawk and Tyson carefully knelt and placed their guns on the ground.


  “Now, I’m the one in charge,” Dark Matter said. “Kick your guns over to me. You’re coming with us.”


  Before Dark Matter could pick up the guns, another shooter picked off the two armed men. As they collapsed to the ground, Hawk took a couple of steps and dove to the ground to grab his gun. Tyson went straight for Dark Matter, driving him backward and pinning him to the floor.


  Hawk scrambled to his feet and scanned the rest of the warehouse. “Who’s there?”


  A man walked toward them, his footsteps echoing throughout the room. When he came into the light, he held his hands up in a gesture of surrender.


  “Nigel Baker with MI-6,” the man said in an English accent.


  Hawk dropped his weapon. “How did you—”


  “I’ve been running a surveillance operation on this group for six months now, which you just blew up,” Baker said with a sneer. “You’re lucky I didn’t shoot you too.”


  Hawk raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Look, I’m sorry. We had no idea anything was going on. We’re pursuing our own leads and this is where it led us.”


  “I should’ve let you die,” Baker said.


  “I’m glad you didn’t,” Tyson said.


  “This guy isn’t even my target,” Baker said before he drew back and kicked Dark Matter in the face. He groaned and then fell unconscious, face-first to the floor.


  “What’d you do that for?” Hawk asked. “We need him.”


  Baker shrugged. “He’s not dead.”


  “Yeah, but we need to get going,” Hawk said. “Who knows when someone else is going to walk through those doors and find us here?”


  “That’d be most unfortunate for them,” Baker said. “The real guy you want—the guy we all want—is the Cobbler.”


  “Our agencies should’ve been collaborating,” Hawk said.


  Baker nodded. “Only problem for me is there’s only one other person in our agency who knows what I’m doing.”


  “Same problem here, more or less,” Tyson said.


  “Why don’t we work together to find this guy?” Hawk suggested.


  “I work alone,” Baker said. “So, that’s not a suitable arrangement to me.”


  “You just gonna leave?” Hawk asked. “You could probably help us.”


  “I just did.”


  Hawk scowled. “Really? You’re just going to leave?”


  Baker spun on his heels and headed toward the door. “Yes, really. Besides, I’ve got other matters to attend to. Cheerio.”


  Hawk knelt beside Dark Matter and took his phone. Within a matter of minutes, he’d downloaded all the contacts and emailed them to Mia. Within a few seconds of sending the message to her, Hawk’s phone rang.


  “I got your file,” Mia said after Hawk answered. “What am I looking at?”


  “That’s all of the contacts in Dark Matter’s phone,” he said. “Also, I want to see if you can look something up for me rather quickly.”


  “I’ll do my best.”


  Hawk gave her a pair of phone numbers and asked her to triangulate the incoming number when it last connected with Dark Matter.


  “This would’ve been yesterday around two o’clock in the afternoon local time,” he said.


  “Give me a few minutes and I’ll call you back,” she said. “But before I go—why didn’t you call Alex? I thought she was providing support for your mission.”


  “We haven’t been able to reach her through either the coms or over cell phone. Can you check that out for us too?”


  “I will. Call you right back.”


  Dark Matter stirred before squinting with one eye and looking up at Hawk. “What happened?”


  “You got your ass kicked,” Hawk said. “You were acting like you were in charge again. But you’re not.”


  “Why haven’t you killed me then?” Dark Matter asked as he eased up, standing on his knees.


  “Because we think you still know the way to the Cobbler,” Tyson said.


  Dark Matter smiled. “And what makes you think I’m going to take you there?”


  “If you’re not useful to us, we can always turn you into the local authorities, tell them that you killed all these people.”


  “No, no. I can help you. What do you want?”


  Hawk’s phone buzzed and he glanced at the screen, recognizing Mia’s number. He held up his hand to Dark Matter.


  “Well, what’d you find?” Hawk asked.


  “The number called originated in Salzburg, Austria,” Mia said. “I’ll send you a link to a map of the general vicinity.”


  “And Alex?”


  “She didn’t answer when I called, but I’ll keep trying.”


  Hawk hung up and eyed Dark Matter. “Get up. We’ve got your assignment. We’re going to Salzburg.”


  Dark Matter’s eyes widened. “Salzburg? Why would you—”


  “Nice try,” Hawk said. “You know exactly why we’re going there. We’re going to find the Cobbler.”


  CHAPTER 29


  Annapolis, Maryland


  HAROLD’S HAPPIEST HOUR BAR sat on the western side of Annapolis overlooking the eastern bank of the Severn River and was already packed with customers starting their weekend early. Big Earv drew a few stares as he lumbered through the door, his imposing frame cast a sizable shadow in front of the setting sun. Harris, sporting his signature bolo tie and a white oxford with jeans, trailed behind him.


  Big Earv noticed another patron in the corner with a bolo tie as they made their way to the bar.


  “Guess this is your kind of place,” Big Earv said to Harris.


  Harris shook his head. “Too many military dudes here for my taste.”


  “But the bolo ties?”


  “Should I have worn something else?”


  “How many times do I have to go over this?” Big Earv asked. “The moment you put on your bolo tie, you need to ask yourself this question: ‘Is this a good idea?’ The answer is always no. Then you need to immediately change.”


  “But it’s just so cool.”


  “Twenty years ago, maybe. Bellbottoms were cool once, too, but you don’t see me dragging them out of my closet and strutting around town in them.”


  “They’re making a comeback.”


  “Bellbottoms?”


  Harris nodded.


  “Some fashion trends need to remain dead and buried, remembered only in pictures for us to laugh at.”


  Big Earv squeezed between two tables, unable to avoid bumping into customers, until they finally arrived at the bar.


  “What are you drinking, gentlemen?” the bartender asked.


  Big Earv flashed his credentials. “We’re looking for someone who can help us with your security footage here.”


  The bartender glanced over at a man standing near the edge of the bar and gave him a knowing nod. He walked up to Big Earv and Harris.


  “Anything I can help you with, gentlemen?” the man asked.


  “We need to see your security footage,” Big Earv said.


  “They’re feds,” the bartender said with a sneer.


  The man eyed Big Earv and Harris. “Do you have a warrant?”


  Big Earv glanced around the bar. “Do you want to go through the hassle of making us get one? Because I can make a big scene right now and let everyone know that their privacy is at stake when they come here.”


  The man sighed. “Come with me.”


  Big Earv and Harris followed the man to a cramped back room. He introduced himself as Kyle Nader, the Harry’s Happiest Hour head of security.


  “Now, I don’t know what you’re after,” Nader said as he sat down. “But we only save our footage for thirty days.”


  “We only need to look at the footage from three weeks ago,” Harris said.


  “Is there a day in particular you’re looking for?” Nader asked.


  Harris gave him the date before the man accessed the file. He stood up and yielded his seat to Big Earv. After a quick tutorial on how to utilize the software and choose different cameras, Big Earv went to work. He used the timestamp as a guide to get to the point where Mia had pinpointed that Senator Carlisle and Volkov were in the vicinity of each other.


  Big Earv slowed the footage down once he spotted Volkov.


  “There’s Volkov,” Big Earv said, pointing to the corner of the screen.


  “Where’s Carlisle?” Harris asked.


  “Senator Carlisle?” Nader asked from behind them.


  Big Earv turned around. “Yeah. That’s the one. Does he come here often?”


  “I see him quite regularly, always meeting with different people,” Nader said. “I have always assumed that he came out here because no one recognizes him.”


  “And you’re probably right about that,” Big Earv said. “These politicians are just anonymous joes outside of the city. So, if Carlisle was coming here on a regular basis—”


  “Was?” Nader asked. “I saw him here last night.”


  “Was he meeting with someone?”


  Nader nodded.


  “You recognize him?” Harris asked.


  “Actually, he was meeting with a woman,” Nader said. “But she didn’t look familiar to me. Is he in some kind of trouble?”


  “Don’t worry,” Big Earv said. “This probably won’t be in any official report. We’ll keep the bar name out of it, if that’s what you’re worried about.”


  “That’s not what I’m worried about,” Nader said. “If people found out the feds were combing through our archives looking for certain people—” He let his words hang in the air.


  “No crime was committed here, but we’re just looking for certain people who may have had access to the senator,” Harris said. “Now, if you know anything else that might be beneficial to our investigation, we’d love to hear it. One of Carlisle’s staffers is dead and we need to know what’s going on.”


  Big Earv suppressed a smile, impressed that Harris so adroitly handled the potential stumbling block to Nader’s cooperation. Even more impressive to Big Earv was that Harris did so without telling a lie.


  Nader picked up a pen and tapped it on the table while he stared at the corner of the ceiling. “Look, I don’t question everyone on why they come here and what they talk about while they’re here, but we do seem to get quite a few people from the Russian consulate. Maybe it’s because we carry Stoli Elit vodka, which is too expensive for most places to carry it. But we started doing so when we got some requests for it. And it kind of became a thing here. We started to attract a large number of Russians—and the owner wasn’t complaining when he was charging $400 for a martini with Stoli Elit. Nobody batted an eye either.”


  Big Earv found the moment on the footage when Volkov walked through the door. “You ever see this guy?”


  He zoomed in on Volkov’s face.


  Nader nodded. “Yeah, he was a regular. He’s usually in two or three times a week, but I haven’t seen him lately.”


  Big Earv resumed the playback. All three men watched in silence until the moment Carlisle approached Volkov and handed him an envelope.


  Harris let out a low whistle. “We’re gonna need a copy of this.”


  “I’m afraid I won’t be able to do that without a warrant,” Nader said.


  Big Earv shrugged and replayed the scene. He discreetly dug his phone out of his pocket and recorded the interaction again with the video function, keeping his cell close to his chest so Nader couldn’t see.


  “Don’t delete this,” Big Earv said. “It might take me a few days, but I want this preserved.”


  “Of course,” Nader said.


  Big Earv looked at Harris. “Get everything you need? Or do you want to see it again?”


  “I think I’ve seen all we need to see.”


  “Me, too,” Big Earv said as he slapped the table and then stood. He offered his hand to Nader.


  “I appreciate your help in this matter,” Big Earv said.


  “Just keep this bar’s name out of it and we’ll be fine.”


  Big Earv strode toward the door with Harris right behind him. Neither man spoke until they were back in their car.


  “What’d you think about that?” Big Earv asked. “I didn’t want to say too much with Nader in the room.”


  “That looks like Carlisle handing Volkov some money—or state secrets,” Harris said. “Either way, it doesn’t reflect well on Senator Carlisle.”


  “It might just make him an accessory to murder.”


  “But we’d have to prove that,” Harris said. “And with Volkov back in Russia forever, I doubt we’ll get his cooperation on anything.”


  Big Earv smiled. “I think we have all we need to do what needs to be done.”


  CHAPTER 30


  Undisclosed location


  MALLORY SQUINTED AS SUNLIGHT streamed through a small window near the ceiling in her room. Her face, pressed against the stone floor, felt cold. With each exhale, she watched her breath swirl around her before dissipating. She rolled over onto her stomach and eased to her feet, groaning as she did. While her memory from the night before was still fuzzy, she hadn’t forgotten what happened to Henri. Whenever she closed her eyes, she replayed the moment over and over again, making her wish she could’ve done something differently to save him.


  As Mallory rotated her body to stretch, she winced from the pain shooting up the right side of her body. She yanked the side of her shirt up to her armpit and looked for an injury. Her ribcage appeared purple, sensitive to the touch.


  “I swear I’m gonna kill these people,” a seething Mallory said aloud.


  “Don’t worry, love,” a man said in a thick English accent. “It’ll heal up eventually.”


  She spun around to see who was speaking to her. A man sat against the wall in the near corner, his knees tucked close to his chest.


  Mallory glared at him, setting her feet a little over shoulder-width apart and preparing for a physical confrontation.


  The man chuckled and shook his head. “I’m not gonna hurt you, love,” the man said. “My ribs have been broken so many times, I can barely lift my arms above my shoulders. You get used to it.”


  “Pardon me, but who are you?” she asked.


  “Jerry Layton, Miss,” he said. “And you are?”


  “Unsure if I want to tell you my name.”


  “Well, I’m a friend, not a foe, if you catch my drift,” he said. “These blokes decided I’m worth keeping around for a few more days anyway. Though I must warn you that hospitality isn’t their specialty.”


  Mallory pressed on her wound with her fingertips. “That’s one way to put it.”


  “If I wanted to be beaten like a piñata, I would’ve tried to land a position in Parliament, not join the bloody intelligence agency.”


  “So, you’re MI-6?”


  “At the moment, I’m nothing. These bastards framed me and I’m trying to clear my name. As you can see, things aren’t going so well.”


  She nodded. “I see.”


  “What about you?” Layton asked. “What got you into this mess?”


  “It’s a long story.”


  Layton slowly looked around the room. “Doesn’t look like we have anywhere to be. Might as well share the long version.”


  Mallory appreciated the company, which momentarily relieved her anxiety. But she wasn’t sure she wanted to divulge any information to the stranger. For all she knew, he could’ve been planted there to extract information from her.


  “The details are boring,” she said, her mind whirring to concoct a story. “But the long and the short of it is this was the worst first date of my life. I’m in what appears to be some kind of makeshift jail cell and my date is most likely dead.”


  “Helluva story, love.”


  “This only confirms my hatred of dating apps is justified, especially international ones.”


  Layton chuckled. “Sorry. I don’t mean to find amusement at your expense, but I can empathize with you. I’ve used those services a few times and they never end well.”


  Mallory offered a thin smile. “I guess it’s good to know I’m not the only one who’s had a bad experience with them.”


