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      THREE YEARS EARLIER | BANGKOK, THAILAND

      BRADY HAWK PULLED THE brim of his cap low across his brow as he strode past the gaggle of paparazzi camped outside Lamai Panya’s spacious estate. Despite her opulence, Panya loathed the attention that accompanied it. Ever since she was embarrassed by a photo after a night of heavy drinking and karaoke two years ago, the international supermodel rarely left her property nestled along the banks of the Chao Phraya River. Yet no one in the press was interested in leaving her alone.

      But Hawk wasn’t there for Panya. He was there for the man she was hiding.

      “How’s it looking?” CIA officer Tom Fowler asked over the com units.

      “Nothing out of the ordinary,” Hawk said as he took a quick glance through the iron bars fencing off Panya’s estate. “Everything seems to be running on time as usual.”

      For the past two weeks, Hawk had been casing Panya’s home with Fowler. When Hawk had left the Phoenix Foundation, he wasn’t sure he’d entertain the idea of going on another mission, let alone actually go on one. He and his wife Alex were intent on creating new lives for themselves, preferring to move at a slower pace—and a less dangerous one at that. They both craved to escape to the big sky country of Montana and raise a family there. All they needed was the money to make it happen, which was why Hawk was strolling along the streets of Bangkok instead of watching a new Bollywood release with Alex on their apartment couch in Washington.

      Hawk turned the corner and ambled down the side street that ran parallel to Panya’s property. He’d noted the security cameras weren’t positioned properly to catch all the foot traffic, so he hugged the fence as he walked.

      “Just a little farther,” Fowler said. “I’ll freeze the frame for you.”

      “Roger that.”

      After Hawk took a few more steps, Fowler gave the signal. Hawk knelt next to a manhole cover and set two small explosives that loosened it. Once they detonated, he slid the steel lid aside and eased into the hole, careful to cover it up before descending the ladder. For over a year and a half, Panya had been captured in disguise at various dance clubs around Bangkok. And no one could figure out how she was avoiding the paparazzi. But Hawk had figured it out, not that he cared about Panya’s coming and going. All he cared about was getting inside.

      He hustled down the dark corridor in the direction of Panya’s mansion before stopping in front of a door.

      “You ready?” Hawk asked.

      “Born ready,” Fowler said. “Go get him.”

      Hawk set off a charge on the door, allowing him to access the secret chamber underneath Panya’s mansion. He stepped through the smoke and found a simple tunnel system that led him to a series of steps.

      “How many times have you guys searched this house?” Hawk asked.

      “At least a dozen.”

      “And you never found any sign of him?”

      “Nothing.”

      Hawk sighed and put his hands on his hips, studying the door. “And what if he isn’t in the house? I’m still going to get paid, right?”

      “The job is to bring him in,” Fowler said.

      “That’s not how I understood it.”

      “Then perhaps you didn’t ask all the right questions. If you don’t detain him, you don’t get paid.”

      Hawk cursed under his breath before grabbing his gun. “If these people don’t kill me, my wife will if I don’t come home with a big pay day.”

      “Better find him then.”

      Hawk kicked at the door. It swung open, and he began his search for Edgar Vaughn.

      For the past decade, Edgar Vaughn had been one of the most sought-after men by the U.S. intelligence community. He possessed a treasure trove of information that nations the world over would pay him handsomely to divulge. However, he disappeared one day, vanishing without a trace. No one knew where he’d gone or what he was up to, though the rumors were aplenty. Some security experts believed he’d sold some of his top secret knowledge to the Russians. Others assumed he was working with terrorist organizations to strike at the heart of America. But those who knew him best understood that Vaughn’s reasons for disappearing were personal. However, he wasn’t immune to being persuaded. He had plenty of weaknesses, pressure points any U.S. enemy could lean on to force him to cave. As far as the CIA knew, Vaughn had kept quiet, but with the right offer, he might deliver the kind of information that, in the wrong hands, could bring America to its knees. But he’d disappeared from the public eye, finding refuge with Panya, who fancied herself as an activist against nuclear proliferation.

      Hawk crept up the stairs in search of Vaughn, a bespectacled man in his mid-40s with a slight limp he’d picked up from a wrestling injury during college. Vaughn was a star at Iowa before blowing out his knee. Stripped from being able to compete, he turned his focus toward law school and quickly ascended in his class before joining the Air Force as a lawyer. During the defense of an airman in a court martial case regarding a dereliction of duty while serving at Minot Air Force Base, Vaughn became well versed in the U.S.’s military secrets regarding its nuclear missile program. And then he started speaking out against it.

      Eventually, Vaughn’s crusade against the U.S.’s nuclear program reached a breaking point and he was asked to resign. When he refused, he was given an honorable discharge for his knee injury. However, his final social media post suggested that he was going into hiding in a foreign country because he feared his own government more than he feared the governments of opposing countries. Hawk couldn’t fault Vaughn for his healthy cynicism. But Vaughn’s knowledge coupled with his big mouth spouting off how much he knew made him a liability to the country’s nuclear program. Up until a few weeks ago, he’d been the intelligence community’s white whale. But a tip from an anonymous source alerted the U.S. to Vaughn’s possible whereabouts. The only question now was whether or not Vaughn could elude capture yet again.

      Hawk jiggled the handle to the basement door. It was dead bolted shut, but Hawk wasted little time in jimmying the lock open. Once inside, he moved toward the stairs.

      According to the layout of Panya’s mansion—thanks to an MTV special that bragged about exploring every single room of her house—there were four rooms on the fourth floor that could’ve easily served as Vaughn’s hiding spot. Two of the windows on those rooms were blacked out with paper and faced the river.

      Hawk headed toward Vaughn’s most likely hiding place due to its placement. It faced east toward the river, out of sight from the paparazzi. Hawk peered around the corner and saw a lone guard roaming around the kitchen. The moment he turned his back, Hawk scurried up the steps. When he reached the top floor, he checked the other rooms. All empty.

      Hawk approached the only room with light streaming from beneath the door and put his head down on the floor. He peeked inside and saw a pair of feet. A relaxing song played softly from a speaker in the room.

      “I think I have eyes on him,” Hawk whispered into the coms. “Are you ready for us?”

      “I’ll be right off the dock,” Fowler said, the engine rumbling in the background.

      “Roger that. Wish me luck.”

      “Good luck,” Fowler said. “Go make us all proud.”

      Although Hawk and Alex were both excited about the prospects of a big pay day, he recognized that the mission had no room for error. The CIA brought him in to quietly handle the job due to tense relations between Thailand and the U.S. As a result, Thailand refused to extradite anyone for any reason. But the U.S. government was intent on bringing home one of the biggest traitors in the past two decades.

      Hawk eased the door handle to the right, opening it. As he poked his head inside, he was met with two bullets that pinged off the doorjamb. Hawk dove to the ground and rolled to the side. Unscathed, he jumped to his feet and took cover inside the bathroom. After a few seconds, he looked into the hall again and caught Vaughn with his back to him.

      “Lower your weapon if you know what’s good for you,” Hawk said.

      Vaughn chuckled but didn’t move. “If you wanted me dead, you would’ve already shot me by now.”

      “Just because you’re not dead doesn’t mean I can’t inflict maximum pain.”

      Vaughn shrugged. “You’re the one in trouble here, not me. My security team will be up here in less than thirty seconds and you’ll be the one begging for mercy.”

      “Good thing we won’t be here in thirty seconds,” Hawk said.

      Vaughn started to turn around but never made it all the way around to face Hawk, who’d fired a tranquilizer dart into the back of Vaughn’s neck. He staggered to the ground, dropping his weapon. Then Hawk rushed over to the window. He opened it and flashed a signal to Fowler. Next, he pulled a grappling gun out of his ruck sack and fired it at Fowler’s boat. While Fowler secured the line to his vessel, Hawk fastened his end to one of the beds. He attached a carabiner to the harness he was wearing and then grabbed Vaughn’s limp body.

      Hawk clutched the fugitive tightly as they raced down the line. Halfway through, a few shots were fired from the open window before they stopped suddenly.

      Hawk pulled the brake on the line as he reached the boat and stopped, hovering over the deck. Fowler took Vaughn and eased him onto a chair before assisting Hawk. Once he was down, he released the line, while Fowler goosed the accelerator and tore down the Chao Phraya River.

      Hawk knelt over Vaughn and bound his hands behind his back before moving on to tie his feet. The former Air Force lawyer groaned as Hawk rolled him over.

      “What are you going to do with me?” Vaughn asked.

      “I’m just the delivery man,” Hawk said. “But my money’s on them putting you so far down a hole that you might never see sunlight again.”

      “At least it’s over,” Vaughn said before he rolled back over and closed his eyes.
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      PRESENT DAY | SANTA MONICA, CALIFORNIA

      HAWK KISSED ALEX ON the cheek before he slid open the van door. He jumped out and yanked hard on his backpack straps. After scanning the area for a moment, he glanced at Alex, her lips pursed, her eyes narrowed.

      “You all right, honey?” he asked.

      “When you catch this guy, don’t go easy on him,” she said.

      “This is just a surveillance op. If I make contact, that could blow the whole thing. We still don’t know his level of involvement.”

      Alex rolled her eyes. “He’s obviously involved. He’s the one who left the damn ransom note. There’s no reason why you can’t bring him in now and have a little heart to heart with him.”