  “Most of mine have been so excruciatingly painful that I’m beginning to wonder if one day I’ll show up on a hidden camera show and learn that this was all a big hoax.”


  Mallory relaxed, relieved that she’d switched the conversation to something more benign—and to a topic she could talk about all night even though she preferred not to drudge up such memories.


  “I once had a man invite me back to his place, only to learn that he lived with his parents—and their twenty-three cats. Did I mention I’m allergic to cats?”


  Layton laughed. “I have a feeling you’re also allergic to men who still live at home with their parents.”


  “That should go without saying, as should the fact that I have a strong aversion to being imprisoned. So, how are we going to get out of here?”


  “That’s not happening.”


  She glanced up at the small window near the ceiling.


  “I’ve already tried it,” Layton said. “It’s too small to get through, even for someone as thin as yourself.”


  “What else do you know about this place?” she asked.


  “Not much. I was unconscious when they brought me in.”


  The locks on the door clicked and then it creaked as it swung open. A man dressed in all black strode into the room and glared at Mallory, while two other guards flanked him.


  “You’re going to be unconscious when we take you out, too,” the man said.


  Before she could protest, he grabbed her arm and spun her around until her back was to him. Then she felt a thump on the back of her head before falling limp.


  * * *


  WHEN MALLORY AWOKE, SHE squirmed to get away from the object jamming into her lower back. When she tried to get up, she smacked her head against metal. She quickly realized where she was, stuffed into the trunk of a car yet again.


  The vehicle’s engine wasn’t on but she could hear the voices of several men outside. Mallory couldn’t understand what they were saying but she caught one word and wondered if that’s where they were taking her.


  Moments later, the doors to the car opened and then slammed shut. The engine revved before it lurched forward and sped down a bumpy road. A few minutes later, the ride became smoother.


  Mallory tried not to cry. Despite her lack of field training, she had been through several exercises on how to survive an abduction. And she’d recalled everything she’d learned, especially the part about how to lie. She wasn’t convinced the man in the room with her was truly an English government agent, leading her to be evasive with him. Maybe he was, but the whole exchange seemed strange to her.


  Where is Layton now? And what do these men want with me? I don’t know anything.


  Nothing about her abduction made sense. They’d yet to interrogate her, which made her believe they knew she didn’t know anything. In fact, they hadn’t said anything to her other than what the man said before he knocked her out.


  She pondered her situation and considered how she might escape as the drive continued. After what she guessed to be about an hour had elapsed, she grew stiff and more uncomfortable.


  Then another question became more pressing to her: Where are we going?


  It didn’t take long before exhaustion caught up with her and the rhythm of tires on the road lulled her to sleep.


  CHAPTER 31


  HAWK WOVE THROUGH TRAFFIC while racing down E55. He sensed they were close to a breakthrough in determining who was involved in The Alliance at the highest levels. Their ability to manipulate and coerce people into doing their bidding proved that the organization possessed the necessary tools to influence outcomes on every level. From local governments to global powerbrokers, nobody seemed to be out of The Alliance’s reach. And for that reason alone, Hawk understood why ridding the world of the group was of utmost importance. But with Tyson’s life also being held hostage by The Alliance, the mission remained personal.


  Once Hawk had driven an hour outside of the city, he drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as traffic thinned. He glanced over at Tyson. “I just can’t help but wonder why The Alliance picked you, let alone how they found you.”


  “That conversation is one that haunts me, one I wish I’d never agreed to having,” Tyson said.


  Dark Matter snickered from the back seat.


  “You find something funny?” Hawk asked as he looked at their prisoner in the rearview mirror.


  Dark Matter nodded. “The idea that you think you could’ve done anything differently is amusing.”


  “How so?” Hawk asked.


  “After you’ve been targeted, there is no escape,” Dark Matter said. “You either do what they say or you suffer the consequences. It doesn’t matter whether or not you wanted to have that conversation. Your fate was already sealed.”


  Hawk returned his focus to the road, irritated by the cocksure nature of Dark Matter’s comment. “Is that what you did when they contacted you? Did you just accept your fate?”


  “It didn’t need to be coerced—I merely needed to be invited,” Dark Matter said. “An opportunity to fight the tyrants in government and create a new world? I was an easy recruit.”


  Tyson turned around and glared at Dark Matter. “You think they are interested in creating a new system to rule the masses? Now that is laughable.”


  “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Dark Matter said. “Some of the world’s most influential leaders are already on board, most privately. This is a silent revolution, but a revolution nonetheless.”


  Hawk shook his head. “A real revolution wouldn’t have to strong arm people into joining its ranks. If its cause were noble, people would join willingly.”


  “The idea that everyone joins a revolution because of its cause is naive,” Dark Matter said. “Sometimes people need help seeing why the cause should be fought for. But there are resisters who must be compelled for the sake of the cause.”


  “It’s telling about The Alliance’s motives by how many people it recruits through nefarious means,” Hawk said.


  “And you know this how?” Dark Matter asked.


  “I didn’t just wake up yesterday and decide to take down The Alliance,” Hawk said with a shrug. “I’ve met plenty of people who’ve found themselves stuck in the untenable position of having to choose between their very lives and complying with the organization’s demands. Don’t fool yourself into believing the leaders hope to install a more noble form of government. They crave the ability to pull the levers that will control the world. And like it or not, you’re just a lever.”


  Dark Matter smiled wryly. “The fact that the irony of your statement versus what you’re doing is lost on you is what’s really telling.”


  “And this is why you don’t understand who you’re dealing with,” Hawk said. “We’ve made no noble claims regarding what we’re about. We want to eliminate the people responsible for this attempt at creating a powerful shadow government—and we’re threatening you because we need your help to end it.”


  “That’s exactly what The Alliance does,” Dark Matter said with a sneer. “But you’re too blind to see it.”


  Tyson turned quickly and delivered a punch to Dark Matter’s face. The force of the blow slammed his head against the side door and he fell unconscious.


  “There,” Tyson said as he turned around. “That ought to give us a little bit of peace and quiet.”


  Hawk’s phone buzzed with a call from Alex. “Hey, honey. Are you all right? I’ve been trying to reach you but something was wrong with the coms and I kept getting sent to voicemail when I called.”


  “Yeah, I don’t know what went wrong or if you were just in a network doldrum,” Alex said. “But I’m all right. I would’ve called you sooner if I didn’t have to help a little guy deal with a booboo on his knee.”


  Hawk smiled, picturing the ordeal in his mind. He’d been tasked with cleaning up John Daniel after some of his nasty falls plenty of times. And while there were plenty of tears, the episode always ended with hugs from him.


  “Did he fall off his bike after going too fast downhill?” Hawk asked.


  “He jumped out of the barn loft and didn’t stick the landing on the hay bales,” she said. “But I’m calling with far more important news.”


  “I’m putting you on speaker so Tyson can hear,” Hawk said.


  “What’s happening?” Tyson asked.


  “It’s Mallory Kauffman,” Alex said. “She went to Prague on an assignment for Director Besserman.”


  “In the field?” Hawk asked.


  “Uh-huh.”


  “She’s not trained for that,” Hawk said.


  “Yeah, well, I guess that’s an issue you can bring up with Besserman when you see him next, but I doubt he’ll try to defend his position since she’s been kidnapped.”


  Hawk glanced at his phone, his gaze growing more intense. “Who has her?”


  “I’m not entirely sure at this point,” Alex said. “But she was working with a French detective who was looking into a gang called Zmatek.”


  Tyson winced.


  “You’ve heard of them?” Hawk asked Tyson.


  “I crossed paths with some of them in Siberia,” Tyson said. “They’re dangerous.”


  “Well, I was in communication with her, but she stopped responding to me, and her calls now go straight to voicemail after the detective was abducted and she went after him,” Alex said.


  “Do you know where she is?” Hawk asked.


  “For the moment, we do,” Alex said. “Dr. Z sent her a pair of earrings that she can use as explosive devices, but the earrings also double as trackers. However, the moment she uses them, we lose her.”


  “Where is she?”


  “That’s why I called you as soon as I saw where you were,” Alex said. “She’s in Munich. I’ll send you the coordinates and more information on the facility where she’s currently being kept.”


  “Roger that,” Hawk said before he hung up.


  Dark Matter groaned as he came to in the backseat. Hawk veered off the exit and headed west. 


  “What are you doing?” Dark Matter asked. “This isn’t the way to Salzburg.”


  “Change of plans,” Hawk said.


  CHAPTER 32


  Washington, D.C.


  BIG EARV RUBBED HIS hands together and grinned as Harris strode into the hotel lobby. The pink and blue plaid tie Big Earv had picked out for the ISB agent hung loosely around his neck. Harris held his hands out, his eyebrows arched.


  “Well,” Harris said, eyeing Big Earv closely, “what do you think?”


  “At this point, I wouldn’t care if you wore a haz mat suit as long as you aren’t wearing that damn bolo tie.”


  “I’m not sure that was the compliment I was looking for.”


  Big Earv sized up Harris before tightening his tie. “Never go fishing for a compliment. You’ll always come back disappointed.”


  “I was just sure you were going to tell me I looked dapper.”


  “Dapper is a state of mind,” Big Earv said with a wink. “You need to own that look with your walk. You enter that event tonight with some confidence, you just might snag a few more phone numbers.”


  “I’m holding you to that again.”


  “It’s on you to strut.”


  Big Earv followed Harris outside to the unloading zone near the entrance but didn’t see his car. “Did you need to give your claim ticket to the valet?”


  “Nope,” Harris said, nodding toward a vehicle parked by the curb. “Our car is right there.”


  “A Lamborghini?” Big Earv asked, his eyes bulging. “Who’d you steal this from?”


  “I know a guy at a local chop shop.”


  Big Earv shot a glance at Harris. “You better be joking.”


  “Relax,” Harris said, patting Big Earv on the back. “I’m house sitting this week for my park director and he told me to take it for a spin. How could I tell him no?”


  “A park director with a Lamborghini? I’m in the wrong business.”


  “He came into some family money,” Harris said. “Or so he told me.”


  After Harris unlocked the car, Big Earv eased into the passenger seat. He struggled to get comfortable, his hulking frame unaccustomed to being crammed into such tight spaces.


  “Does this thing come with a shoe horn?” he asked as he buckled his seatbelt. “This is definitely not made for normal sized men.”


  “Nope. Not for you. Only smaller-sized six-two men like me.”


  “So help me, if we have to chase anyone tonight in this thing—”


  Harris revved the engine before he released the clutch. The car lunged forward and thrust Big Earv back against his seat. “I doubt Senator Carlisle is going to try and outrun us. But I don’t think he’s going to take this news lying down.”


  “I hope you’ve arranged for alternate transportation for him tonight,” Big Earv said. “You certainly can’t take him to FBI offices in this thing.”


  Harris didn’t say anything as he kept his focus on the road. The edges of his mouth curled upward before he cast a furtive glance at Big Earv.


  “Thank you,” Harris said.


  “For what?”


  “For all your help on this case.”


  “Well, it’s not over with yet. I wouldn’t count on this case being closed until Carlisle is in prison and every last appeal has been exhausted.”


  “Just let me relish the moment, will ya? I know it’s not completely over, but the end is in sight.”


  “We’ll see about that.”


  A short drive later, they were pulling up to the valet outside of the Kennedy Center. Big Earv barely waited until the tires had stopped rolling before he got out of the car, mostly in an effort to avoid the paparazzi trying to snag a picture of the popular celebrities as they entered the building. The people milling around on the other side of the velvet ropes had almost enveloped him before he felt a tug on his jacket. He turned to see Harris.


  “You forget about me?” Harris asked.


  “You see, I just hate crowds like this,” Big Earv said. “But I knew I’d be able to find you right away with that tie you’re wearing.”


  Harris paused. “You said that like it’s a bad thing.”


  “Take it however you wish, but we need to get to Carlisle before the gala begins.”


  Big Earv plowed his way through the throng of people and into a banquet hall just off the main auditorium. The room was packed with celebrities and politicians mingling with drinks in their hands. He stopped and scanned the room for Carlisle.


  “You see him yet?” Harris asked.


  Big Earv nodded. “Next to the bar with two women flanking him. One’s his wife. Not sure who the other one is.”


  “This ought to be interesting.”


  As Big Earv approached, Carlisle kissed his wife on the cheek and she scurried away along with the other woman. Carlisle threw back the rest of his drink and set it down on the bar.


  “I’d like another one—and this time make it a double,” Carlisle said.


  Big Earv locked eyes with Carlisle as they approached the senator. “It’s not a good idea to be drunk when you will be spending the night in jail—or so I’ve been told.”


  “Yes,” Carlisle said. “It’s a terrible idea. Is that why you’re not drinking tonight, Malik?”


  “Now, Senator, I know your comeback game is usually strong, but I was just stating a fact.”


  Carlisle looked up at the ceiling as he scratched his neck. “You have quite the imagination.”


  “Actually, we have evidence,” Harris said. “So, there’s little to imagine, except maybe how you strayed so far from your duty in representing your constituents and protecting the freedoms of Americans everywhere. Instead, you sold them down the river, though it was for much more than a song.”


  Carlisle eyed both men. “Now, Gentlemen, I don’t know what brought this about or whatever it is that you think you know about me, but I can assure you that it’s wrong if you believe I belong in prison. And I think my track record in Congress has proven that for the past eighteen years. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to—”


  Carlisle’s exit was halted by Big Earv, who’d slid in front of Carlisle and blocked his path. 


  “We have evidence,” Big Earv said. “Video evidence.”


  “If you had real proof of this lie you’ve concocted, you wouldn’t be here right now,” Carlisle said. “You’d have FBI agents ready to escort me out and charge me with a crime.”


  Harris arched an eyebrow. “Take a look around. You might get what you wish for.”


  Carlisle glanced at several of the doors, where feds stood waiting. He set his jaw. “You think you’re just going to have FBI agents waltz in here, handcuff me—a sitting U.S. senator—and cart me out in front of everyone?”


  “That’s pretty much the plan,” Harris said. “Would you like to propose an alternative? I’m open to ideas. This isn’t about embarrassing you, but it is about exposing you. And if those two ideas clash, so be it. I’m sure you’ll recover just fine.”


  “What do you think you have on me?” Carlisle asked.


  “Conspiracy to commit murder, treason,” Harris said. “You know, the usual stuff for a Washington politician who’s been around for more than a handful of election cycles.”


  Carlisle turned his steely gaze toward Big Earv. “You made a grave mistake sticking your nose where it didn’t belong.”


  “I was invited to participate in this investigation, begged even,” Big Earv said. “And I simply followed the evidence. It led me right here to you.”


  Carlisle put his hands on his hips and drew in a deep breath before continuing. “Malik, I’m really disappointed in you. I thought you saw the world the way I did. But apparently, you don’t. So, I’m going to take you down with me. By this time tomorrow, the news cycle will be dominated about a former Secret Service agent who’s gone rogue.”


  “And not a word of it will be true.”


  “Who am I to determine what people will and won’t believe,” Carlisle said. “I just want people to have the ability to hear for themselves and then decide on their own. And there’s no doubt that I’ll be able to acquire all the necessary ammunition to take you down.”


  “Fine,” Big Earv said. “You do what you need to do. But that’s not going to stop me tonight.”


  As Big Earv reached to grab Carlisle, the sign the FBI agents were waiting on to move in, he stepped back and held his hands up.


  “If the FBI carts me out of here in front of all these people, I will go scorched earth on the Magnum Group,” Carlisle said. “I know where all the bodies are buried and who buried them. So, if you want to try and pin something on me you know deep down won’t ever hold up in court, that’s fine. Just know that you’re going down with me—and I don’t care how important your work is to national security.”


  “Who cares,” Harris said glibly. “You do the crime, you do the time.”


  Harris moved toward Carlisle but stopped when Big Earv placed his palm onto Harris’s chest.


  “Is that how it is now?” Harris asked. “We’ve got him dead to rights and now you’re going to take his side.”


  “Look, the Magnum Group is vital to national security,” Big Earv said. “We can’t have him exposing us. The media will lose its collective mind and we’ll cease to exist.”


  “That’s no excuse for allowing this murderer to walk free,” Harris said, nodding toward Carlisle.


  “I agree that it’s not, but we’ll find another way,” Big Earv said. “We have to. Come on. Let’s go.”


  Big Earv’s right hand enveloped Harris’s bicep and nudged him in the direction away from Carlisle.


  “What are you doing?” Harris asked in a hushed tone.


  “I’ll explain later.”


  Carlisle grinned. “You sure will.”


  “We’ll be back,” Big Earv said with a growl. “So, don’t get comfortable.”


  “It’s called a standoff,” Carlisle said. “Nobody wins, but nothing happens either. You gentlemen have a good night.”


  Big Earv and Harris spun and walked away. They didn’t get more than a few feet before Carlisle called after them.


  “And one more thing,” Carlisle said. “I like your tie, Agent Harris.”


  Harris turned back around and marched toward the door, Big Earv right behind him. Neither man spoke until they exited the room.


  “How could you do that back there?” Harris asked. “We have everything we need to arrest him right tonight, but now he knows what we’re up to.”


  Big Earv bit his lip and stared at the floor. “The senator may have won tonight’s battle, but we’re going to win the war.”


  “And how are we going to do that?” Harris asked.


  “We need to find another way to speak his language and render his threats mute.”


  “You know how to do that?”


  “Come on,” Big Earv said. “I’ve got an idea.”


  They headed toward the valet stand.


  “And Harris?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Don’t forget to strut.”


  CHAPTER 33


  Munich, Germany


  HAWK LEANED OVER THE steering wheel and stared up at the apartment building casting a long shadow onto the street. He let out a long whistle and shook his head.


  “You thought this was going to be easy?” Tyson asked.


  “Alex said Mallory was on the top floor,” Hawk said. “I just didn’t expect it to be a building with 40-plus floors.”


  “If it only had five stories, where’d the fun be in that?”


  “I guess fun is a relative term,” Hawk said.


  Tyson stared up at the apartment. “If there’s one thing I know about you, it’s that you’ve never seen an extraction you didn’t like.”


  “But the forty-third floor?”


  “I also know you love a good challenge,” Tyson said. “Siberia, North Korea—what’s a 43-story building in Munich to you?”


  “Your flattery isn’t making this happen more quickly,” Hawk said. “We need to figure out a way into the unit and a way out.”


  The two agents discussed a strategy for a few minutes before deciding on the best route to save Mallory.


  When they finished, Dark Matter chimed in from the backseat. “It’ll never work. Way too many variables for that to succeed. If one thing goes wrong, the whole extraction collapses.”


  Tyson huffed before turning toward their prisoner. “What are you now? An extraction consultant?”


  “I’ve been in this apartment before,” Dark Matter said. “You’re assuming things are going to run smoothly. And with a gang like Zmatek, you’re going to be disappointed.”


  “What do you care?” Hawk asked. “If we fail, you go free.”


  Dark Matter pursed his lips. “I’m not the villain you’re making me out to be. Just consider it a friendly warning.”


  “Your concern has been duly noted,” Hawk said before smashing Dark Matter in the back of his head and rendering him unconscious.


  Then Hawk turned to Tyson. “Let’s go get Mallory.”


  * * *


  TYSON KNOCKED ON THE apartment door and waited for someone to answer it. After about a minute, the locks clicked open and a man with a chiseled jawline and a salt and pepper goatee answered the door.


  “What is it?” he asked in German.


  Tyson turned his right hand over, palm facing upward, and pushed his sleeve up to his elbow.


  “So, you have a tattoo?” the man said with a sneer. “Do you want a cookie?”


  “I’m with the Bratva,” Tyson answered. “I need to speak with your boss.”


  “Wait here a moment,” the man said.


  He shut the door and locked it back as he disappeared into the apartment. Tyson had a bad feeling about the interaction. He moved away from the door, standing to its side. Seconds later, he heard the shuffle of feet, followed by the cocking of a weapon.


  Bullets tore through the door in a wide pattern, peppering the other side of the hall. Tyson remained still, his back pressed against the near wall and his eyes watching for the slightest movement on the door handle. Nobody inside said anything, at least anything that Tyson could hear.


  “Tyson, are you okay?” Hawk asked over the coms.


  Tyson responded affirmatively with a low-level grunt. He didn’t want to say anything else for fear that the men inside might hear him and make another attempt to exact revenge.


  The doorknob turned slowly before easing open. A man Tyson hadn’t seen before poked his head into the hallway and glanced around. Before he swept to the left, Tyson hit the man with a headshot. He fell face first into the hallway.


  Seconds later, another man with a weapon dashed into the hall. Before he could wield it in Hawk’s direction, the man had two bullet holes in his head.


  Tyson scooted across the floor and then peered around the corner. He didn’t see anyone but heard footsteps rushing in his direction. Without hesitating, he scrambled inside and squeezed into a tight spot between the side of the couch and the wall. Three men raced toward the door but never made it as Tyson picked them off one by one. 


  He remained still, listening for any more footfalls. He waited a minute before hailing Hawk on the coms.


  “We’re clear,” Tyson said.


  “Copy that.”


  However, Tyson didn’t hear the man creeping around the corner.


  “Place your weapon on the ground,” the man said.


  Tyson complied and then raised his hands in the air.


  “Good,” the man said. “Before I shoot you, I have a few questions.”


  * * * 


  HAWK SQUIRMED THROUGH THE duct work, making his way deeper into the apartment. He heard Tyson get caught and the beginning of his interrogation. Whoever the man was asking the questions obviously held the upper hand. And Hawk was convinced that the moment the man learned whatever it was that he wanted to know, he would shoot Tyson.


  I didn’t come all this way to lose Eddie like this.


  Hawk hustled, bumping the side of the duct as he scurried toward the room where he believed Zmatek had to be holding Mallory. He found the seam in the duct and removed the screws, weakening the duct system. Moments later, the aluminum casing bent, dumping Hawk out. He crashed through the ceiling and tumbled onto the floor.


  Mallory’s eyes met his. “Hawk? Is that you?”


  Hawk put his index finger to his lips and glanced toward the door.


  “What the hell was that?” the Zmatek guard said.


  “I’m okay,” Mallory said. “Just an accident.”


  “An accident?” the man said. “Sounds like an elephant trampled through the door.”


  “There’s no elephant in the room,” Mallory said with a snicker and a wink. “I just fell over. I’m lying on the floor.”


  “I’ll help you up in a minute,” the guard said.


  Hawk clambered across the room before pulling out his knife and cutting Mallory free. She rubbed her wrists for a few seconds before embracing Hawk.


  “You have no idea how frightened I was,” she said in a hushed tone.


  “Oh, I think I know,” Hawk said. “But we can’t ignore Tyson right now.”


  “Are you sure it’s safe?” she asked.


  “I’m sure it’s not—and that’s exactly why I’m going back for him.”


  “We’re going back for him,” Mallory corrected.


  “Mallory, I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”


  She winked. “Don’t worry. I’m going to more than help. I’m going to save your friend’s ass.”


  Before Hawk could protest, she called for the guard to get her a drink of water.


  “What are you doing?” he asked.


  “Just trust me.”


  * * *


  TYSON FELT THE COLD steel slide against his head. He took a deep breath and tried not to think about it.


  If I escape the Russians and the North Koreans to die at the hands of this freak for an asset who should’ve never been in the field in the first place—so help me I will haunt Besserman in his office until his last breath.


  “Who are you?” the man asked as he removed the gun from Tyson’s head and moved around to face him. “And who sent you?”


  Tyson studied the man for a moment. “I didn’t come for you, if that’s what you’re asking. I came for the woman. I don’t even know who you are, and, quite frankly, don’t care.”


  “We took the woman as leverage,” the man said. “Apparently, it was a smart move.”


  Tyson glanced at the bodies on the floor. “Maybe not for everyone.”


  “Yet here you are, about to say good-bye to this life. And for what? You’ve obviously been sent on a suicide mission. No support. No way out.”


  “Maybe we can make a deal.”


  “You’re certainly desperate,” the man said. “You try to accomplish your mission with force but pivot to deals when it’s clear you’re going to lose.”


  A sound in the back hallway arrested the man’s attention.


  “You still think I don’t have any support?” Tyson asked.


   “You’re a terrible liar,” the man turned and shouted down the hall. “Dmitri? Are you there?”


  Nothing.


  “Dmitri? Stop playing around and answer me.”


  “Maybe you should—”


  Tyson winced at the pain of the whack to the back of his head before falling unconscious.


  * * *


  HAWK HEARD THE THUMP of a body hitting the floor coming from the living room. He didn’t hear a gun shot, but that didn’t mean someone wasn’t dead.


  He glanced down at the dead guard whose neck he’d just broken. There wasn’t time to hide him, but not that it really mattered. Hawk still faced the daunting challenge of getting to Tyson and helping him out.


  Heavy footfalls came down the hall from a man shouting for a guard named Dmitri. Hawk could only assume that was the name of the guard he’d just killed.


  Taking cover behind the bed on the far wall, Hawk waited with Mallory for the man to enter. The moment the door swung open, Hawk fired at the man’s feet from underneath the bed. Bullets pinged against the wall as he fired randomly about the room before crashing to the floor. Hawk rose up and fired several more times. The man dropped his weapon, clutching the wound in his chest.


  Hawk got up and stood over the man.


  “You’ll never get away with this,” the man said. “Zmatek will haunt you forever.”


  “Take a number,” Hawk said before firing a headshot. 


  The man’s body went limp. Hawk knelt and picked up the man’s weapon.


  “For you,” he said, handing it to Mallory.


  “You know I’m a data analyst, right?” she said. “I’m not very good with these things.”


  “Consider it a keepsake,” Hawk said.


  He crept out into the hallway and checked both directions. Hustling back toward the living room, he found Tyson squinting and rubbing the back of his head.


  “Are they all dead?” Tyson asked.


  Hawk nodded. “As far as I can tell. Are you alright?”


  “I’ve got a massive headache,” Tyson said. “But all things considered, I guess I can’t complain.”


  “Good,” Hawk said. “Now let’s get the hell outta here before any more of these goons come back.”


  Hawk helped Tyson to his feet before the trio headed for the elevators. When they reached the lobby, Hawk led them out and onto the street.


  His face fell when he looked toward their car parked alongside the curb.


  “What now?” he muttered.


  As he marched toward the car, he looked at the police car parked next to his. A pair of officers were talking with one another and making notes as they circled the vehicle.


  “What’s happening?” Hawk asked as he rushed toward them.


  “Is this your car?” one of the officers asked.


  Hawk nodded.


  “We found a man with his arms and feet bound together inside,” one of the officers said.


  “Where is the man now?” Hawk asked, his eyes widening.


  “We freed him and let him go. He didn’t want to press charges but we don’t need him to do that since we witnessed everything.”


  Hawk held up his credentials. “I’m with the U.S. government. You just released a terrorist.”


  “We did what?” the other officer asked.


  “That man was a terrorist and we were taking him out of the country,” Hawk explained.


  “You should’ve gone through the proper channels for extraction,” one of the officers said.


  “There wasn’t time,” Hawk said with a growl. “Which way did he go?”


  One of the cops pointed east.


  Hawk turned toward Mallory and Tyson. “Get in.”