      She balled up her fist and jammed it into the palm of her other hand.

      Hawk widened his eyes. “Maybe I should just let you handle this one. It seems like you already know what’s going on.”

      “They messed with J.D. Blunt—J.D. Blunt. You know he’s like family to me, right? And I just have no tolerance for that.”

      “The entire team is upset and emotional, myself included,” Hawk said. “I can promise you that I’m pissed as hell over Blunt’s kidnapping. But I can’t let that cloud my judgment right now. We’ve got a job to do, and that job is to tail this guy and see what he’s up to, what kind of guy he is. It’s the least we can do while we wait to hear the kidnappers’ full demands.”

      Hawk winked at her and then closed the door.

      “I know we have a job to do,” Alex said over the coms. “It just makes me angry.”

      “Whoever is responsible for this will be held responsible. That much you can count on. But in the meantime, we need to focus on the assignment. You still with me?”

      “I guess so,” she said, the edge still evident in her voice. “Just be careful, okay?”

      “Always.”

      He put on his sunglasses and activated the facial recognition feature. It was Dr. Z’s parting gift to the Magnum Group team before quitting. He’d designed a sonic device that the LAPD deployed to neutralize suspects without having to use lethal force. The sound was so painful that once most people heard it, they clutched their ears and fell to the ground. But one of the units Dr. Z made was defective and ended up bursting the eardrums of more than a dozen people a week earlier after the device was utilized during a bank robbery.

      The images Hawk captured with his sunglasses were funneled back to Alex, who fed them into a computer that found matches in the FBI criminal database.

      “How are the pictures coming through?” he asked.

      “This is incredible,” she said. “Dr. Z deserves to see this and know just how valuable this is for us. It’ll save us so much time.”

      “And hopefully prevent us from getting the wrong man.”

      Hawk continued scanning the faces of each person wandering along the Santa Monica Pier, eyes either focused on the twinkling lights of the amusement rides overhead or the sun dipping low on the horizon. He wandered back and forth for a half-hour but still came up empty.

      Then he stopped, staring at a man about fifty meters away.

      “Do you see that guy?” Hawk asked.

      “You need to get closer if you want this technology to work,” she said.

      “I don’t need any machine to check who that is.”

      “Don’t hold out on me, honey. Who is it?”

      “It looks just like one of Andrei Orlovsky’s goons?”

      She chuckled. “I wouldn’t be afraid of him. The last one of Orlovsky’s men who came around us is buried on our ranch.”

      Hawk ambled closer to the man, but the facial recognition system didn’t identify him. “Guess that wasn’t who I thought it was.”

      “Right. Kept us from accusing the wrong man of something, just like you said it would. But I can’t believe you’re still worried about some illegal arms dealer from Russia.”

      “We didn’t leave on the best of terms,” Hawk said. “And he’s not exactly the forgiving type.”

      “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

      Hawk circled the pier again before he let out a low growl. “Are we sure this guy’s going to be here tonight?”

      “His neighbor told us he always goes fishing on Tuesday evenings on the Santa Monica Pier. Unless something came up, you should see him. Just look for someone with a rod and a tackle box.”

      Hawk shifted his focus for the next twenty minutes, but none of the people who registered through the facial recognition system matched the man they thought they were hunting—Clive Price. And while Hawk had never heard of him until Morgan May, the Magnum Group director, mentioned Price’s name, he was well-known within Hollywood’s special effects community for his innovative creations. Hawk wasn’t impressed. He just wanted to know if Price could help him find Blunt.

      “I’m about to give up,” Hawk said. “I don’t see anyone matching Price’s description—and these glasses aren’t seeing them either.

      “Look at everyone then,” Alex said. “Maybe Price’s neighbor got it wrong about the fishing part.”

      Dusk fell as the sun disappeared on the horizon, making it more difficult to pick up clear images of the people milling around the pier.

      Hawk worked his way toward the end of the pier and caught a glimpse of a man who matched Price’s description. But he didn’t look directly at Hawk, so he maneuvered closer.

      “I might have one for you,” Hawk said.

      At that moment, the man looked straight at Hawk.

      “Got ’em,” Hawk said through clenched teeth.

      Hawk watched as Price dug his hands into his jean pockets. He offered a coy smile to the woman standing in front of him. There wasn’t a fishing rod in sight, let alone a tackle box or even a backpack.

      Looking in Hawk’s direction again, Price’s face went pale. Then he broke into a dead sprint. Hawk spun around to see another man chasing after Price.

      “What’s going on?” Alex asked.

      Hawk cursed under his breath. “Price just saw somebody and took off running. I’m going to pursue them.”

      Hawk navigated through the crowd, which had just yielded to the two men. His jogging pace couldn’t keep up and he could tell from the way Price was moving and the fear that had been on his face that this wasn’t just an unpleasant acquaintance who’d shown up. Hawk had two theories: either the man was married to the woman Price had been talking to or Price had been involved in some things he shouldn’t have been. Either way, it didn’t bode well if Price got caught.

      Hawk quickened his pace, reaching the end of the pier just moments before Price dove off the end. The man followed suit after ditching his jacket. Hawk shoved his glasses into his backpack and flung it underneath the open bar at the Mexican restaurant overlooking the water.

      “I’m going after them,” Hawk announced over the coms.

      He dove headfirst into the water. The cool water chilled him as soon as he sank beneath the surface. He kicked his way back to the surface and started churning through the water in the direction of the two men.

      Price held a decent lead, but the other man was closing fast. However, Hawk didn’t need long to narrow the gap. Just as the man came within an arm’s reach of Price, Hawk grabbed the pursuer’s leg and yanked it backward.

      Hawk spun the man over. With his mouth agape, he flailed at the water, trying to break free from Hawk’s grip. But he couldn’t. That’s when he decided to fight.

      Hawk ducked beneath the surface and then drove upward, hitting the man from beneath and driving him up into the air. Hawk dumped him on his back.

      As the man regained his bearings, he pulled out a knife and wielded it in his right hand while paddling closer to Hawk. But Hawk grabbed the man’s arm and bent it backward until he let go of the weapon.

      Before the man could respond, a police boat rolled up on the scene.

      “Gentlemen, we need a word with you two,” the officer said.

      Hawk moved toward the boat, but the other man began swimming toward the pier. The officers helped Hawk aboard and then drove in the direction the man went. He looked back over his shoulder and saw he was being pursued. Then he dove deeper into the water.

      “I’m gonna need some help on shore,” one of the officers said over his radio.

      After Hawk explained what had happened, the officer nodded. “That’s consistent with what we heard from eyewitnesses on the pier. We’ll take care of this guy.”

      The boat navigated closer to shore before letting Hawk wade back to the beach. There, he found Price huddled up with a police blanket and speaking with an officer. Hawk didn’t make eye contact, but Price stopped his interview and ran over to Hawk.

      “I don’t know who you are or why you decided to help me, but I can’t thank you enough,” Price said before offering his hand. “Greg Price.”

      Hawk hesitated before giving Price an alias. “Doug Turner. And happy to help.”

      “I think that’s all we need,” the officer said, patting Price on the shoulder. “You two have a good evening.”

      Hawk watched as the officer hustled across the beach toward the pursuer who a pair of officers had just apprehended.

      “So, Doug, what do you do when you’re not recklessly diving off the Santa Monica Pier to help strangers?” Price asked.

      Hawk sighed. “Well, I’m certainly not leaving ransom notes on cars in parking decks with a cloaking device.”

      Price froze but said nothing.

      “You don’t ever do anything like that, do you?” Hawk asked.

      Price squinted. “What’d you say your name was again?”

      “Why don’t we go get a cup of coffee and talk,” Hawk said. “You’re buying.”

      “But I don’t—”

      “I just saved your life, Greg. The least you can do is chat with me for a few minutes. Let’s not make this any more difficult than it has to be, okay?”

      Price nodded and turned toward the parking lot with Hawk in tow.
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      LANGLEY, VIRGINIA

      ROBERT BESSERMAN JAMMED the magazine into his gun and took a deep breath. He aimed his weapon at the far wall and squeezed off a few rounds, hitting the target once in the head and twice in the chest. Through his ear muffs, he heard slow clapping. He took them off and spun around to find Vince Houston wearing a wide grin.

      “After all these years, you’ve still got it,” Houston said.

      “Can’t be the director of the CIA without knowing how to shoot well,” Besserman said with a wink.

      “There’s shooting well and then there’s pumping lead into a guy like you’re a gun for hire.”

      “Can’t let the agency’s new officers think they have something on the boss, can I?”

      Houston leaned against the wall and shrugged. “Even if they did, it might not matter much.”

      “Why’s that?”

      Houston shook his head slowly and grimaced. “We need to talk.”

      “This conversation isn’t going where I thought it was going,” Besserman said. “Do we need to go up to my office?”

      “That’d probably be best.”

      Besserman ushered Houston upstairs to his office. The South Carolina senator sat down in front of Besserman’s desk and then picked up the football from the display.

      Houston read the inscription aloud. “October 20, 1990: The Citadel 38, South Carolina 35.”

      He placed the ball back and sighed. “You have to keep this out in full display, don’t you?”

      “I’ve got Jack Douglas’s winning touchdown run on YouTube bookmarked if you’d like to see that too?” Besserman asked.