  “But wait,” one of the officers protested. “We’re not finished.”


  “Try and stop me,” Hawk said.


  He whipped the car around and headed east.


  CHAPTER 34


  Washington, D.C.


  BIG EARV AND HARRIS stood in front of the empty hostess stand at Ted’s Bulletin, scanning the restaurant’s patrons. The room buzzed with conversations from the customers devouring their meals at one of the city’s best breakfast cafes.


  A young woman hustled up to the stand. “Sorry about that. We’re a little busy this morning. Can I help you gentlemen?”


  Big Earv peered around the corner and spotted Senator Carlisle. “We’re meeting someone, and I just now saw him.”


  She swept her hand toward the seating area. “Enjoy your meal.”


  Big Earv nodded knowingly at Harris before the duo dodged servers along with tables and chairs to reach Carlisle’s booth in the back. A young man wearing a suit and reading off a tablet stopped when Carlisle cleared his throat.


  “Give us a minute,” Carlisle said to his aide, who got up and scurried away.


  Carlisle turned his attention to the two agents. “You guys should just call next time. Showing up unexpectedly smacks of desperation.”


  “We’re not desperate,” Big Earv said. “We’re just here to watch you pay your bill.”


  Carlisle grunted a laugh. “Is this some kind of joke? Did you just come here to harass me? I mean, after last night, I was certain I’d never see your faces again, but here you are, less than twelve hours later. It’s like you want me to share your secret organization with the country. And maybe it is. I don’t know. Is that what you want?”


  Big Earv remained silent. He’d instructed Harris to do the same. And their lack of response angered Carlisle.


  “So, you’re just going to stand there and not say anything?” Harris asked. “It’s weird, I’ll give you that. But if you’re hoping to have a chat with me, I can assure you that it’s not going to happen if you don’t start talking. I’ve got to leave in two minutes in order to make it back to my office for a ten o’clock meeting. Matthew was just going over my day before I excused him, yet you’ve done nothing but stand there and stare at me like I’m some carnival freak show.”


  “Have you paid your bill?” Big Earv asked.


  “What is your obsession with me paying my bill?” Carlisle asked. “I gave my card to the waitress right before you got here. Sorry to disappoint you. You’ll have to go tower over someone else and watch them pay for their meal. You guys are so weird.”


  Big Earv felt a tap on his shoulder. He glanced behind him to see a waitress clutching a credit card and a frown on her face.


  “I’m sorry, Senator, but your card was declined,” she said as she handed him back his card. “Do you have an alternate form of payment?”


  “That’s weird,” Carlisle said. “Must be those new damn chips. I seriously wonder if technology has made our lives more difficult than easy.”


  She took another card from him. “I’ll be right back.”


  After she left, Carlisle glared at Big Earv. “You trying to send me a message?”


  Big Earv folded his arms and kept quiet.


  “It’s not a trick question,” Carlisle said.


  “I think the answer will be obvious soon enough.”


  Seconds later, the waitress returned with Carlisle’s card and another frown on her face. “I’m sorry, Senator, but this one didn’t work either. I can try again with another card if you have one. Or I can take cash.”


  Big Earv sucked in a breath through his teeth. “I doubt that’s gonna happen. The good senator here just introduced legislation a week ago to rid cash as a means of currency. He wants everything handled through virtual transactions so the government can make sure they don’t miss one single cent of your hard-earned money.”


  The waitress scowled. “Is this true?”


  Carlisle waved his hands in a gesture of denial. “That’s a gross mischaracterization of the bill and its intent, posited by partisan hacks. What I’m proposing is going to make life more difficult for identity thieves and other types of hacking crimes related to financials.”


  “But no cash?” the waitress asked.


  “Look, here’s some cash right now,” Carlisle said, tossing a fifty-dollar bill on the table. “This incident proves why my bill is necessary.”


  She snatched the money and eyed him closely.


  “Actually, this proves why your bill would be a disaster,” Big Earv said. “This young woman wouldn’t have gotten paid if you get your way. But we’re not here to talk about that.”


  The woman turned and hustled off before disappearing into the kitchen.


  Carlisle pointed his finger at Big Earv. “I don’t know what you think you’re doing here, but—”


  “Isn’t it obvious by now?” Harris asking, speaking up for the first time. “We’ve frozen your assets.”


  “You did what?” Carlisle asked, his eyes narrowed.


  “Did I stutter? I said we’ve frozen your assets. And that includes your credit cards.”


  “You have no legal right to do that,” Carlisle said.


  Harris wagged his index finger. “Actually we do when we have proof you’ve been colluding with foreign governments by sharing our sensitive intelligence secrets with them.”


  “You have no such thing.”


  Big Earv put his hands on the table and leaned forward, speaking in a hushed tone. “We know what you did. We have proof of it too. And your money and all your financial assets will remain frozen until you resign from your senate seat.”


  “This is preposterous,” Carlisle said as the veins on his neck bulged. “You’ll never get away with this. I’ll sue you into oblivion.”


  “Actually, you’ll do no such thing,” Big Earv said.


  “I’ll expose all the evil things you’re doing. And I can promise you that the American people won’t like it.”


  “You won’t do that either,” Big Earv said. “You’ll tender your resignation by the end of business today or else the lengthy investigation into your illegal activities with entities of the Russian government will drag on for months and months, keeping your money tied up and giving time to make sure every single one of your constituents knows what you did. Expose our organization and you’ll be telling on yourself since you’re one of the people who recommended and approved funding for it. And that would be odd since we’re officially listed as a consulting agency for defense contractors. You’d have plenty of explaining to do on your own. Meanwhile, we’d just start up under a different umbrella once you leave office. Because one way or another, your term is up.”


  Carlisle leaned back in his seat and sighed, the weight of Big Earv’s threat dawning on the senator. “Why, you conniving son of a bitch.”


  “You can get upset with me, but I wasn’t the one selling secrets to the Russians and being careless enough to get caught by one of my staffers,” Big Earv said. “And I wasn’t the one who had to order a hit on him either. You did that all by yourself, big boy.”


  “You’re going to fail.”


  “I don’t think so,” Big Earv said. “You resign and this all goes away. You get to keep all your money. You get to keep your life as we look the other way on you hiring a hitman who won’t testify against you. But if you fight it? The world is going to know what a traitor you are. We won’t even have to mention the murder part. And you’ll be done for good, whiling away your days in prison while your family won’t be able to access your funds. I think it’s a simple choice, so I suggest you don’t look this gift horse in the mouth.”


  Big Earv stood upright again.


  “This isn’t going to end well,” Carlisle said.


  “Only if you choose poorly,” Big Earv said, the grin on his face widening. He tapped his watch and held up five fingers before turning and walking away.


  “Enjoy the rest of your breakfast,” Harris said before following after Big Earv.


  They didn’t speak until they got back into Harris’s car.


  “Think he’ll resign?” Harris asked.


  “He’d be a fool not to, but I’m not holding my breath.”


  CHAPTER 35


  Munich, Germany


  AFTER A TWO-HOUR SEARCH for Dark Matter ended without finding him, Hawk suggested that they needed to take a different tact. He drove back to the apartment building where they’d rescued Mallory and discussed their options.


  “We could tap some of our friends working with Interpol and see if they can get us access to any CCTV footage in the area,” Hawk said. “What do you think?”


  Mallory rolled her window down and stared outside.


  “Mallory, are you still with us?” Hawk asked.


  “Sorry,” she said as she wiped a streaking tear from her face with the back of her hand. “I just—I don’t know if I can help anymore.”


  “You’ve been through a lot,” Tyson said. “Why don’t we take you back to the airport and get you a flight home? How does that sound?”


  “I want to stay and help,” she said. “But—”


  Hawk knew Mallory could prove to be useful, but she’d be better off helping in front of a computer at Langley rather than being a liability in the field.


  “You did a great job,” Hawk said. “Being out here can get rough sometimes. The most important thing is you survived and your smarts are going to help us catch these people sooner or later. There’s no shame in wanting to get back home after all you’ve been through.”


  She sniffled and blotted away another tear with her thumb. “I think I’d rather do that.”


  “Rerouting in progress,” Hawk said as he turned the car around and headed toward the airport.


  Hawk and Tyson debriefed with her before dropping her off to try and catch the earliest flight from Munich to Washington. She wished them good luck and hustled inside.


  “Now what?” Tyson asked.


  “What do you know about the underground world here in Munich?” Hawk asked.


  “As it relates to what industry?”


  “Hackers, computer programming experts.”


  Tyson stroked his chin and stared out the window, taking a moment to consider the answer to Hawk’s question.


  “I know some people here he could connect with,” Tyson said. “If anything, they might be able to help us track Dark Matter.”


  “But would they?”


  “Would they what? Help us?”


  “Yeah,” Hawk said. “No matter what we tell them, they’re going to suspect that we’re government agents. And I’m not sure those type of people will view us as allies.”


  “It’s always a risk we run,” Tyson said. “But at this point, if we don’t find Dark Matter and find him quick, we’re back to square one. And for me, it’s even worse because he knows I’m alive. One phone to whoever’s in charge and Sheila and the boys might be scooped up.”


  “And that’s why we can’t stop, why we won’t stop. I’m all in no matter what.”


  “I appreciate that,” Tyson said. “But you don’t need to say it. The fact that you risked your own life to come get me out of a North Korean prison said it all.”


  “Let’s go.”


  Hawk exited the airport and followed Tyson’s directions. As they traveled, Hawk reached out to Alex and filled her in on all the events of the past few hours, putting her call on speaker.


  “Be careful, honey,” Alex said. “Hackers are suspicious by nature. If they suspect you’re there to expose their operation, you’re going to regret it.”


  “Any tips on how to better fit in?” Hawk asked.


  “Just keep your mouth shut and let Eddie do all the talking,” she said. “After all, he’s got some experience dealing with these types, if I’m not mistaken. Don’t take any action unless you absolutely have to.”


  “None? As in, no action?”


  “That’s right,” Alex said. “I know that’s a tall order for you, but relax and let Tyson handle it.”


  “Your wife is a smart woman,” Tyson said.


  “Honey, you have a new fan,” Hawk said.


  “Eddie, I’ll send you an autographed picture of me at my keyboard,” Alex said.


  “That’d be great,” Tyson said. “I’ll display it with my Pete Rose autographed baseball.”


  “Who?” Alex asked.


  “Never mind, honey. I’ll explain later, but we’re going dark in case we get checked at the door. I wanted to let you know in case something happens.”


  “Copy that,” she said. “Be careful out there fighting terrorists. Now I’ve got to go convince John Daniel to get in the bathtub.”


  “We all have our battles,” Hawk said with a wry grin. “Good luck.”


  He ended the call and looked at Tyson.


  “What are you thinking?” Tyson asked. 


  “I’m thinking we were so close to getting down to business in Salzburg,” Hawk said. “Now, I’m not so sure. Dark Matter has had plenty of time to warn whoever he needs to that we’re on to them.”


  “He won’t leave town, not yet anyway.”


  “What makes you so sure?”


  “He needs to get to some place where he can safely contact his people,” Tyson explained. “And he can’t just walk into some internet cafe to get the job done. He’s got to find a hacker den, one that’ll be friendly to him.”


  “And you think your friend can take us to one?”


  Tyson winced. “Friend might be pushing it a little bit.”


  “Edd-ieeee,” Hawk said, casting a quick glance at his partner. “What are you not telling me?”


  “I may have gotten into a fight with this woman the last time we saw each other.”


  “What kind of fight?”


  “It was just an argument,” Tyson said. “But I’m not sure she’s going to be super welcoming.”


  “What’d you do?”


  “It’s a long story and I’d rather not talk about it right now, but Anya might bring it up.”


  “Anya?”


  “Look, the fewer judgmental looks I get from you, the better. She was a friend with the FSB who helped me track down someone in Siberia. It was a favor I was happy to help with. I hated the scumbag we caught.”


  “But you got into a fight with this Anya?” Hawk asked.


  “Just let me handle everything, okay? I just thought you ought to know in case things went sideways during our meeting.”


  “And you’re certain she’ll meet with us?”


  “I’m never certain of much,” Tyson said. “But I’d put the odds of her talking to me versus not at sixty-forty.”


  Hawk turned the corner, following the directions of the woman on the app. “Those aren’t great odds.”


  “Better than ten million to one odds that we find him by sheer luck.”


  A few minutes later, Hawk pulled up to the curb outside the address that Tyson had entered into the GPS. “Here we are. Ready?”


  “I was born ready. Let’s go.”


  The pair walked up the steps to the townhome on a street packed tightly with two-story houses all built with stone facades. A slight rain started to fall from the overcast skies. Tyson pressed the doorbell and waited for someone to answer.


  “Just leave the package on the doorstop,” came the reply from the speaker.


  “Anya, I don’t have a package for you,” Tyson said.


  There was no reply for a few seconds.


  “I guess the forty percent won out this time,” Hawk said.


  He turned to leave, but Tyson grabbed a fistful of Hawk’s shirt. “Where’s your faith, man? We don’t give up that easily.”


  Tyson pressed the doorbell again. This time, there was no reply from the speaker. However, there was loud rhythmic thumping as if someone was racing down the steps. Then the door swung open with Anya wearing a baggy sweatshirt and her dirty blonde hair assembled up in a messy bun.


  Anya fingered her necklace as she looked Tyson up and down. “You don’t write. You don’t call. Then you just show up at my front door with a friend. I’m not sure what to make of you, Eddie.”


  “If I told you what I’d been up to, I doubt you’d believe me.”


  “Try me,” she said. “Where were you? A Russian gulag? A North Korean prison? Or wait—a Chinese work camp?”


  “Which one is your final answer?”