      Houston rolled his eyes. “Who gave you this ball? Was it Coach Taaffe?”

      “Of course. Who else?”

      “Well, despite the tears I shed on that day—and, yes, I really cried—I won’t hold this against you.”

      “We have a strong bond, despite going to different schools,” Besserman said.

      “Unfortunately, not even your bond with other Citadel classmates is enough to save your job.”

      Besserman cocked his head to one side and furrowed his brow. “What exactly are you talking about?”

      “Terry Davis.”

      “What about Terry?”

      “As you know, he heads up the Senate’s Intelligence Committee,” Houston said.

      “Yeah, the one you’re on, too. So?”

      “I’ve heard whispers in the hallway that he wants you replaced as head of the agency.”

      “Terry’s spearheading this?”

      “Yeah, but that’s not all.”

      Besserman leaned back in his chair and heaved a long sigh. “Go on.”

      “I’ve also heard that he’s considering a presidential run, which is why he’s doing this.”

      “That makes no sense,” Besserman said. “He’s friends with the president. We all went to The Citadel together. Why would he do something like that?”

      “Maybe Terry’s upset that Franklin didn’t select him as a running mate. I don’t know.”

      “Franklin needed someone from the West Coast to shore up his support there. Everybody knew that was the basis of his reasoning.”

      “I agree, but apparently Davis didn’t see it that way.”

      “Are you sure he’s running?” Besserman asked.

      “I’m just telling you what I heard, though I didn’t hear it from Terry’s mouth directly, unlike the bit about him trying to replace you.”

      “He said that in a committee meeting?”

      “More or less,” Houston said. “He said he thought the agency could benefit from a leader who wasn’t so reckless.”

      “Reckless? What’s he talking about?”

      “I’m not sure exactly, but I know Davis and some others on the committee who are aware of your pet project with the Magnum Group who think their body count is too high and it’s only a matter of time before the program is exposed, casting a bad light on the agency and U.S. intelligence.”

      “That’s bullshit and you know it,” Besserman said as he narrowed his eyes. “That team of consummate professionals has saved this country from terrorist attacks and other awful things countless times. If it weren’t for the Magnum Group, Franklin’s administration would be dealing with a much bigger problem than a few senators worried about a body count that’s too high.”

      Houston raised his hands in the air. “Don’t shoot the messenger—and I’ve seen how you can shoot. I just came by here as a professional courtesy to let you know the rumblings I’ve heard.”

      “And I appreciate it,” Besserman said. “Maybe next time call ahead and we’ll get some drinks together and talk about the upcoming football season.”

      Houston smiled. “Hope springs eternal, right?”

      “When it comes to college football it does. Washington? That’s a different story.”

      “Keep your head up,” Houston said. “I’ll advocate for you as much as I can, but I know Terry can be like a dog with a bone when he zeroes in on wanting to do something.”

      “I’ll handle it,” Besserman said. “Now, get outta here and get back to representing the fine people of South Carolina.”

      After Houston left, Besserman slumped in his chair, mulling everything he’d just heard. He thought highly of Terry Davis and had never done anything to him. So, the sudden vitriol hurled in Besserman’s direction felt disconcerting if not plain odd.

      What legitimate reason would Terry have for pushing to get rid of me?

      That was the burning question Besserman needed to answer, and one he wasn’t sure he could get. He figured a quick call to President Norris could clear up the issue. While Besserman trusted Houston, the Washington rumor mill was far less trustworthy, even dangerous at times. Political careers could be built or destroyed based on what was whispered in the halls of the Capitol Building. And at the moment, Besserman had no way of determining if what he’d just heard was a smokescreen to get him focused on saving his job or a legitimate attempt to have him ousted from his position at the agency. Or maybe it was something else entirely. No matter what the impetus was for spreading this rumor, Besserman had reason for concern.

      He picked up his phone and dialed the White House.

      “I’m sorry, Director Besserman,” Norris’s administrative assistant said. “The president is incredibly busy today. I can’t see him having a chance to call you back today or tomorrow.”

      “Would it help if I told you this was a matter of national security?” he asked.

      “But is it really?”

      “No, but it is important.”

      “Not important enough to get on his schedule,” the woman said. “Try again later this week.”

      Besserman grunted. “Okay, I’ll try again later.”

      He hung up and stared at his phone in disgust.

      Guess I’ll have to get to the bottom of this another way.
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      PALM SPRINGS, CALIFORNIA

      MORGAN MAY PULLED UP to the 17th tee box at the Pete Dye Stadium Course and waited for the approaching twosome. The man driving the cart was unfamiliar to her as he was to his golfing partner for the day. Just two strangers thrown together by the club’s starter. He braked hard, skidding to a stop behind her cart.

      “You want to join us, sweetheart?” the man asked.

      Morgan eyed him closely, staring at his too-tight golf shirt exposing his penchant for one-too-many beers. “Don’t call me sweetheart, chubby.”

      The man shook his head. “You’re the one missing out, honey.”

      Morgan turned her attention to the other man searching his bag for his driver. He removed the club cover and then cast a quick glance at her.

      “Is this what you do now?” he asked. “Stalk me on the golf course?”

      Dr. Zachary Levinson tightened his gloves as he strode toward the tee box.

      “So, that’s it, Dr. Z?” she asked. “You’re just going to act like we didn’t work together.”

      The other man belted his tee shot onto the green that was a virtual island nicknamed “Alcatraz” before letting out a high-pitched whoop.

      “Your shot, old man,” the man said. “Don’t miss the green. I’m not sure your little gadget will help you much if you can’t clear the water.”

      Dr. Z marched up to the box and teed up his ball.

      “Little gadget?” Morgan asked. “You’ve got a little gadget, Doc?”

      “I don’t know what you’re doing here, Morgan, but I’m not coming back,” Dr. Z said. “I’ve hurt too many people.”

      “Look, everybody knows that was an accident,” Morgan said.

      The other man tapped the gas pedal on his cart, activating the engine. “He’s gonna have an accident in his pants if you keep him from teeing off much longer.”

      “Don’t make me come over there, chubby,” Morgan said before turning her attention back to Dr. Z. “Nobody blames you for what happened.”

      “Maybe you haven’t read what people are writing about me then, because I can tell you that in fact they are—and they’re not being very nice about it either.”

      “Come on, old man,” chubby shouted. “We’ve got to go.”

      Dr. Z held up his index finger to Morgan and then slid his tee into the ground. He placed his ball and eyed the green. With a furious swing, Dr. Z undercut the ball, sending it soaring high. Morgan watched as it descended on the green and rolled toward the pin. However, it had too much backspin and hopped over the edge and into the water.

      Chubby chuckled. “I knew it was going in the water. Good luck finding it now. Hurry up and get in.”

      Dr. Z glared at the man before turning to Morgan. “Mind if I ride with you? This guy is insufferable.”

      “That’s the understatement of the day.”

      “Don’t worry,” Dr. Z said with a wry grin. “I’ll take care of him on the green.”

      “Dr. Z, what do you have up your sleeve?” Morgan asked.

      “It’s what I have in my pocket,” he said before waving at chubby. “You go on. I’m going to catch a ride with this lovely young woman.”

      “Be careful,” chubby said. “I know her type, old man. She’s just after your money.”

      Dr. Z shook his head as he strode toward Morgan’s cart.

      “Ignore him,” Morgan said. “You know I’m only after you for your hot bod.”

      Dr. Z smiled and patted his stomach. “I know there’s a six-pack under here somewhere, but I haven’t seen it in quite a while, though it’s less hidden since Loretta died and I stopped eating her great cooking every day.”

      Morgan reached for Dr. Z’s hand. “It’ll get better with time.”

      He shrugged. “It’s been four years. Still not any easier for me. It’s hard to describe what it’s like to lose the person who you’ve spent almost every day of your adult life with. I feel like I lost half my memory, not to mention the person who knew me best. Life’s just not the same without her.”

      “You’re right,” she said as she started following chubby in her cart. “I can’t begin to understand what you’re going through, but I know you won’t be happy waking up and playing golf every day. You need to be in a lab, creating things. That’s what gives you life.”

      Dr. Z fished a small black box out of his pocket and fiddled with the dials. “You’re probably right, but there’s no harm in seeing for myself, right?”

      “I guess so,” she said, “but we really need you. We have some important missions coming up, including getting my uncle J.D. back. And I know it’ll be more difficult without you.”

      She came to a stop behind chubby, who’d already grabbed his putter and was walking across the bridge.

      “I’ll think about it,” Dr. Z said.

      “Being paired with jerks like this can’t be fun.”

      Dr. Z winked. “Or can it?”

      He pointed his device at chubby’s ball, and the box made a little noise.

      Morgan leaned over to him and spoke in a hushed tone. “What mischief are you up to right now?”

      “Just watch the whiner’s putt,” he said.

      “Hurry up, old man. I don’t have all day.”

      “You go ahead,” Dr. Z said. “I’ve still got to find my ball.”

      “You’re going to find your ball?” Morgan asked. “We all saw it go into the water.”

      Dr. Z said nothing as he stared down at his black box and turned one of the knobs. Just as chubby putted, Dr. Z flipped one of the switches to the left. The ball rolled across the green and past the cup. But instead of slowing down, it seemed to pick up speed before coming to rest in the fringe.

      “Did you see that?” chubby asked. “This damn green is insane.”