  “It’s one of those three?” she asked.


  He nodded.


  “Well, you definitely wouldn’t have been able to escape from a North Korean prison. And the Chinese don’t hesitate to shoot anyone on sight who tries to get over a fence. So, I guess that leaves us with the Russian gulag.”


  “Wrong answer,” he said.


  “Chinese work camp?”


  “That’s two strikes,” Tyson said. “I really thought you’d be better at this game.”


  “No way you got out of a North Korean prison. I’ll never believe you.”


  “I’d tell you to look it up on the news, but it’s North Korea. The news sources there are far less reliable than most media outlets, if you can imagine that.”


  “You’ll have to tell me the story sometime,” Anya said. “But I’m guessing you didn’t come all this way to my home here in Munich to brag about escaping prison.”


  Tyson looked skyward as the intensity of the rain increased.


  “Why don’t you come inside and tell me all about it,” she said before poking her head outside and scanning the street. Then she ushered her guests into the living room.


  Hawk and Tyson sat on a sofa opposite Anya, who perched on an oversized lounge chair. Hawk noticed two empty Vodka bottles on the counter.


  “So what is it, Eddie?” she asked, her forehead creased. “Why did you come here? You know I told you to never visit me here again. We don’t know who is watching.”


  “I’m sorry to put you at risk like this,” Tyson said. “But this is too important.”


  She nodded knowingly. “What do you need?”


  Tyson drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “We need to find an underground hacker den.”


  She emphatically shook her head. “No, no, absolutely not. I know your memory may not be as good as mine since you were stuck in a North Korean prison, but I assure you that I remember every painful detail of what happened the last time we worked together to infiltrate a group of hackers.”


  “It won’t be like last time,” Tyson said. “I just need you to get us inside. We can take it from there.”


  She leaned forward, her eyes widening. “Are you mad? They will kill you—and probably without much of a discussion.”


  “We need to find a man, someone we’d captured,” Hawk said. “He’s the key to us taking down a shadow organization manipulating the world for nefarious means.”


  “Well, when you put it that way,” Anya said, letting her words hang for a moment. “No. Still absolutely not.”


  “Anya, listen to me. This man we’re trying to find is the key to me getting my life back, my family back. You know how important this is, never mind that he’s part of an organization that is controlling and manipulating powerful people all over the world.”


  She looked down, studying her feet for a moment. “Okay, I will help you, but only because of how much I know your family means to you.”


  “Thank you, Anya,” Tyson said.


  “Don’t thank me yet,” she said. “You’re going to owe me big time.”


  * * *


  THE NEXT MORNING, Anya drove Hawk and Tyson across town to an unfinished apartment building. Scaffolding surrounded the entire complex. Plastic tarp whipped in the wind, beating against the rusting metal.


  “How long has this place been this way?” Tyson asked.


  “The developer stopped working on this project twelve years ago when he discovered a sinkhole beneath this spot,” she said. “They immediately halted the work and it’s been sitting here ever since. Meanwhile, several units were fully wired, including the entire seventh floor. That’s where we’ll meet the men you’re looking for.”


  “And nobody has tried to remove them?” Hawk asked.


  “Nobody even knows they’re here,” she said. “It’s not a perfect situation, especially since the power is spotty out here. But they use a backup generator to keep the computers online.”


  “So, the power just goes out sometimes?”


  “It goes out all the time,” she said. “They try to counter the shaky power by keeping it dark inside, but it doesn’t seem to matter much.”


  Anya led them to the security check point and was greeted by one of the armed guards. She told him the men were with her and were friendly.


  The man waved Tyson and Hawk over to him. He used a metal detector wand to check them for any items they deemed illegal, which was pretty much everything but their phones, which had to be stored in a box that blocked any cell tower signals.


  “Good luck,” the guard said, pointing to a long dark corridor.


  Hawk remained at the back of the line, following Anya and Tyson, respectively. When they turned the corner, they walked into a room, lit only by the computer monitors and small desk lamps. Hawk noted that the windows were covered by plastic bags attached to the wall with duct tape. Not even a single ray of the bright sun outside penetrated the room.


  A man strode up to Anya and offered his hand. “It’s been six months and you just show up like this.”


  “I had to work on some things before I returned,” she said.


  “What kind of things?” he asked.


  “Personal matters,” she said. 


  “And what do these men here want? Why would you bring them here to us?”


  Tyson stepped forward. “We’re looking for a man who goes by the codename Dark Matter. Have you seen him?”


  Before anyone could respond, several of the other hackers produced guns, training them on the two visitors.


  “Who did you say?” the man asked slowly.


  “Dark Matter,” Tyson repeated.


  “This takes quite some nerve,” the man said before glancing at one of the other armed men.


  The lights flickered, going out for a few seconds. When they came back on, the men had encircled Tyson and Hawk, who maneuvered into a back-to-back position.


  “Is this what you had in mind when you thought we’d visit these guys?” Hawk asked in a whisper.


  “I’m as surprised as you are,” Tyson said.


  Hawk grunted. “Who says I’m surprised?”


  CHAPTER 36


  Munich, Germany


  HAWK SCANNED THE ROOM and counted the number of people. With twelve total and only four of them armed, Hawk liked their odds. All he needed to do was get his hands on a weapon, which appeared to be a daunting challenge.


  “We got this,” Hawk whispered.


  “Of course we do,” Tyson said.


  The leader stepped forward, brandishing his gun. He clucked his tongue and shook his head as he studied his two prisoners.


  “What do you want from us?” Tyson asked. “We just came here to see if you could help us. We don’t want any trouble.”


  The man removed his jacket, revealing a t-shirt that read, “The Real GM.” On the back it said, “Giga Myte.”


  Hawk stifled a laugh, though he couldn’t help but crack a smile.


  GM clasped his hands behind his back while still clutching his weapon. He circled Hawk and Tyson, scuffing his boots on the concrete floor. Then he spun and turned toward Hawk, the two men locking eyes.


  “Is something funny?”


  Hawk’s smile vanished, but he remained quiet, his hands still raised in the air in a gesture of surrender.


  “Because I don’t recall cracking any jokes, though we’re about to crack some heads,” GM said.


  Hawk drew back as he sucked in a breath through his teeth. “With all due respect, I don’t think that’s a good idea, Mr. Giga Myte.”


  “Are you mocking my name?”


  Hawk cocked his head to one side. “So, that’s not just your online handle? It’s real?”


  “I never joke about my name.”


  “Sorry,” Hawk said as he started to chuckle, “I just can’t believe you’re a grown man who’s proudly wearing a shirt like that. I mean, what kind of delusional psycho calls himself Giga Myte?”


  “Keep it up, jar head,” GM said. “The next thing you know, you’ll get your hard drive reformatted.”


  “What are you doing?” Tyson whispered.


  “Just be ready to move,” Hawk responded.


  “When?”


  “You’ll know when it’s time.”


  Hawk turned his focus back to GM. “I’m sorry, but I don’t quite understand that analogy. Does getting my hard drive reformatted mean that you’re going to give me amnesia so I’ll forget everything in my life up until this point, or does it mean that you’re going to repurpose me inside another computer? I just want to understand what your intent is here.”


  The man turned toward the shadows. “Anya, who are these clowns that you brought in here? I should punish you just like I’m going to punish them.”


  Anya stepped into a lighted area and put her hands on her hips. “My mistake, GM. I should’ve known better.”


  “An apology isn’t going to absolve you of what you did here,” he said.


  Hawk cranked his head and whispered out of the corner of his mouth. “What’s she doing, E? Did we just get played?”


  “Hold—the—line,” Tyson said.


  GM motioned with his index finger for Anya to go closer to him. She shuffled across the room, her eyes focused on the floor. He put his left arm around her while using his right hand to point to Hawk and Tyson.


  “I want you to understand the point I’m about to make,” GM said. “Under no circumstances are you to allow anyone ever into our den again. Do you understand me?”


  She nodded. “If you’d like me to handle their punishment, I’ll be more than happy to take care of them for you.”


  GM shrugged. “I’ve changed my mind. No longer do we need to punish them. We simply need to put them in the ground.”


  Then he handed his weapon to Anya.


  “What’s this for?” she asked.


  “Go ahead,” GM said with a wide grin. “Finish them off.”


  Anya paused before slowly training the gun on Hawk.


  “Well, go on,” GM said. “We don’t have all day.”


  Hawk swallowed hard, his eyes locked with Anya’s. She set her jaw, her eyes piercing him.


  She’s gonna pull the trigger.


  Hawk raised both his hands higher in the air. “Before you shoot, can I take off my jacket? I’d hate for this leather to be riddled with bullets and soaked in blood.”


  Hawk didn’t wait for an answer and started to shed the jacket.


  “Oh, bloody hell,” GM said, glaring at Anya. “Give me the gun. I’ll do it myself.”


  As he snatched the gun away from her, the lights flickered and then went off.


  “Now,” Hawk said.


  He rushed the armed guard on his left, while Tyson broke right. Hawk used his jacket to wrap around the guard’s hands, constricted his movements. Then Hawk kicked the man’s knee cap and hit him with a throat punch. He relinquished his grip on his weapon as he crumpled to the ground.


  By the time the lights came back on, Hawk and Tyson had seized control of a weapon. They immediately took out the two guards with weapons, leaving them with just GM to deal with. However, GM was gone.


  “Where the hell did he go?” Hawk asked.


  Anya was gone, too.


  One of the unarmed men took a swipe at Hawk, but he ducked and then smashed the man’s head with the butt of the rifle.


  “Anyone else?” Hawk asked as he collected the weapons from the other guards.


  Tyson opened a door that led into a small room. “Everyone in here.”


  The men filed past them and went inside without any further revolt. Tyson shut the door but kept his weapon trained on it.


  “Now what?” Tyson asked. “I hope you’ve got a good idea.”


  “You think Anya is with GM, or is she being held hostage?” Hawk asked.


  Tyson shrugged. “At this point, I’m not sure. But she didn’t shoot you.”


  Hawk heard a muffled scream. “Sounds like that’s coming from outside.”


  He rushed over to the window and saw GM struggling to keep control of Anya, while Dark Matter hustled ahead of them toward a parked car.


  Tyson rushed over to the window. “We’ll never catch them now.”


  Hawk lifted the window and fired a few shots at their feet. GM rushed her over to the nearby vehicle, where they took cover.


  “That ought to buy us some time,” Hawk said.


  “Time to do what?” Tyson asked.


  “Time to do this.” Hawk secured the rifle over his shoulder before crouching into the window and balancing on the ledge. He eyed the light pole about ten feet away from the building and then leaped. Once his chest made contact with the metal pole, he wrapped his arms and legs around it and slid down. A bullet whizzed past him.


  Tyson fired back toward GM and Anya’s position, providing Hawk an opportunity to get closer. He hunched low as he crept toward another vehicle. As he quickly put together a plan on how he could manage the evolving situation, he heard a car engine roar to life.


  Hawk peered around the corner of his vehicle and saw Dark Matter driving a car. Without hesitating, Hawk fired at the car’s tires. He needed four shots to flatten the back two tires.


  He worked his way through the parking lot, moving from car to car. A few more bullets pinged off nearby vehicles before Tyson fired some more shots from the window. Then the hostile fire stopped.


  Hawk looked over to see GM on the ground. Anya grabbed the weapon and trained it on him. 


  One down, one to go.


  More bullets peppered the area around Hawk. He slid behind another car, trying to keep an eye on Dark Matter—who had remained inside his vehicle—and the new attacker.


  But almost as quickly as it started, it stopped. Hawk peeked over the hood and saw Anya firing in the direction behind Hawk. He stayed low as he looked behind him and saw the security guard who’d greeted them at the entrance face down on the sidewalk.


  Hawk stood up and rushed toward Dark Matter. He tried to drive the car, the deflated tires flapping on the pavement. Hawk angled a shot through the window, shattering the glass but avoiding Dark Matter. He stopped the car and placed his hands in the air.


  “Nice try,” Hawk said. “But you didn’t think we’d just let you get away, did you?”


  Tyson and Anya raced over to Hawk, their weapons trained on Dark Matter.


  “Get out,” Hawk said. “You’re taking us to the Cobbler right now.”


  CHAPTER 37


  Salzburg, Austria


  HAWK PULLED INTO A parking lot across the street from the small watch repair shop. Dark Matter sat in the back, fighting against the bindings on his wrists and ankles. Hawk and Tyson watched as their prisoner squirmed, cursing under his breath.


  “If you break free, we’re just going to shoot you this time,” Tyson said.


  Dark Matter sneered at his captors. “Shoot me. I won’t care. It’ll just add to the long list of laws you’ve broken.”


  “Now that’s some comedy gold right there,” Hawk said with a chuckle. “Since when did you start caring about breaking laws?”


  “Just let me go,” Dark Matter said. “I brought you to the Cobbler. That should be enough.”


  “You tried to kidnap and kill my colleague,” Hawk said. “I’m not going to just let that go.”


  He looked down at his phone and read the text message.


  “What is it?” Dark Matter asked.


  “I’ve got some friends that want to talk to you,” Hawk said. “They’ll be here in a couple of minutes. I’ll let you plead your case with them, but we’re done. And you should thank me for not shooting you because you deserve it.”


  “And you have no idea that you embody everything about American arrogance.”


  Hawk shrugged. “I’m not running in a popularity contest. I’m here to get results and get them yesterday.”


  “Typical,” Dark Matter said with a sneer.


  Tyson smashed Dark Matter in the head, hitting him with the butt of his gun. Dark Matter slumped unconscious on the backseat.


  “When are they going to be here?” Tyson asked.


  “They’re two minutes out.”


  “Leave the car unlocked,” Tyson said. “We don’t want to be anywhere near the vehicle when they get him.”