      Morgan caught the wry smile forming on Dr. Z’s face. “You did that, didn’t you?”

      He remained silent, instead staring intently at the green. Chubby studied his putt for a moment before addressing the ball.

      “For par, old man. Watch how it’s done.”

      Chubby drew his stick back and tapped the ball. It worked his way uphill but kept going, eventually ending up on the other side of Alcatraz.

      “How’s what done?” Dr. Z chided. “A three-putt for bogey?”

      Chubby sneered as he looked at Dr. Z. “Why don’t you come over here and look for your ball?”

      “On my way.”

      Morgan followed Dr. Z across the small bridge and onto the green. He dug his hand into his pocket and did something with his black box just as chubby stroked the ball. It rimmed around the cup before careening across the green. He threw his head back and screamed before reeling off a string of expletives.

      By this point, the threesome behind them had reached the 17th tee box and was waiting to hit.

      “Just a minute,” Dr. Z said, waving his hand at the trio.

      He marched over to the edge of the green and tapped a button on his box. A few seconds later, his ball rose to the surface.

      “Found it,” Dr. Z announced as he removed his shoes and socks. He hiked his pants up and waded into the water.

      “You can’t hit that from there,” chubby protested.

      “Says who?” Dr. Z said before pitching the ball. It landed a few feet from the hole.

      “Nice shot, but good luck with that putt,” chubby said. “This is the green from hell.”

      Dr. Z shrugged. “Should I just tap in for par? Or do you want me to wait for you to go?”

      “Whatever, old man. I know you can’t put that in from there.”

      Dr. Z addressed his ball and then calmly tapped it into the cup. He bent over to fetch it and then winked at chubby.

      “That’s three for me,” Dr. Z said as he put his socks and shoes back on. “What do you lie?”

      “Three,” chubby said.

      “That’s funny,” Dr. Z said. “I counted four.”

      Chubby muttered something under his breath as he studied the green. His next putt rolled past the cup again, resulting in another tirade.

      “Five,” Dr. Z said, continuing his low-key torture of chubby.

      Morgan punched Dr. Z in the shoulder. “As much as I’d love for this to continue, please let him finish. We need to talk about you coming back to the Magnum Group.”

      “Morgan, you know I adore you and I’d love to help you, but I just can’t right now. I know what I did. People died because of my mistake. I’m not sure I’ll ever forgive myself.”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” she said. “You have to know that. They were reckless in the way they used your creation. The official report said as much.”

      “I know the truth,” Dr. Z said as he strode back across the bridge and toward the cart. “And that’s all that matters. It’s still my fault no matter how you want to pitch it.”

      She slid onto the bench behind the wheel. “Look, I want you to come back on your own, but we’re in desperate need of your help. We’re starting to get some heat for the body count on some of our missions, and it’s starting to raise some eyebrows.”

      “And you want me to fix that?”

      “If you can,” she said. “I know that you’ve dabbled in some technology that neutralizes people without killing them. And we need something like that right now.”

      Chubby putted twice more before finishing the hole.

      “Just think about it, will ya?” she asked. “For me?”

      “I’ll think about it, but don’t hold your breath,” Dr. Z said.

      They drove to the next tee box. Chubby walked up to hit first.

      “You didn’t win that hole,” Morgan said.

      The man rolled his eyes. “Look, sweetheart. You’re annoying as hell. Can we make a friendly little wager?”

      “What’d you have in mind?” she asked.

      “Whoever outdrives the other person gets to stay on the course. The loser drives away.”

      “Interesting,” Morgan said. “You really want to abandon your game after the seventeenth hole? I mean, it makes sense after your quadruple bogey.”

      “Double bogey,” he said with a sneer.

      “Whatever, man,” she said. “You’re on.”

      Chubby gestured toward the box. “Ladies first.”

      “Not today,” she said. “Wusses go first, which means you’re up.”

      Chubby glared at her before striding toward the tee box. “Fine. Let’s get this over with.”

      She turned and winked at Dr. Z. He nodded knowingly.

      Chubby teed up his ball and then took a whack at it. Instead of flying straight down the fairway, the ball hooked hard left and veered into the rough beneath a clump of trees.

      “Looks like the pressure is getting to you,” she said.

      Then Morgan drove the ball down the center of the fairway, unassisted by Dr. Z’s device.

      “Holy shit,” chubby said. “That was two hundred and fifty yards.”

      “And at least twenty yards past your ball,” she said. “I’ll pick your ball up for you. Have a nice day.”

      Chubby growled as he jumped into his cart and tore off for the clubhouse.

      Morgan turned to Dr. Z. “Come on. We make such a great team.”

      “I told you I’ll think about it, okay?” Dr. Z said. “That’s all I can promise.”

      “Better than nothing,” she said. “But you know where you belong.”
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      LOS ANGELES

      A WEEK HAD PASSED since J.D. Blunt’s kidnapping, and the Magnum Group team was no closer to figuring out who was behind the abduction than it was the moment that Morgan read the note found on her car. Hawk followed his colleagues into the conference room to discuss their next steps.

      Morgan, fresh off her trip from Phoenix, stood at the head of the table and then leaned on her knuckles. “Thank you for joining me today. I’m here as much for moral support than anything else.”

      “Still no word from the kidnappers?” Alex asked.

      Morgan shook her head. “So far, nothing. I expected we would’ve heard something by now, but I believe we’ve been doing all we can to find out who’s responsible for this and hopefully get an idea for where they might be keeping my uncle.”

      “We’ll find him,” Hawk said as he nodded confidently. “They’ve poked the wrong bear.”

      “Why don’t you update us on how your operation went,” Morgan suggested. “I’m assuming that if there was anything groundbreaking, we would’ve heard it by now.”

      Hawk sucked a breath in through his teeth. “I wish we had better news for you, but I don’t think the man who left the note knows much of anything.”

      “What’d he have to say?” she asked.

      “For starters, he didn’t seem to know much and came across as a starving artist just trying to make it in Hollywood,” Hawk said. “That withstanding, Clive Price, the man we were surveilling, approached me. He’s the person responsible for bringing the cloaking technology to Hollywood, the same technology created by our very own Dr. Z. Who’s—”

      Hawk looked around the room.

      “Not here today,” Morgan said, completing Hawk’s thought.

      “Yes, well, anyway. This Mr. Price character told me that he was struggling to pay his bills after getting laid off from a handful of gigs. And when a man approached him about delivering a message using his patented cloaking device, Price couldn’t resist.”

      “How much did they pay him?” Big Earv asked. “I’m asking for a friend looking for a side hustle.”

      Hawk laughed. “Tell your friend that this lucrative position can earn him up to fifty thousand dollars per delivery.”

      “Wow,” Morgan said. “No wonder he went along with it.”

      “Yeah, that’s easy money for someone like him—and difficult to turn down in his situation, too.”

      “And he had no idea what he was getting himself into?”

      Hawk shrugged. “He said that maybe he thought something might be off, but when they handed him the money in cash, he decided not to ask any questions.”

      “So, he never read the message?” Big Earv asked.

      Hawk shook his head. “At least, that’s what he claimed. I can’t verify that for certain, but he seemed like someone who was wide-eyed about the whole thing even though he knew that whoever he was dealing with was more than likely a little shady.”

      “In other words, we’ve got nothin’,” Morgan said.

      Hawk nodded subtly.

      Morgan slapped the table with open palms. She pushed away from the edge and then stood. “Time is running short, people. The longer this goes on, the slimmer our chances are of ever seeing J.D. Blunt again.”

      “We’ll find him,” Hawk said. “Just be patient.”

      “You know I’m normally a very patient person,” Morgan said. “But this situation is one that demands our vigilance, our every waking moment thinking about how we can extract him from a dangerous situation and get him home.”

      “It’s not easy when we don’t know where he is or who took him,” Hawk said.

      “Exactly,” Morgan said. “And that’s why I want our entire team focused on bringing him home this week. I don’t care what other issues arise or what those knuckleheads in Washington think we need to do this week. We’re going to take care of our own—full stop. And if that means pursuing any leads that arise in order to figure out where my uncle is, so be it. It’s what we’ll do until we find him.”

      Hawk didn’t complain. He welcomed the shift in focus, confident that they’d be able to find Blunt with a concentrated effort. It’s what Hawk cared about the most anyway.

      “If he’s still alive, we’ll get him,” Hawk said.

      “That’s right,” Big Earv said. “You can count on us to get the job done.”

      “I know,” she said. “But these guys aren’t making it easy by staying quiet for so long.”

      “It won’t be that way forever,” Hawk said. “They took Blunt for a reason. And while we may not know what that is just yet, they’re not doing this just to mess with your head. It’s leverage, plain and simple. Once we get a lead on who these people are or where they might be keeping him, we’ll get him back safe and sound.”

      Morgan paced around the table. “I trust every one of you sitting around this table. It’s just hard when your own flesh and blood are being targeted.”

      “I understand,” Alex said. “But we’ll get through this the only way we can—and that’s together. They can take your uncle and use him in some way, but eventually we’re going to find them. And we’re going to make them pay.”

      “I know,” Morgan said. “It’s just hard right now.”

      “It’s hard on all of us,” Hawk said. “He was like a father to me. Well, to be honest, he was the only real father figure I ever had in my life. You can bet I won’t let him down.”

      Morgan sighed. “With that said, does anyone have any idea about who might be behind all of this?”

      Big Earv shook his head. “It’s a mystery for sure.”

      “Jana?” Morgan asked. “Anything happening among your associates that we might need to know about?”

      “Not related to Mr. Blunt’s kidnapping,” Jana Shadid said. “But everyone in our department is wondering if Dr. Z plans on returning any time soon.”

      “That’s a good question,” Morgan said. “And the best thing I can tell you at this point is that the jury is still out.”

      Jana’s eyes widened. “He might come back?”

      “Might,” Morgan emphasized.

      “Didn’t you just go visit him?” Jana asked.

      “Yes, I drove out to Palm Springs to see him,” Morgan said. “He was playing golf and seemed to be enjoying himself. But I did my best to encourage him to return to work.”

      “We really need him,” Jana said. “He’s always coming up with innovative ideas that help the team. And I can’t help but think that we’re missing his guidance at the moment. I can’t even come up with a benign invention to help Hawk and Alex.”

      Hawk nodded. “Dr. Z was great at that. But I think he’ll be back. He just needs some time and space to realize how important he is to our mission of snuffing out threats to our country and our security.”

      “We don’t have much time,” Morgan said. “And that’s the problem.”

      “So, he’s just playing golf in Palm Springs?” Alex asked.

      Morgan nodded. “That and pranking his golfing partners by utilizing one of his latest inventions.”

      “Sounds just like Dr. Z,” Alex said. “Maybe we should go see him.”

      “I’m not sure that would be helpful at this point,” Morgan said. “He seems pretty intent on living the life of a retiree.”

      “And you asked him to come back?” Hawk asked.

      “Begged is more like it,” Morgan said. “But he brushed me off by telling me that he’d think about it. But that’s how I know he’s not serious about coming back.”

      “Don’t write him off yet,” Alex said. “You never know what might draw him back to the office.”

      “I figured sheer boredom would do that, but he’s found a way to cope,” Morgan said. “It was a little jarring at first for me to see that, but then again, it made sense. Lots of math involved in determining the right angles and approaches to take to the ball while golfing.”

      “But that’s not his real passion,” Alex said. “We all know he likes inventing and creating, making devices that help the world—or the people saving the world from mass death and destruction.”

      “It’s truly a noble calling,” Morgan said. “But he’s wounded right now. And with the pressure I’m getting from Washington for us to curtail our body counts, we need his innovative ideas right now.”

      Hawk hung his head. “Sorry about that.”

      “Don’t be,” Morgan said. “There’s nothing wrong with what you’re doing. Trust me. This is just some political posturing at best. I don’t know all the details about whoever is complaining, but I imagine it’s some senator trying to use his knowledge of our program to leverage a better position or gain more power. Neither situation would surprise me, to be honest.”

      Morgan’s phone buzzed, drawing her out of the conversation for a moment.

      “You all right?” Alex asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “Excuse me for a moment,” Morgan said before leaving the room.

      The team discussed Dr. Z’s abrupt resignation and discussed a way they might be able to bring him back into the fold at such a critical time.

      Hawk considered the team’s plan for a few seconds. “Think it’ll really work?”

      Big Earv shrugged. “It can’t hurt, can it?”

      “As long as he never finds out the truth,” Alex said.

      Hawk wasn’t crazy about the idea, but he had to acknowledge that it was a good idea—manipulative, but a good idea nonetheless.

      A few seconds later, Morgan returned to the room clutching her phone.

      “Is everything all right?” Alex asked.

      Morgan took a deep breath then exhaled through a pair of puffed cheeks.

      “What is it?” Hawk asked.

      “That was the kidnapper,” Morgan said.

      “And?”

      “And they’ve made their demands,” she said.

      “Can we meet them?” Hawk asked.

      “Maybe, but it depends on the risk you’re willing to take.”

      “Short of murdering someone, I don’t think there’s much I won’t do for Blunt,” Hawk said.

      “My sentiments too,” Alex said.

      “Then in that case, you two need to go home and get ready for a trip to the Arctic,” Morgan said.

      Hawk cocked his head to one side. “The Arctic?”

      “You heard me,” Morgan said. “You’ve got your assignment to complete in exchange for Blunt’s life.”

      “And what exactly is the assignment?” Hawk asked.

      Morgan offered a thin smile. “They want you to break into the listening post there and steal some information for them.”

      “Consider it done,” Hawk said. “Right, honey?”

      Alex nodded. “Just tell us when the plane is leaving.”
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      LANGLEY, VIRGINIA

      ROBERT BESSERMAN HAD SPENT the past twenty-four hours trying to figure out a way to get to President Norris and get a few nagging questions answered. But nothing seemed to be working. However, he had a Hail Mary, a final desperate attempt to get an audience with the president. It wasn’t conventional, but at this point, Besserman didn’t care. Results were all that he cared about—decorum be damned.

      He drummed his fingers on his desk before garnering enough courage to make the call.

      If someone’s trying to get me fired, what difference will it make?

      His realization that he truly had nothing to lose gave him the gumption to place the call. After three rings, Wade Saxon answered Besserman’s call.

      “Mr. Bobby,” Saxon said, “I can’t believe this.”

      “Well, it’s good to hear your voice, Wade. What’s so unbelievable about me calling you?”

      “I don’t think you’ve ever called me, but I was just about to give you a ring this afternoon regarding something that happened to me this week. But I can tell you about that in a few minutes. I’m really curious why you called me out of the blue?”

      “It might seem out of the blue to you, but I’ve been considering this for a while now. I know you’re busy and didn’t want to bother you with such a seemingly trivial matter.”

      “Nothing’s trivial as far as you’re concerned,” Saxon said. “I’m all ears.”

      “I think someone is gunning for my job, maybe evening poisoning the president.”

      “That can’t be good,” Saxon said. “Any idea who’s trying to do this to you?”

      “I have a vague idea, more along the lines of why someone is attempting this, but the who is still murky.”

      “So, how can I help?”

      “I was wondering if you could get me in to talk with the president?”

      Saxon was quiet for a moment.

      “You still there, Wade?”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m here. Just a little taken aback by what you just said. If you’re the director of the CIA and you still can’t get a meeting with the president, something is wrong.”

      “Welcome to the dysfunction that is Washington,” Besserman said. “I thought you’d been here long enough to understand how this all works.”

      “Oh, I’ve seen the dysfunction all right. I’m just not sure I’ll be able to do that for you given the way Norris’s assistant guards his time.”

      “I only need five minutes.”

      “That would seem doable in most environments, but the White House is a whole different animal. But I’ll see what I can do.”

      “That’s all I can ask,” Besserman said. “If it doesn’t work out, I’ll try to figure out another way. Now, you had something you wanted to discuss, right?”

      “Yeah, I had a very unsettling encounter last week that I thought you should know about.”

      “Tell me more.”

      “So, we were at a fundraiser downtown when this guy came up to me outside the facility where the president was speaking,” Saxon said. “He had a hat on and sunglasses with a goatee.”

      “In other words, he wasn’t easily recognizable.”

      “Exactly,” Saxon said. “However, he handed me a small device and asked if I’d be interested in keeping it on me while I was on duty to record every interaction around the president.”

      “That was bold of him,” Besserman said. “You could’ve had him detained on the spot.”

      “I know, but I decided not to.”

      “Why not?”

      “For starters, if we had him arrested, it wouldn’t go anywhere. He didn’t make any direct threats against the president. Then, I figured he was probably just some guy getting paid to approach us and drop off the recording device.”

      “And that was it?”

      “Hardly,” Saxon said. “I had his prints lifted off the device and gave it to my supervisor, who ran them.”

      “And?”

      “Turns out they belonged to a guy named Logan Proctor. Ever heard of him?”

      “Hmmm,” Besserman said. “It’s not ringing any bells.”

      “Well, in Washington, he’s a relative nobody in terms of name recognition. But I can promise you if you start asking around, you’ll find plenty of people who know who he is and are more than familiar with the services he provides.”

      “Catch me up to speed.”

      “He’s somewhat of a fixer, the guy you call when you want to make a potential scandal disappear or, better yet, create one for another politician.”

      “How come I’ve never heard of him?”

      “No idea. But I don’t think you want to know his name. If you do, it’s because there’s serious trouble brewing. His office is very discreet, tucked away in Georgetown in a small storefront building. You’d have no idea that he’s the one the most powerful people in the city call when their reputation is in shreds or their future is hanging in the balance.”

      “Apparently so,” Besserman said. “It takes some effort to remain that anonymous in this city. I’ve been here quite a while and I swear I’ve never heard of him.”

      “Well, I’m not sure what he’s up to, but I thought you might want to take a deeper look at him,” Saxon said. “It’s obvious that he was trying to stay incognito when he approached me.”

      “I appreciate you letting me know about this,” Besserman said. “I’ll look into it and let you know what I find.”

      “Thanks a million. And I’ll let you know if I can get the president to give you a call. Talk to you soon.”

      Besserman ended the call and immediately dialed Mallory Kauffman’s number. There were definitely some red flags with the way Proctor’s encounter with Saxon went. And Besserman wanted to know more, if anything to warn the president.

      “What is it, boss?” Mallory asked.

      “I need you to do a full work-up for me on a guy named Logan Proctor.”

      “Who is he?”

      “Apparently, he’s a fixer here in Washington.”