  “In that case, let’s go.”


  Hawk strolled up to the front door and tugged hard on it. A bell clanked off the glass as he walked in. The man behind the counter didn’t look up, staring down at something on the counter through his jeweler’s glass.


  “Can I help you?” the man asked in Czech once he took a break. 


  Hawk, hands plunged into his jacket pockets, scanned the room. No other customers were around. He approached the counter and kept his voice low.


  “You run this place?” Hawk asked in English.


  The man smiled. “Americans. You’re always welcome in this shop.”


  “Good,” Tyson said. “We’re here to look at your Rolex Zerographe.”


  “The Zerographe? I hope you came with deep pockets. Let me fetch it from the back.”


  “No, no,” Tyson said. “We prefer you stay right here.”


  He pulled his jacket back to reveal his gun.


  The man placed his hands on the glass counter and studied Tyson and Hawk. “I’m afraid the Zerographe is in the back. If you insist I stay here, you won’t be able to see it.”


  “You’re not leaving our sight,” Hawk said. “You can either take us back there with you or perhaps call to the back to get the Cobbler to come out.”


  The man rubbed his goatee and laughed. “That’s not how it works here.”


  “That’s how it works today,” Tyson said. “It’s your call.”


  “You’re making a big mistake. The man you’re looking for doesn’t appreciate anyone breaking protocol. If you do, he views you as an enemy. And I can assure you that you don’t want to make him your enemy.”


  “It’s a little late for that,” Tyson said. “We’re already at odds and we need to have a little conversation.”


  The man glanced up at the security camera before interlocking his fingers while placing his hands on top of his head. He blinked twice.


  Hawk noticed the signal and rushed toward the door. The man slid over in front of the entrance to the back.


  “Don’t even think about it,” he said.


  Hawk looked at the man’s hand, which held a gun.


  “I’ll use this if necessary.”


  Hawk took a step back, considering how likely he would be to overpower the elderly gentleman. He didn’t look like much, but Hawk had learned not to underestimate his opponents based on their build or age. However, Hawk’s opportunity to catch the Cobbler was fleeting. If he didn’t act now, the key cog in The Alliance’s wheel might be gone forever. And Hawk wasn’t about to let the opportunity slip away.


  Hawk lunged for the man’s gun. He drew back and raised the gun skyward in an attempt to keep Hawk at bay. But the Magnum Group agent pressed forward and ripped the gun out of the man’s hands.


  Without waiting even a beat, Hawk stormed into the back of the office. He searched among the haphazard arrangement of machinery designed to make and repair watches. There was also a printing press in the far corner.


  At least I know we’re at the right place.


  But the Cobbler was nowhere to be seen.


  Hawk rushed back to the front of the store. “Where is he?”


  “Where is who?” the old man asked.


  “The Cobbler—I know he was here.”


  “He had to take run out for a moment,” the old man said. “Sorry for the inconvenience.”


  Before Hawk could decide how to handle the obstinate old man, sirens outside the front door wailed as a police car pulled up to the curb. Two officers rushed inside, hands on their weapons.


  “Don’t anybody move.”


  CHAPTER 38


  Langley, Virginia


  BESSERMAN CRADLED A CUP of coffee and leaned back in his chair. The latest report he’d just read from Mallory Kauffman gave him pause about what he’d done. Her experience in Germany was one he felt responsible for.


  A knock at his door, compelled him to sit up. “Come in.”


  “Sorry, sir,” his assistant said. “I don’t mean to bother you like this, but your intercom was on ‘do not disturb.’ However, you have a meeting scheduled with Mallory Kauffman.”


  “Of course,” he said. “Send her on in.”


  His assistant opened the door wide and ushered Mallory into the room. She shut the door behind her before shuffling over to his desk.


  “Please, have a seat,” he said, gesturing toward the chair across from him.


  “Thank you, sir,” she said.


  Besserman templed his fingers and glanced down at the folder on his desk. “I read your report.”


  Mallory didn’t say a word.


  “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry that I sent you,” he said. “If I would’ve known—”


  Mallory closed her eyes, her lips locked.


  “I didn’t realize you would be thrust into such a dangerous situation,” Besserman said. “I’m just so thankful nothing worse happened to you.”


  She tilted her head back, shaking it slowly. “Can we not do this?”


  “Not do what? Debrief?”


  “I already sent you my report,” she said. “I’d rather not recall this experience again. Once was one time too many.”


  “Again, I’m so sorry. But I have a few questions for you, things I need answered to put in my final report. I know you were there on my behalf, but I still have to account for my decision to send you there and report about the final outcome.”


  “What happened to Hawk and Tyson?” she asked. “Are they dead?”


  “I haven’t received any updates for at least twenty-four hours. But that doesn’t mean anything.”


  “We should’ve never gotten involved. This whole thing has been a mess from the very beginning.”


  Besserman stood and then circled behind his chair. He leaned on the back of it before pushing it under his desk, lost in a thoughtful stare.


  “So, we’re done here?” she asked.


  He shook his head. “Mallory, the reality is that everyone here who’s ever been involved in any type of field work has dealt with danger. You’re insulated from that world, working obliviously to the mechanics of how information is obtained and how things get done. And while that’s how it should be for you analysts, it’s important to realize the risk that these people take each and every day to gather that intel that you pore over. Without people willing to take these chances, I’m afraid we wouldn’t be able to do much.”


  “But I’m not field trained,” she said, tears starting to streak down her cheeks. “I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know how to counteract everything they were doing to me. There was a small part of me that was hoping they’d just shoot me to put an end to the torture. And let me tell you, the mental torture was far greater than any physical torture I endured.”


  “I don’t know how many times I need to say it, but I’m very sorry for what I did to you,” Besserman said. “I put you in a dangerous situation, one that could’ve ended far worse than it did.”


  “I’m not sure I can get over this,” she said.


  He sighed, his head dropping down. “As much as you’re struggling to get over this, you’re not the only one. If something had happened to you, I doubt I would’ve ever forgiven myself. I still shudder to think about all the what ifs.”


  “Why didn’t you think about that beforehand?” she asked. “Why did you have to wait until it was too late?”


  “It was impulsive,” Besserman said. “I thought you could handle it. And, most importantly, I was desperate to catch someone related to The Alliance and see if we could extract any intel out of them. It would’ve been a huge breakthrough in determining who was behind that organization and what their motivations were. I admit, I acted impetuously, which in turn was also a foolish response.”


  They both sat in silence for a moment before Mallory spoke again.


  “We were so close,” she said.


  “If anyone can capture the people responsible for this mess, it’s Hawk.”


  Another knock on the door interrupted them.


  “Sorry, sir,” his assistant said, poking her head in the door. “The ‘do not disturb’ button is still on, but you need to turn on the television. There’s something you need to see.”


  Besserman grabbed the remote from his desk drawer and powered on the television on the far wall. The channel was set to a cable news channel, which was in the middle of a report. However, Besserman didn’t need to hear any more after seeing the chryon crawling across the bottom of the screen.


  Senator Carlisle unexpectedly announces his resignation


  “Who would’ve seen that coming?” Besserman asked.


  Mallory shrugged. “I never liked that guy.”


  The report ended a few seconds later. He was about to turn off the television when the anchor’s next few words arrested Besserman’s attention: “Two more Russian diplomats left the country today, embroiled in what some security experts say can only be explained through exposing a Russian spy ring.”


  “Think those news editors positioned those stories together on purpose?” Besserman asked aloud.


  “Are they related?” she asked.


  Besserman didn’t say anything. 


  “I know, I know,” she said. “Need to know basis. Well, I know all I need to based off that look.”


  Besserman turned off the television and looked at Mallory. “So, are you still with us? Or are you gonna resign and hate my guts?”


  “I could never quit,” she said. “I know you didn’t do it on purpose. Just don’t ever send me into the field again, okay?”


  “You have my word,” Besserman said.


  Mallory stood and offered her hand. “Thank you for listening to me, sir. I’ll be back tomorrow morning. No rest for the weary.”


  Besserman waited until she left before sitting back down in his chair. He was relieved Mallory didn’t get hurt worse, but something else was starting to occupy his mind. He hadn’t heard anything from Morgan May about how her team’s operation in Europe was going in over a day now. 


  And he was starting to get concerned.


  CHAPTER 39


  Salzburg, Austria


  HAWK TUCKED HIS GUN into the back of his pants as discreetly as possible. Then he held his hands up, showing that he wasn’t a danger. Tyson did likewise, both before any real interrogation began. However, Hawk realized quickly that the old man had alerted local law enforcement that there was a robbery in progress.


  “They have guns,” the man squawked from behind the counter as he pointed at Hawk and Tyson.


  The lead officer eyed Hawk. “Keep your hands in the air. Any sudden movements and I won’t hesitate to force your compliance in a most unpleasant manner.”


  Hawk decided if he was going to escape Salzburg without spending the night in jail, he needed to be forthcoming and avoid a time-wasting interrogation.


  “I have a gun,” Hawk said. “But I’m also authorized to carry it.”


  “Not in Austria,” the officer said as he retrieved the gun from the back of Hawk’s pants and held it up to another officer, who bagged it.


  “I have diplomatic immunity,” Hawk said, also trying to keep the focus off Tyson. “I work for the U.S. government at the embassy, and we’re investigating someone who works here.”


  “How come we weren’t notified?” the officer asked. “We’re supposed to be informed about all foreign investigations.”


  Hawk had to think quick on his feet. “I contacted Interpol and they said they would let the appropriate authorities know. I’m just trying to do my job.”


  “And so am I,” the officer snapped.


  “Well, if you truly are, you’d have noticed that the shopkeeper isn’t here anymore,” Hawk said, nodding behind the counter. “Better get back there before he erases the security footage.”


  The officer glared at Hawk. “Wait right here.”


  But Hawk ignored the man, trailing him through a swinging door that led into the back warehouse of the store. He spun around and set his jaw.


  “I told you to wait back there,” the officer said, pointing toward the front of the store.


  “I’m sorry, but this is as close as we’ve come to capturing someone related to this case we’re working on—and I’m not about to let him get away because of some bureaucratic bullshit.”


  “If you don’t like our law, there are ways to amend it,” the officer said.


  Hawk ignored the man, pushing his way past him and sprinting out into the alley. A silver BMW roared away with the old man in the passenger seat.


  The officer caught up with Hawk and glowered at him.


  “Why are you looking at me like that?” Hawk asked. “You’re the one who just cost us a chance to catch a criminal.”


  “A criminal? That old man?” the officer asked, breaking into a chuckle. “I’ve been bringing my watches here for years. I can assure you that he’s no criminal.”


  “We weren’t after the old man. It was the man he was with.”


  “And what kind of crimes was that man committing?”


  “Forgery, for starters,” Hawk said.


  The officer shook his head. “The U.S. government sent agents after a forger in Austria? I don’t believe it.”


  “I don’t have to prove my case to you. But we had a strong one that we could present in court if pressed to make one. He probably would’ve tried to strike a plea deal in exchange for his cooperation.”


  “Cooperation for what?”


  “I’m afraid those are details that I can’t divulge,” Hawk said.


  Tyson emerged from the back holding a laptop computer, the other officer right behind him.


  “I tried to stop him,” the other officer said to his colleague. “He wouldn’t listen. He’s not allowed to tamper with evidence.”


  Hawk arched an eyebrow. “You found evidence?”


  Tyson shook his head. “The hard drive is gone from this computer. Looks like he took it with him.”


  Hawk kicked at the ground and cursed. “We were so close.”


  “But I got a picture of him from the surveillance footage,” Tyson said.


  “Better than nothing, I suppose,” Hawk said. “But we need to get moving if we’re going to track him down.”


  “You think you can leave that easily?” the officer in charge asked.


  The other officer nodded. “I watched the security footage. They weren’t attempting to rob the shop; that much is clear.”


  “Thank you,” Hawk said, motioning for Tyson to join him. “We don’t have any time to lose.”


  Hawk pulled Tyson close as they walked into the back together. “Before we go, I wanted to show you something.”


  “What is it now?”


  “I found a calendar,” Hawk said. “Tomorrow is circled with the words D-Day written on it. But that’s not all. I also found an email up on one of the computers that was asking the Cobbler if everything was going to go off tomorrow without a hitch.”


  “There’s too much smoke for there not to be a fire on this one,” Tyson said. “If The Alliance is planning an attack tomorrow, we need to be ready for them.”


  * * *


  HAWK AND TYSON HEADED to the U.S. embassy to see if they could get any assistance with tracking the Cobbler. Hawk had little doubt that a master forger like the Cobbler had a handful of different identities to use in case of an emergency. With agents tracking him down to his shop in Salzburg, he’d search for a place to hide. But where?


  That question was the key to making Hawk’s operation a success, yet the options for someone like the Cobbler seemed almost infinite. Hawk and Tyson discussed potential locations where the Cobbler could lay low without having a clue of how to make the list a manageable one.


  “Somewhere in Europe seems most likely,” Tyson said.


  “And you’d think it would be a country where he could easily communicate,” Hawk said.


  “But we have no idea how many languages he knows. Hell, we don’t even know what his name is.”


  “Alex is already working on that for us, thanks to the picture you grabbed,” Hawk said. “We should know something soon. But in the meantime, we need to talk this through.”


  “Okay, so in order to do his job, he must know English, which means he could hide in virtually any European country. If he’s working in Austria, he must know German, too.”


  “I know it’s a lot, but let’s make a list and cross reference it with flights out of the country,” Hawk said. “That would seem to make sense.”


  “But he could be waiting a few days before he leaves.”


  Hawk pulled up to the embassy gates and was waved through after a quick conversation with the guard.