      “Never heard of him.”

      “Me either,” Besserman said. “But from a report I just received, it sounds like he’s trying to stir something up.”

      “On it,” she said. “I’ll call you when I have something.”
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        * * *

      

      TWO HOURS LATER, Besserman answered his phone. It was Mallory.

      “You got a minute?” she asked.

      “Always for you,” he said. “Did you find something on Proctor?”

      “Yeah, but I need to talk to you about this in person.”

      “I’ll let Chloe know to expect you.”

      A few minutes later, Mallory entered Besserman’s office clutching a thick file folder.

      “What’d you learn about our mystery man?” he asked.

      She tossed the folder on his desk and sat in the chair across from his desk. “It’s all in there, but let me warn you that it’s quite disturbing.”

      “Do we know this guy?” he asked as he opened the file.

      “I’ve never heard of him, but you might know him by his given name—Daniel Foster.”

      Besserman cocked his head to one side and stroked his chin. “Why does that name sound so familiar?”

      He continued to flip through the pages in the document.

      “Maybe you’d recognize Daniel Foster if I told you what he’s known for.”

      “He’s famous?”

      “More like infamous, which explains why he changed his name.”

      Besserman kept turning the pages. “Well, don’t keep me in suspense. Out with it.”

      “Three decades ago, Daniel Foster was a successful lobbyist in Washington—until he was convicted of attempted murder of a powerful senator.”

      Besserman stopped and looked up at Mallory. “No way. Logan Proctor is Daniel Foster?”

      “That’s right,” she said. “Good memory. He’s the crazy kook who tried to murder J.D. Blunt thirty years ago.”
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      LOS ANGELES

      DR. Z GOT OUT of his 1961 Jaguar E-Type sports car and strode over to the valet, who stopped and stared at the classic. A line of vehicles snaked out into the street loaded with patrons anxious to get inside and see the Los Angeles Opera’s rendition of Idomeneo, Mozart’s classic opera. Between the buzz of the people filing inside and the horns honking from impatient drivers, Dr. Z felt like the anticipation of the show was almost palpable.

      Dr. Z eyed the young man who had yet to relinquish a claim ticket, still entranced by the car. “Not to put any pressure on you, but that beauty is incredibly rare.”

      The valet swallowed hard and nodded before ripping off Dr. Z’s claim ticket and handing it to him.

      “Whatever you do, don’t push the eject button,” Dr. Z said with a wink as he patted the valet on the shoulder.

      Dr. Z headed toward the front doors of the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion before spinning around to watch the valet ease the Jaguar out of the congested area and into the parking deck.

      Well done, young man.

      Dr. Z entered the lobby swarming with people, many of which were already clutching glasses of wine and engaged in the latest high society gossip. He would’ve looked just like them had his wife been there. She was the socialite, the dynamite conversationalist who turned mundane gatherings into unforgettable encounters. She also loved the opera, spreading her enthusiasm for it to her husband. And Idomeneo was one of her favorites.

      Dr. Z would’ve given just about anything to have her with him for the upcoming performance, even if it meant enduring the boorish behavior of Roger and Chelsea Farnsworth, who were headed toward him.

      Chelsea poked her lip out and cocked her head to one side. “Loretta would’ve loved this opera,” she said as she rubbed Dr. Z’s shoulder. “I’m proud of you for coming by yourself tonight. I know this can’t be easy.”

      “Dr. Levinson,” Roger said as he offered his hand. “A pleasure to see you as always.”

      Dr. Z nodded, already searching for a way out to politely excuse himself and avoid being sucked into a three-minute soliloquy by Chelsea about the latest infidelity among the opera’s higher-profile patrons. And even if he managed to divert the conversation to something more tolerable, there was still a chance that Roger would drone on about his latest property acquisition in some European coastal city.

      The lights flickered, signaling the show was about to begin—and saving Dr. Z.

      “I’m sure there’s so much to catch up on, but perhaps at intermission,” Dr. Z said. “We all need to get to our seats.”

      He didn’t give them a chance to object, heading toward the auditorium.

      When he was just a few feet away from the doors, he felt someone grab him by his arm and give a gentle tug. Dr. Z turned to see who was impeding his getaway, only to find Big Earv wearing a wide grin.

      The two men shook hands before Big Earv embraced Dr. Z, the hulking Magnum Group agent nearly swallowing his former colleague.

      “Why do I get the feeling that you missed me?” Dr. Z asked, his voice muffled as Big Earv pulled him tight against his chest.

      Big Earv released Dr. Z and took a step back. “There’s no replacement for human intuition, is there?”

      “You mean like the kind that makes me wonder what you’re doing here when you hate opera?”

      “Hate is such a strong word,” Big Earv said with a wry grin.

      “Did Morgan send you?”

      “Of course not. I came on my own volition.”

      Dr. Z shook his head. “You know that most people have a tell when they’re lying.”

      “So I’ve heard, but I’m not lying and you know it, don’t you?”

      Dr. Z eyed Big Earv but said nothing.

      “You’re just going to have to rely on some of that old fashion human intuition of yours to figure out why I’m here, which couldn’t possibly be because I simply missed my friend and wanted to attend the opera with him,” Big Earv said. “Now, are you going to hold my motives suspect for so long that we miss the opening? Or are we going to go inside and enjoy Idomeneo together?”

      The lights flickered again, signaling that the show was just a minute away from starting.

      “Let’s go,” Dr. Z said.

      They headed toward the doors of the auditorium when a commotion to their right attracted a small crowd that had encircled a couple. A woman who appeared to be in her mid-fifties was on her back convulsing while a man knelt next to her.

      “Are there any doctors in the room?” the man shouted. “My wife needs help.”

      One man hustled over but was waved off by the husband.

      “She doesn’t need a plastic surgeon,” he growled. “She’s choking.”

      Dr. Z didn’t wait another moment, breaking away from Big Earv and hustling over to the couple.

      “I can help,” Dr. Z said.

      “Are you a doctor?” the husband asked.

      Dr. Z dug into his pocket and retrieved a small device that he unfolded and placed over the woman’s mouth. She’d turned blue and was staring up wide-eyed at Dr. Z.

      “Keep her shoulders still,” Dr. Z instructed, placing the husband’s hands on his wife, “and don’t let go.”

      Dr. Z activated the device and then squeezed a small pump that created a suction. He removed the facial piece and listened for breathing. Then he repeated the process.

      On the fifth attempt, the device sucked a piece of sausage out of the woman’s mouth. She sat up, gasping for air before she spun to the side and got on her hands and knees.

      “Are you all right, dear?” the husband asked.

      She held her right hand up and nodded, her gaze still facing the floor. “Give me a second.”

      The husband turned to Dr. Z. “You did it. You saved her life.”

      Big Earv helped Dr. Z to his feet and smiled. “What else would you expect with Dr. Z’s EZBreathe? It’s a life-saving device that everyone should carry with them.”

      “That was amazing,” the husband said as he grabbed Dr. Z’s hand and shook it. “I need to get me one of those things. What is it and where did you find it?”

      Dr. Z was stunned by the encounter and the outcome. He’d tested the device before but never had a chance to see how it would work in the real world during an actual emergency. Before that moment, everything had just been speculation based off how the product reacted in the lab. But proving that it worked while a woman’s life hung in the balance? He knew with certainty that his invention could help people in a tangible way. It’s what he’d wanted to see the entire time he was working with the Magnum Group and every other government agency before that.

      “This man invented that life-saving mechanism,” Big Earv said, stepping in as Dr. Z remained dazed by what he’d just done. “It’s a Dr. Z’s EZBreathe tool, a must-have product for any and everyone.”

      “Can I buy it in a store?” the husband asked.

      “Coming soon to one near you,” Big Earv said as he ushered Dr. Z into the auditorium.

      “It worked,” Dr. Z said, his mouth still agape. “It’s incredible.”

      “Loretta would be looking at you and just beaming right now if she’d been here to see this,” Big Earv said. “But for the record, I didn’t doubt it would work for one second.”

      Dr. Z stopped and gave Big Earv a sideways glance. “Tell me the truth, will you? Morgan sent you out here to convince me to come back, didn’t she?”

      Big Earv gestured toward their row. “Okay, fine. You win. Morgan sent me here, not that she had to ask twice. We all miss you around the office.”

      “I knew I wasn’t wrong about your tell.”

      Dr. Z grinned as he scooted past a handful of patrons to navigate to his seat. He waited until Big Earv had joined him before responding.

      “I know you miss me,” Dr. Z said. “And the truth is, I miss all of you guys too. Playing golf just about every day is fun, but it’s not as satisfying as working with a team of professionals to do meaningful things in the world, things I had only hoped to do but had never witnessed firsthand—until today.”

      The lights in the auditorium dimmed before turning off entirely. A spotlight shone on stage right awaiting the arrival of the first singer.

      Dr. Z leaned over to Big Earv and spoke in a whisper. “You can tell Morgan that you accomplished your mission. I’ll be back in the office tomorrow—and I’ll be there indefinitely.”

      He smiled as he leaned back and settled in to enjoy the show.
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      NY-ÅLESUND, SVALBARD

      THE BITTER APRIL WIND howled across the snowy landscape a couple of miles from NASA’s most northern research facility. The loose snow blew across the ground, the frozen granules stinging Hawk’s face. As the sun disappeared, the temperature dropped and tested the limits of his thermal expedition clothing.

      “If I ever complain about the cold in Montana again, please remind me of this mission, okay?” Alex said, her gloved hands cradling a cup of coffee.

      “You’re the one who insisted on coming,” Hawk said. “It’s sixty degrees and sunny at home in the mountains. In fact, you could be snuggling with John Daniel right now and reading him a bedtime story by the fire.”

      “Now you’re making this even worse.”

      “Maybe we should’ve brought him along this time,” Hawk said. “He did just learn to build a snow shelter the last time we went out hiking together.”

      “I taught him how to make a fishing rod out of sticks and para cord from a survival bracelet.”

      Hawk chuckled. “He’s almost six. You’d think we would’ve taught him how to read by now.”

      “Sure, but that’s not nearly as fun as what I’m going to teach him next.”

      “Which is what?” Hawk asked as they trudged through the snow.

      “That neat trick you taught me about how to snipe while hiding just beneath the surface of the water.”

      Hawk shook his head. “I don’t know, honey. Maybe let’s teach him how to ride a motorcycle first, okay?”

      She smiled as they approached a small house.

      Hawk rapped on Charlie Champion’s door, an American ex-pat who’d been supplying them with a sled team. Charlie greeted Hawk and Alex again before lumbering through the snow around the back of his home to assemble the Siberian Huskies.

      Charlie unlocked the gate and waved Hawk and Alex inside before slamming it shut. The dogs had gotten used to Hawk and Alex after two previous nights of surveillance. As animals born to run, they were champing at the bit to get picked for the excursion under the stars.

      “You’re going to get some of the best pictures of your life tonight,” Charlie said as he looked skyward.

      The Northern Lights rolled like waves across the sky, the magnetosphere sufficiently stirred up in the direction of the mountains.

      “I hear it’s going to be a dandy tonight,” Charlie said. “I almost wish I was going with you.”

      Hawk would’ve welcomed the dog sledding guide any night but tonight. With the surveillance phase of the mission complete, Hawk and Alex were ready to complete the operation and return home as soon as possible. Securing Blunt’s release was at the forefront of their mind, even as they made plans to break into the secret CIA listening post.

      “Maybe some other time perhaps,” Hawk said.

      Charlie nodded. “Can’t miss my poker game tonight. Maybe tomorrow night I’ll join you.”

      Hawk hadn’t explained his full plans to Charlie yet. All the Arctic native needed to know was that Hawk and Alex required a team to pull their sled on an Arctic adventure under the stars yet again in hopes of capturing the images of Svalbard’s wildlife at night.

      “If we come up empty again, maybe we will take you up on that offer,” Hawk said.

      Charlie hitched a team to a sled, keeping Hawk planted on the rails, his foot on the brake. The dogs barked madly, anticipating the moment they were freed to run. Based on how anxious they acted, Hawk feared he and Alex might suffer whiplash on their initial lurch forward.

      “Good luck with your photos tonight and don’t forget to feed the dogs when you get back,” Charlie said.

      Hawk nodded knowingly, while Alex lingered near the front of the pack, rubbing behind the ears of the lead dog.

      “You treat Buck like that and he’s liable to walk on water for you,” Charlie said with a grin. “He’s not used to that kind of attention. But it’s not surprising. He’s the only stray out of all my dogs.”

      Hawk scanned the area, roughly counting all the huskies still barking wildly and hoping for an opportunity to get out and run. There were enough dogs for a half-dozen teams, each animal strong and lean.

      “You named him Buck?” Alex asked with a faint smile. “Like Call of the Wild?”

      “That’s the book I read that started my journey,” Charlie said. “And I haven’t regretted a single minute of it. I’d been searching for my Buck for a long time—and this guy fits the description of Jack London’s Buck in every way possible. He’s fiercely loyal and a leader. You’ll see tonight.”

      “We’re hoping for a peaceful night,” Alex said.

      Charlie shot her a sideways glance. “You do realize where you are, right? This is a neighborhood with polar bears and subject to the whims of Mother Nature. One minute you might think you’ve entered a winter wonderland. The next you might think you’re in the seventh circle of hell. Trust me when I say this—you’ll likely be grateful that Buck is leading this team by the end of the night.”

      “If it’s going to be that wild, maybe you should come with us,” Hawk suggested.

      “Sorry, amigo,” Charlie said as he shook his head. “Not even blizzard conditions in the Arctic are enough to cancel poker night. It’s me and three other former Marines who all found Alaska to be too soft for our taste.”

      With the dogs still barking madly and itching to run, Hawk cocked his head to one side and stepped onto the sled. “Now you’re making me wonder if I’m too soft.”

      “It’s all relative,” Charlie said. “Who knows? Maybe you’ll finally earn your man card tonight.”

      “That’s the kind of drama I could do without,” Alex said as she climbed into the basket at the front of the sled behind the dogs.

      “In that case, maybe you’ll get lucky,” Charlie said. “Now, are you ready to go?”

      Hawk nodded. “Born ready.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Charlie said before releasing the brake.

      The dogs roared forward, Buck urging the pack to go even faster. Hawk navigated the sled out of the gates and into the vast terrain toward the CIA listening outpost. He glanced skyward at the Northern Lights dancing across the starry skies.

      “Isn’t this incredible?” Alex asked as she looked upward. “I feel like we’re on another planet.”

      Hawk smiled and nodded in agreement. The raucous barking of the huskies at Charlie’s place had been replaced with the serene sound of sledges slicing through the snow pack. Hawk couldn’t help but think this was the calm before the storm, the peaceful moments before a looming confrontation inside the CIA’s facility.

      As they drew nearer to the building with NASA signage all around, Hawk followed the path Charlie had shown him. After three nights in a row, the photographer duo had surely become a fixture for the late night security team instead of an anomaly that had raised justified suspicion.

      Lull them to sleep and then strike fast.

      That was the plan at least.

      Hawk rode around the side of the hill flanking the NASA building. The Magnum Group had managed to get their hands on the schematics of the facility thanks to their connections at the agency, making the mission a breeze.

      The plan was to drop Hawk off in the camera’s blind spot while Alex clipped into the security feed. Once she secured the feed, he would have the run of the place, which only kept one guard on duty overnight to monitor the building and the dozen agents monitoring sounds across both hemispheres and outside the Earth’s atmosphere. With all the rumors about what the employees there discovered while on duty, Hawk half expected to be met by little green men once he climbed over the fence.

      He knelt behind a storage shed and waited for Alex to give him the signal to proceed.

      “The fox is in the hen house,” she said after a few minutes.

      “Copy that,” Hawk said.

      He crept across the back of the property and picked a lock on the back door. The rudimentary security shocked Hawk when he first heard about it but understood why. Any security panels outside requiring power would be rendered useless in the Arctic’s colder months. But Hawk wasn’t complaining, breaking into the facility in less than a minute.

      Once inside, he made his way down a long corridor to the room where supposedly the CIA kept its digital files. The kidnappers claimed to have an informant who knew exactly where the secrets files were kept. Hawk eased toward the door and found it easy to open as well, sliding a credit card between the door and the frame to pry it open.

      “We might get to take those pictures after all,” Hawk whispered over the coms.

      “Can’t wait,” Alex said. “The Northern Lights are incredible right now.”

      “Well, get ready because I’ll be out in three minutes,” he said.

      Hawk located the server that purportedly contained all the information, checking the serial numbers to be sure. He downloaded the files onto a small hard drive and waited for it to finish.

      “How close are you to being finished?” Alex asked.

      “Maybe another minute before I’m out of here. Why?”

      “These dogs are full of energy and I don’t want to stop long outside the facility,” she said. “We’d attract too much attention.”

      “See if you can time it right,” Hawk said. “I’ll be back in three minutes.”

      “Roger that.”

      Hawk collected the hard drive and waited for it to finish transferring the files. After a few more seconds, a green light indicated the process was complete. He pocketed the drive and checked his watch.

      Two minutes.

      He eased across the floor and exited the room. Once he was in the hallway, he wound his way toward the back entrance.

      “I’ll be out in one minute,” Hawk said over the coms.

      “Great,” Alex said. “I’ll have it timed perfectly.”

      With a gun in his hand, Hawk checked over his shoulder once more before opening the door. When he did, a team of armed men greeted him.

      “Drop your weapon, sir,” one of the men said.

      Hawk lowered his hand and knelt, placing his gun on the ground. He glanced over his shoulder and noticed two more armed guards rushing toward him from inside the building.

      “I’m almost there,” Alex said in his ear. “You ready to run.”

      Hawk sighed. “This is most unexpected.”

      “Not for us,” the lead guard said. “You’re coming with us.”

      “Hawk? Hawk?” Alex said. “Where are you?”

      He placed his hands behind his head, unable to respond and hopeful that she’d figure out something had gone wrong before they captured her too.

      The guards zip tied Hawk’s hands behind his back and ushered him back into the building.

      “You normally have this many guards on hand?” Hawk asked.

      “Only when we know someone’s coming,” the man said.

      Hawk growled as he shuffled forward, the realization of what had just happened settling in on him.

      This was a setup.
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      ROBERT BESSERMAN PARKED IN an alley just off Sherman Avenue in Columbia Heights. Amidst a street lined with two- and three-story townhomes and apartments, Besserman identified the office space leased by Logan Proctor. It sat atop a corner liquor store in desperate need of a paint job. Besserman mused that if Proctor wasn’t trying to be discreet, he was teetering on the brink of bankruptcy.