  “I’d leave right away,” Hawk said as he pulled into a parking spot. “He has to know his window to leave is short before his face is being scanned everywhere.”


  Hawk met with one of the ambassador’s deputies to explain their situation. After a brief conversation, the man offered to coordinate with Austrian authorities to locate the Cobbler as well as give them some work space.


  Ten minutes later, Hawk received a call from Alex.


  “Okay, are you ready for your target’s name?” she asked.


  “You have it already?” Hawk asked.


  “You ask, I deliver. His name is Milos Kovar, though he has about a dozen known aliases.”


  “I wonder how many more names we don’t know about.”


  “Probably plenty,” she said. “I’ll set up facial recognition surveillance on him and see if I can get other intelligence agencies involved.”


  “Move quickly because I imagine this guy is already on the move.”


  Hawk paced around the table and brainstormed with Tyson all the ways Kovar could leave the country. A knock on the door interrupted their session.


  “Mr. Hawk,” a man said as he strode into the room, “I’m Frank Wilder, the CIA station chief for Western Europe. I was here on some business and wanted to let you know I appreciate your capture of Dark Matter.”


  “Glad we could help,” Hawk said.


  “A couple of our agents are interrogating him now since it seems we have his fingerprints at several crime scenes which are unsolved,” Wilder said. “Just wanted to say thank you.”


  “Don’t let him go anywhere,” Hawk said. “He’ll be a treasure trove of information.”


  “I can assure you that he’ll be placed somewhere secure for a very long time.”


  “Excellent,” Hawk said. “I know my colleague here will welcome that news.”


  Tyson offered a thin smile and shook Frank’s hand. “That’s a huge relief, sir.”


  After Frank left, Tyson let out a sigh of relief.


  “You’re gonna get your life back,” Hawk said. “There’s just one more thing we need to do.”


  Hawk’s phone buzzed with a call from Alex.


  “We found him,” she shouted. “He’s at the airport, but we don’t know where he’s headed.”


  “Narrow the list down of possible flights,” Hawk said. “Tyson and I are heading there now.”


  * * *


  AS SOON AS HAWK and Tyson entered the airport, Alex called again.


  “Anything new?” he asked as he scanned the area for Kovar.


  “There is,” she said. “Change of plans.”


  “Did he leave the airport?”


  “Yes—and on a plane. He landed in London a half-hour ago. Apparently, the CCTV feed I was getting was on a significant delay.”


  “We’ll go book a flight.”


  “I already got you one,” she said. “I just sent the tickets to your phone. But you’ll need to hurry. The plane leaves in twenty minutes.”


  “On our way now,” Hawk said, gesturing for Tyson to follow him as he started hustling toward the terminal gates.


  “You’re going to need some help once you get there.”


  “I’ve got that covered,” Hawk said. “I know just the guy.”


  CHAPTER 40


  London, England


  WHEN HAWK AND TYSON strode into customs, Nigel Baker, sporting a houndstooth fedora, greeted them to expedite their clearance. In a matter of minutes, they were hustling to keep up with Baker’s brisk pace.


  “You need a pipe to go with that hat,” Hawk said.


  “And this is why I usually work alone,” Baker said. “The last thing I want is fashion advice from an American cowboy.”


  Hawk glanced at his attire—a gray suit with a white oxford shirt, no tie. “Have you ever seen any cowboys in person?”


  Baker didn’t respond.


  “Well, I appreciate you making an exception this time to partner up,” Hawk said. “And I’ll say howdy the next time I see you so I appear more authentic.”


  Baker remained tight-lipped.


  “Okay, I get it,” Hawk said. “You don’t like our style or the fact that you need to work with us. That’s fine. But we need to talk about the operation.”


  “What’s there to talk about?” Baker asked. “We can’t do anything until we get a hit on the Cobbler’s location within the city.”


  “We should at least share what we know,” Hawk suggested.


  “Very well,” Baker said. “I know a good pub for fish and chips in Soho. We can talk there.”


  When they arrived at The Queen’s Head pub, Baker insisted on ordering for his American colleagues. While they waited for their food, Hawk expressed his eagerness to discuss what they knew about the Cobbler.


  “We finally have a name for the Cobbler,” Hawk began. “Milos Kovar—does that name mean anything to you?”


  Baker shook his head. “If he’s as good of a forger as our intel suggests, his name is meaningless. I doubt he entered the country on that name either.”


  “He used a Croatian passport this time with a different name,” Tyson said. 


  “How much do you know about The Alliance?” Baker asked.


  “We’re still piecing things together,” Hawk said, “but they seem to have a unique ability to coerce people into doing all sorts of things for them.”


  “We’ve ascertained as much already in our preliminary investigations. However, the Cobbler doesn’t appear to be acting as if he’s coerced. From some of the other liaisons we’ve captured, he sounds actively engaged in promoting the agenda of the organization.”


  “That seems to be the biggest mystery to me,” Hawk said. “We don’t know what their end game is.”


  “Isn’t it obvious?” Baker asked as their waiter distributed their pints of ale. “They’re clearly about world domination. Power, money, control—what does it matter when it comes to stopping these aspiring tyrants?”


  “It doesn’t matter,” Hawk said. “But uncovering their motives is crucial if we want to bring down the organization more quickly. Otherwise, we’ll just be playing whack-a-mole like we do with terrorists.”


  Baker cocked his head to one side. “Whack-a-what?”


  “Whack-a-mole,” Tyson said. “It’s a type of carnival game. Mechanical moles pop their heads out of the table and you have to smash them with a cushioned mallet.”


  “Oh, how American,” Baker said. “No wonder I’ve never heard of it.”


  The waiter delivered their food, which the three men devoured.


  “Isn’t it outstanding?” Baker asked.


  Hawk and Tyson agreed, briefly discussing their favorite places for fish and chips in the rest of the world before returning to the topic of the Cobbler and The Alliance.


  “I’ve got one big question right now,” Hawk said. “And that’s this: What is the Cobbler doing in London? I mean, this seems like either a foolish move, which would be uncharacteristic of how he usually operates, or he’s desperate.”


  “What would he be so desperate about?” Baker asked.


  “Other than us being on to him?” Tyson asked. “This is the first time he’s been identified so if he’s been extra careful all this time, I can see how he might be rattled a bit by this.”


  “But he’s a professional,” Baker said. “He’d just go underground, not come to London, one of the most surveilled cities in the world.”


  “So you’re going with foolishness,” Hawk said.


  “If those are my only two options, yes,” Baker said with a wink. “But I don’t live in a binary world, no matter what the machines tell us.”


  Hawk took a long swig of his drink. “Then what’s your theory? Why would he come here?”


  “I can only assume that he’s here to meet someone, perhaps someone who’s an integral part of The Alliance, maybe even its leader. At this point, it’s impossible to say. But I’d be willing to bet everything that this visit is indeed related to his work with The Alliance.”


  “We need him to tell us more,” Hawk said. “We need to understand the organization’s structure and hierarchy of leadership. Without the Cobbler, none of that will be possible.”


  “Then we better find him, right?” Baker said.


  They stood to leave when Baker and Hawk’s phones buzzed with messages. Both men quickly answered.


  “We found him,” Alex said.


  Hawk turned to Baker, who nodded knowingly. 


  “Send me the address,” Hawk said. “We’re on our way.”


  * * *


  WATER FLOWED OUT OF the mouth of a stone lion situated in a small plaza outside the front of Wellmont Pharmaceuticals. A guard patrolled the entrance, demanding to see security badges of every person as they entered the building.


  Hawk and Tyson walked in lock step with Baker, who suggested that he handle the guard. But instead of saying anything, Baker walked right past the man.


  “Hold up,” the guard said as he hustled to get in front of them and impede their path. “You can’t just stroll in here. You must be authorized to enter the building or have an appointment code on your phone.”


  Baker flashed his credentials. “We don’t need an appointment. We have some serious matters to attend to. Now, if you’ll excuse us, we need to get on our way.”


  The guard took a step back, allowing the trio to enter.


  Baker turned to the two Americans. “You can’t let those blokes think they have any authority over you or they’ll hold you up for a quarter of an hour, blathering on about security measures and protocol.”


  Hawk followed Baker inside before glancing over his shoulder. In the distance, the River Thames churned through the heart of the city.


  “Having flashbacks?” Tyson asked.


  Hawk nodded as he noticed the spired turrets rising over the Tower Bridge. The memory of jumping off of it to stop the infamous terrorist Karif Fazil wasn’t anything he’d soon forget.


  “I’d rather dangle over the water if I can help it,” Hawk said.


  “Spoken like a true Navy SEAL,” Tyson said. “I know you’d much rather be deep into the river.”


  “Only if necessary.”


  Baker pressed the button to summon the elevator. Once the doors slid open, they piled inside and Baker pushed the button for the top floor.


  “You know where he’s headed?” Hawk asked.


  “I doubt he’s here to speak with someone in the shipping department,” Baker said. “Besides, we’ve suspected someone here for quite some time.”


  “Someone who works on the top floor?” Tyson asked.


  “Wellmont CEO Peter Umberton,” Baker said. “Umberton has been long suspected of funneling money to a non-profit organization in Austria, one that has been under the microscope by Austrian officials.”


  “And that’s a strong enough link for you?” Hawk asked.


  “It’s the first place I intend to look,” Baker said. “If you have a better idea, feel free to pursue it now that we’re in the building. But Umberton is an odd duck. It would make sense that he’s involved.”


  The elevator eased to a stop, and the door opened slowly.


  Baker strode out first, heading straight to the receptionist’s desk.


  “Do you have an—”


  “We need to speak with Mr. Umberton immediately,” Baker said. “It won’t take long.”


  “I’m afraid he’s busy right now,” the woman said.


  Baker didn’t hesitate, marching right past her. Hawk and Tyson followed close behind him.


  “Sir,” she called after Baker. “Sir, you can’t do that. You need to—”


  She dialed a number as Baker flung open the glass door to the left of her desk.


  “Security,” she said. “I need help in Mr. Umberton’s office. We have three intruders and they look like—”


  The door slammed behind Hawk, and he maintained Baker and Tyson’s pace, both brisk and determined.


  Baker yanked on the gold plated handles, opening the floor-to-ceiling mahogany doors. Inside, Hawk could hear Umberton’s assistant warning him about three men storming straight for his office.


  “They’re already here,” Umberton said. “Thank you for the heads up, Miss Farley.”


  Umberton hung up the phone and leaned forward on his knuckles. “Can I help you gentlemen with something?”


  “Where is he?” Baker demanded.


  Umberton furrowed his brow. “I’m sorry, I don’t believe we’ve met. Peter Umberton, CEO of Wellmont Pharmaceuticals. It’s not a normal practice around here to bully your way past security downstairs as well as in my office. So, you must excuse me for being taken aback by what you’re doing here.”


  “Nigel Baker, MI-6,” Baker said, displaying his credentials. “These two blokes are with the American government, and we’re here looking for Milos Kovar.”


  “Milos Kovar? I’m afraid I don’t know anyone by that name,” Umberton said. “Must be some mix-up here.”


  “Take a look,” Baker said, holding out his phone with Kovar’s image on the screen.


  “Nope,” Umberton said. “Never seen him.”


  “We need to search your office,” Baker said.


  “I’m sorry, but I’m going to contact my lawyer,” Umberton said. “Something about this doesn’t feel right.”


  Umberton snatched the phone out of its cradle and dialed security. “I need someone up here right this moment. I have three government agents in my office breaking I don’t know how many laws. And bring armed guards with you. I have a feeling they’re not going to leave very easily.”


  Hawk and Tyson helped Baker search the room. They looked under couches and chairs. They opened cupboards and bookshelves. The tapped the floor, listening for a hollow sound. Nothing.


  Baker put his hands on his hips and looked down, scanning the floor once more. “He must be here somewhere.”


  Hawk and Tyson went to work as well, tapping walls and listening for any hollowed out sounds.


  After a few minutes, they hadn’t found anything.


  “My security team will be here any moment,” Umberton said with an edge in his voice. “You will be prosecuted for this unlawful entry, I hope you know.”


  “We have a job to do, Mr. Umberton,” Tyson said. “If you can’t tell by now, we don’t really give a damn about protocol. Millions of innocent civilians’ lives are potentially at stake if we don’t handle this situation right away.


  “Perhaps you should’ve led with that bit of information,” Umberton said. “It would’ve made me far more likely to assist you. But as it stands—”


  “Oh, put a sock in it, will ya?” Baker said. “We’re done listening to your complaints.”


  Hawk worked his way around the wall until he stopped and pointed at the television affixed to the wall behind Umberton’s desk.


  “Mind if I have a look?” Hawk asked, nodding at the television.


  Umberton sighed and shrugged. “Is it going to make much difference if I say no?”


  “Absolutely not,” Baker said.


  As Baker searched for a way to move the wall and reveal a hidden room, the wall suddenly moved, bowling over Baker. He scrambled to his feet but was too late. Milos Kovar rushed up to Umberton and placed one arm around the Wellmont CEO’s neck. Kovar’s other hand held a gun, jamming the barrel into Umberton’s temple.


  “Sorry, gents, but he’s coming with me,” Kovar said.


  Baker raised his hands. “Look, we just want to talk.”


  “You think I’m gonna believe that lie?” Kovar asked. “Sorry, but I’m a little busy and we have places to be.”


  Kovar pulled Umberton with him, walking backward toward the door. Hawk and Tyson stood and made slow movements toward Kovar, but he waved them back with his gun.


  The trio of agents followed them into the lobby, where Umberton’s assistant screamed before diving under her desk. However, Kovar surprised Hawk when they passed the elevators and shuffled toward the stairwell.


  “Stay back,” Kovar said. “And I mean it. You’ll be scraping Mr. Umberton off the street if you try anything.”


  Hawk watched the door slowly shut as Kovar and Umberton appeared to be headed up instead of down.


  “Where are they going?” Hawk asked.


  Before anyone could say anything, he heard the whooshing rhythm of helicopter blades above them.


  “The roof!” Hawk cried.


  “Wait,” shouted Baker.


  But Hawk ignored him, flinging open the door and taking the steps two at a time to reach the building’s roof fifty stories above street level.


  As soon as Hawk hit the top floor, he looked to his right and saw a man wearing a pilot’s uniform slumped over and lifeless, blood still oozing down his white shirt.


  In the center of the roof, the helicopter’s blades increased in speed and started to lift off the ground. Hawk didn’t hesitate. He raced toward the chopper as it became airborne.


  Then Hawk jumped and wrapped his arms around the helicopter’s skids as it banked hard to the right and soared above the city.


  CHAPTER 41


  HAWK FLUNG HIS LEGS onto the skids, stabilizing himself for a moment. The chopper climbed higher, picking up speed as it did. As they flew over the Thames River, Hawk tried not to look down. The last time he was defying gravity in London he wore a parachute.


  But not this time.


  Hawk couldn’t see inside the helicopter, which led him to wonder if Kovar even knew he had a stowaway. Not wanting to waste any more time, Hawk pulled himself up high enough to see through the glass door. Kovar appeared to be shouting at Umberton, though Hawk couldn’t make out anything he was saying.


  Here goes nothing.


  Hawk yanked open the door and scrambled inside. The sudden introduction of a guest into the chopper startled the pilot. They dipped down for a few seconds as Kovar took aim at Hawk. He got off two shots before the pilot turned around and yelled at Kovar, demanding that he refrain from shooting.


  Hawk, who was lying on his back on the floorboard, used his foot to take a swipe at Kovar’s gun. After two tries, Hawk dislodged the weapon from Kovar’s hand, evening the odds. Unable to reach the weapon, Hawk kicked it under the seat.


  Meanwhile, Umberton shrunk into the seat in the far corner, trying his best to stay out of the scuffle.


  Hawk glanced toward the front of the chopper and saw the pilot with a weapon trained on him.


  “Sit down and buckle up,” the pilot said.


  Hawk didn’t find the man’s terms agreeable. For a second, Hawk acted as if he was going to comply. But then he kicked the gun free from the pilot’s hand. When the gun hit the ground, it went off. Moments later, the pilot fell forward, slumped over the stick, forcing the helicopter’s nose down toward the water.


  Hawk snatched the gun and then eyed Kovar. “I can fly this bird. But if you try anything, we’re all dead.”


  Kovar gestured for Hawk to take control of the helicopter. Hawk scrambled into the cockpit and put on headphones. But as soon as he returned the chopper to a more comfortable altitude, he felt a blast of cold air. He turned around and saw the door open and both of his passengers gone.


  CHAPTER 42


  HAWK ROTATED THE CHOPPER to his left, searching the ground below him. He noticed one parachute, but not two. He turned back to the right and looked for another person descending from the sky. But he found nothing.


  Then he heard a moan from the back.


  Hawk turned around and saw Umberton applying pressure to his midsection, his hands covered in blood.


  “What happened?” Hawk asked.


  “That bastard knifed me,” Umberton said. “I’m not gonna make it.”


  “Hold on,” Hawk said. “I’ll get you help.”


  “I don’t want it,” Umberton said. “I’d rather die.”


  “Don’t give up that easily.”


  “If you knew what I’ve done, you wouldn’t want to live either.”


  “There’s always time to change.”


  Umberton shook his head. “It’s too late for me. My transgressions are too many to be redeemed. But you can still do something.”


  “And what is that?” Hawk asked.


  “The Cobbler has the list—and the code,” Umberton stammered. “If you want to stop him, you need to get it from him and use it.”


  “What’s the code do?”


  “It’s contains kill switch, cancelling all the missions that have been scheduled.”


  “And where is this list?”


  “He has it on a flash drive.”


  “With him?”


  Umberton nodded. “You have to stop it before it begins.”


  Hawk squinted. “Before what begins?”


  Umberton wheezed and then coughed up blood. “I—I—”


  “What is it, damnit? Tell me what the Cobbler was planning.”


  Umberton’s body fell limp.


  Hawk slammed his fist on the dashboard and let out a string of expletives. However, he guided the helicopter down into Southwark Park, where Kovar had touched down moments earlier.


  Hawk shut the chopper off and raced after Kovar, who was streaking across the grassy fields. As Hawk continued his pursuit, he called Baker.


  “Get the authorities to Southwark Park,” Hawk said. “Kovar is here.”


  He pocketed his phone and dug deeper. But he couldn’t make up much ground.


  Then he saw a man riding a bike on a path through the park. Hawk flagged the biker down and flashed his credentials at him. Hawk told him he needed to borrow his bike and didn’t wait around for the man to protest. 


  Hawk tore across the field after Kovar. Just before Kovar reached the street, Hawk leaped off the bike and dove onto Kovar, tackling him to the ground.


  Resigned that he’d been subdued, Kovar glared at Hawk. “What are you going to do with me now?”


  “I’m going to interrogate you,” Hawk said. “And we’re going to find out what you know about The Alliance.”


  “You have no idea who you’re dealing with,” Kovar said. “You’re fighting a losing battle. Only you don’t know it yet.”


  “You can help,” Hawk said.


  Kovar grinned, showing his teeth.


  “Not on your life,” Kovar said before biting down hard.


  Hawk’s eyes widened as he looked inside Kovar’s mouth.


  Almost instantly, Kovar started to convulse and foam at the corners of his mouth.


  “Shit,” Hawk said as he stood up, realizing there was nothing he could do.


  The cyanide capsule trickled out of the corner of Kovar’s mouth before he stopped moving.


  Hawk remembered Umberton’s words and began a body search, patting down Kovar in search of the flash drive. He checked every pocket and other hiding places, but he couldn’t find anything.


  Hawk stood and then kicked at the dirt. Sirens echoed down the street, while police officers who’d already arrived rushed toward him. A curious crowd had circled around Hawk and Kovar’s dead body. 


  “Go away,” Hawk said. “There’s nothing to see here.”


  Police officers cordoned off the area, shooing the public away.


  “Are you Brady Hawk?” one of the officers asked.


  Hawk nodded.


  “What happened here?” another officer asked. “There’s a helicopter about four hundred meters away.”


  “It’s a long story, but the short one is this guy just bit down on a cyanide capsule and killed himself.”


  “Cyanide? Really?”


  “Yeah, really. It shocked me too.”


  He scanned the area and noticed Baker and Tyson hustling toward him. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to speak to some people. But I’ll be back to answer any questions.”


  Hawk rushed over to Tyson and Baker.


  “Is he gone?” Baker asked.


  “Cyanide tablet,” Hawk said with a nod. 


  “And Umberton?” Tyson asked.


  “Dead too. Kovar shot him before he jumped out of the chopper.”


  “So, now what?” Baker asked.


  “You should be relieved,” Hawk said. “The man you were after is dead.”


  “But now I have more questions,” Baker said. “And I hate unanswered questions.”


  “That makes two of us,” Hawk said.


  “Three,” Tyson chimed in.


  “However, Umberton did tell me that Kovar had some information on him, hidden on a flash drive. 


  “Did you find it?” Baker asked.


  “Nope,” Hawk said. “The only other places it could be is the helicopter or somewhere in this park.”


  “Then let’s not waste good daylight and start looking for it,” Baker said.


  The trio immediately split up. Tyson searched the chopper, while Hawk and Baker divided up the path Kovar took once he hit the ground.


  After a half-hour search, Tyson reported in that he’d found nothing. Baker said the same.


  Hawk was about to abandon his search when he noticed a flash drive beneath a rose bush near where Kovar had ditched his parachute. He held it up triumphantly.


  “Gentlemen, I think I found what we were looking for.”


  Hawk asked Baker to use his laptop. But instead of trying to figure it out, Hawk hailed Alex on the coms.


  “Honey, are you still with us?” he asked.


  “Think I’d go anywhere while you were trying to bring down the Cobbler?”


  He chuckled. “Of course not. Now, I need you to do me a favor. I need you to take control of this computer and find the protocol that contacts the assassins to cancel this large-scale operation we’ve been hearing about.”


  “Consider it done.”


  CHAPTER 43


  Los Angeles


  THREE DAYS LATER, THE team convened in Los Angeles at the Magnum Group headquarters. Morgan May stood at the head of the table and called the meeting to order.


  “I want to start off by saying that I don’t think I’ve ever been prouder of this group of people,” she said. “You all played a role in capturing the single most important piece of intel that will literally save lives and help us uncover and dismantle The Alliance. The CIA has already put together a task force to begin apprehending every assassin on that list and determining their level of involvement. And in the meantime, we still have to deal with the organization itself and find out who’s ultimately in charge and take them down.”


  She paced around the table, pausing behind Big Earv.


  “While some of you were focused on capturing the Cobbler, I’d be remiss if I didn’t recognize Big Earv’s work on a special mission in Washington. He was helping with an investigation of a murder with plenty of political implications—and he uncovered a compromised senator, Senator Carlisle, which led to his resignation. However, I just received some more news about Senator Carlisle that will be made public within the hour—he was found dead this morning from an apparent suicide.”


  Big Earv furrowed his brow as he shifted in his chair. “Senator Carlisle? He committed suicide?”


  Morgan nodded. “I know that might be shocking considering how hard he denied the allegations of sharing classified information with the Russians, but maybe he couldn’t bear to live with what he’d done.”


  “Or maybe there’s more to what he was doing than we know,” Big Earv said. “That man was not the type to commit suicide.”


  “Well, it’s not our case anymore,” Morgan said. “Director Besserman has asked us to concentrate on the intel we received from the Cobbler and see if we can discover any other people linked to The Alliance. MI-6 and other intelligence organizations across Europe are working to find the Cobbler’s hard drive, which may hold the key to finding out who’s behind all this and what the end game is. But that’s like finding a needle in a haystack at this point.”


  Morgan dismissed the team before asking Hawk and Alex to stay behind for a moment. Once the room was cleared, she leaned against the wall directly across from the couple.


  “What’s this all about?” Alex asked.


  Morgan started to pace. “I wanted to thank you both for your work with this team. Without you, we would’ve never been able to successfully neutralize all of the assassins The Alliance has been utilizing to wreak chaos all over the world.”


  “Why do I feel like there’s a but coming?” Hawk asked.


  “There is, but not the kind you think,” Morgan said. “I need you to forget about this operation with The Alliance and do some personal work for me, some work that I think you might find personal as well.”


  Alex sat upright in her chair. “What do you need, Morgan?” 


  Morgan fished a piece of paper out of her pocket. She unfolded it and slid it across the table to Alex.


  “I received that note on my car yesterday here in our garage,” Morgan said. “I don’t know how it got there. I reviewed security footage and didn’t see anyone put it on there, which means someone tampered with the cameras.”


  “You think we have another mole?” Hawk asked.


  Morgan shook her head. “Read the note.”


  Hawk and Alex scanned the piece of paper and then both looked up at her wide-eyed.


  “Is this legit?” Hawk asked.


  Morgan shrugged. “I can’t verify anything yet, though I’ve tried. Blunt isn’t answering his phone, which isn’t that unusual for him. But he also hasn’t returned any of my messages. Now, he could be out at sea somewhere and far out of range, but he normally tells me when he’s going to do that.”


  “How can we help?” Alex asked.


  “I want you to find whoever did this—and find my uncle.”


  “Anything for Blunt,” Hawk said. “We’re on it.”


  “Thank you,” Morgan said. “I’ll send you more details as I get them, including his last known location.”


  After Hawk and Alex left the room, Morgan re-read the note again: “We’ve taken your uncle. More instructions to follow.”


  * * *


  HAWK AND ALEX DROVE to the airport and discussed the unsettling bombshell Morgan had just dropped on them. They both tried to talk through who they thought could be behind Blunt’s kidnapping, which seemed like a tireless task given the number of enemies he made over the years in eliminating corrupt politicians and dangerous terrorists.


  “We’ll find him,” Hawk said. “I just wonder why they’d even tell Morgan unless they have plans to coerce her to doing something too.”


  “I’m more afraid of that than I am for Blunt,” Alex said. “He’s just a pawn in this game.”


  “Speaking of pawns,” Hawk began, “I need to call Tyson back. When we were in our meeting, he left a voicemail asking me to give him a ring as soon as I got a chance.”


  Hawk placed the call on speaker as he dialed the number.


  “How are things going?” Hawk asked after the two men exchanged pleasantries.


  “Slowly reconnecting,” Tyson said. “But it’s good. I just wanted to thank you again for being persistent. I never dreamed I’d be able to get my life back, but with the man who was running me now dead, I feel free again. I feel alive for the first time in a long time.”


  “How’s Sheila handling this?”


  “It was quite a shock, especially since she seemed to have moved on mentally. But she’s getting there. Getting to spend time with the boys has helped. Needless to say, they were all ecstatic and only took about three seconds to warm back up to me.”


  “Well, I’m happy for you and glad to help. If you need to talk anytime, you know I’m here for you.”


  “Thanks, Hawk. I’ll be in touch.”


  Hawk ended the call. He reached over and took Alex’s hand. “If something ever happens to me, don’t give up on me.”


  She smiled. “Never.”


  THE END


  To continue reading in the Phoenix Chronicles series, order THE WIDOWMAKER now. Or to read more novels on Brady Hawk, check out the Brady Hawk series also available on Kindle Unlimited.
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