      The only indication that an office existed over the store was a shingle not much larger than the size of an envelope hanging off the corner of the building. In white letters on a dark green background, the sign read: L.P. Consulting. Just beneath it was a set of stairs off the alleyway that accessed the second floor.

      Besserman noticed the security camera on the corner of the building as he approached and kept his head down while he ascended the steps. When he reached the door, he entered and discovered a well-kept office space with a small reception area. However, no one was sitting at the desk.

      A bell banged against the door glass as it shut behind Besserman. He scanned the room for a moment while he waited. After a half-minute, Logan Proctor emerged from an office just off the entryway. He was wearing a gray suit without a tie or shoes.

      “I’m sorry but did you read the note on the glass outside?” Proctor asked as he stroked his white beard. “This office operates on an appointment-only basis.”

      “And I’m not interested in making one either,” Besserman said. “Surely someone who does what you do would recognize the director of the CIA when he enters your office, would he not?”

      Proctor cocked his head to one side. “Working with your agency, Director Besserman, might cause a conflict of interest for several of my clients. And while I’m flattered that you would consider using my services, I—”

      “Let me stop you right there,” Besserman said. “I didn’t come here to discuss working for the CIA. I came here to handle a matter before it caused unnecessary problems for both you and the president.”

      Proctor gestured toward his office. “Step inside and let’s talk.”

      Besserman entered Proctor’s office, which was lined with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. What little wall space he had was covered with pictures of him standing with political dignitaries, both foreign and domestic. While Proctor wasn’t a household name in Washington, based on the photographs framed around the room, his contact information appeared to be scrawled in every politician’s address book.

      Proctor sat down behind his desk and leaned back in his chair. Besserman took a seat across from him and leaned forward.

      “This is quite the collection of personal photos,” Besserman said.

      Proctor nodded. “Which is why I’m disappointed to hear that you’re not interested in working with me. I’m all out of room, but I’m sure I could find at least one picture to replace with me and you.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” Besserman said. “I’m not here to pump up your ego.”

      “Then let’s not waste any more of our time,” Proctor said. “Why did you go through the trouble of finding my office to meet with me? A simple phone call would’ve sufficed. And since you work for the world’s premier intelligence agency, I’m sure you would’ve been able to find my number.”

      “You’re not doing yourself any favors by mocking me or by acting so obtuse. I think you know exactly why I’m here.”

      Proctor shifted in his seat and subtly shook his head. “I honestly have no idea, so please enlighten me.”

      “You recently approached a member of the Secret Service at a fundraiser event,” Besserman said. “You gave the agent a recording device and asked him to record the president for you.”

      Besserman eyed Proctor, who didn’t react to the explanation for the visit.

      “And?” Proctor said.

      “And that’s not exactly something anyone should be doing,” Besserman said. “You’re lucky that you weren’t arrested right there on the spot.”

      “For what? Doing my job?”

      Besserman furrowed his brow. “I can’t believe I have to explain this to you, Mr. Proctor, but if you have a client who hires you to spy on the president, next time you should probably consider turning down the case and calling someone at Homeland Security to report the person.”

      “Even if my client is the president himself?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Proctor sighed. “The fact that the head of our country’s intelligence agency isn’t informed about what the president is doing, let alone suspects, shows that we have some major communication issues at the top—that or there are some serious trust issues between the two of you. This conversation wouldn’t even be necessary if you and President Norris were talking on a regular basis. But since you’re here now, I can only assume that there’s either been a rift between you or he suspects you might be part of the problem.”

      “What kind of problem are you talking about?”

      “And here all this time I thought the I in CIA stood for intelligence. Now I’m beginning to think it stands for ignorance.”

      “You’re testing my patience, Mr. Proctor.”

      “And I’m also testing your competence as the director of a purported agency tasked with gathering information that could be a threat to our country. Yet here you are admitting that you have no idea of the issue the White House administration has been facing for the past six months.”

      “Since I’m so ignorant, please enlighten me,” Besserman said, disdain evident in his voice.

      Proctor sighed. “This is embarrassing that I have to do this, but since you asked, I’ll tell you. About a year ago, the president learned that some of his private conversations were being recorded and leaked on the dark web. Unsure of who was behind this, he engaged this firm in a contract to ferret out the culprit—or perhaps multiple culprits.”

      “And what have you found?”

      “So far, a lot of dead ends. Could just be the president’s paranoia and nothing is going on. Not sure at this point.”

      “If there are recordings on the dark web, I’d like to hear them.”

      “Of course you would,” Proctor said. “But we scrub them the moment we learn about them.”

      “I find this all very difficult to believe.”

      “Why? Because you don’t think someone is capable of doing this? Or because you were left out of the loop?”

      Besserman set his jaw. “I think you’re lying.”

      “Feel free to contact the president and verify everything I’m telling you,” Proctor said with a shrug. “I have a feeling if he wanted you in the loop, he would’ve taken your calls. I seriously doubt you just drove over here to visit my office unless it was absolutely necessary. And the only thing that would make this necessary was you’re on the outside looking in.”

      “Regardless of what my standing is with this administration, you better watch your step,” Besserman said.

      “Is that a threat, director?”

      “It’s a promise,” Besserman said as he stood. “I’ll see myself out.”

      “Thanks for stopping by.”

      Besserman marched toward the door and left the office. When he reached his car, he called the White House and requested to speak with the president only to get rebuffed again by a senior official.

      Besserman slammed his fist on the steering wheel and then returned to his office.

      He wasn’t sure what irked him more—the fact that President Norris really had shut him out or Proctor’s arrogance. The combination of the two made Besserman seethe. But he decided to keep digging. If what Proctor had said was true, there was a serious breach in the White House that needed to be dealt with. And if this move was being fueled by foreign entities, the CIA needed to be involved in snuffing out this threat.

      Besserman asked several of his deputies if they’d heard of anything happening like Proctor had described. He quickly learned that if it was occurring, nobody knew about it.

      After lunch, he dialed the only person at the White House who would take his calls, Norris’s chief of staff, Emma Washburn.

      “Bobby, how are things going?” she asked.

      “They’d be a lot better if you guys would keep me updated on what the hell is going on over there,” Besserman said.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I heard there’s a mole in the administration who’s secretly recording the president’s conversations and distributing them on the dark web.”

      “Who told you that?” she asked.

      “So, it’s true?”

      “Absolutely not. You think we wouldn’t have read you in if something like that was going on?”

      “I’m not sure anymore,” Besserman said. “Norris has been giving me the cold shoulder lately, making me think something is up.”

      “Well, that might be true.”

      “Emma, don’t hold out on me. If there’s something I need to know about—”

      “Look, I’m only telling you this because you’re a longtime friend, but the president might be looking to make a change at the agency.”

      “Oh, come on. That’s absurd. I’ve done a fantastic job over here and we’ve snuffed out plenty of plots, both foreign and domestic.”

      “It’s not that, it’s just that—well, I can’t really say the nature of what’s causing this desire to change direction, but just know that it isn’t anything you’re doing per se.”

      “The fact that Franklin won’t tell me himself is bewildering to me,” Besserman said. “We’ve known each other a long time, and we’ve never had anything more than a two-minute argument over whose turn it was to clean the dishes.”

      “This is Washington, Bobby. You know the rules are different here.”

      Besserman sighed. “If things change, will you give me a heads up? I don’t want to get completely blindsided.”

      “I’ll do my best, but no promises, okay? Things can move fast around here.”

      “I guess if that’s all you can do for a longtime friend, that’s all you can do. I’ll be in touch.”

      Besserman hung up, even more upset than before the call. He was infuriated over Norris being manipulated like he was. But then there was the matter of Logan Proctor, who’d almost certainly lied.

      Besserman hustled to the parking lot and drove back to Columbia Heights to confront Proctor. However, Besserman questioned his own sanity as he approached Proctor’s office.

      The shingle that had been on the corner of the building was green with yellow lettering and read: Langston Hughes, Esq. ~ Attorney at Law.

      Besserman took the steps two at a time and barged inside. A woman at the front desk looked over her glasses at him.

      “Do you have an appointment, sir?” she asked.

      Besserman studied the room. It had completely changed aside from the paint color. The desks were modern and the floor plan had shifted. He studied the details for a few more seconds and then headed straight for Proctor’s office.

      Besserman cast a quick glance at the woman. “Is this a joke?”

      “Sir, I’m afraid Mr. Hughes is—”

      Besserman flung open the door and found a portly man sipping a cup of coffee on a couch in the corner of the room while chatting with a young woman, who was in tears.

      “I beg your pardon,” the man said as he stood. “This is a private meeting with a client.”

      “I tried to stop him, Mr. Hughes,” the administrative assistant said from behind Besserman.

      “What the hell is going on in here?” Besserman asked. “I was here not three hours ago and a man named Logan Proctor had an office in this exact location. The walls were lined with bookcases and photographs.”

      Besserman stared at the stark white walls, each one decorated with a single piece of art. The only sign of a book case was a small one tucked behind Hughes’ desk.

      Hughes locked eyes with his assistant. “Lilly, would you call the police and tell them we have a mental patient who needs assistance?”

      “Certainly, sir,” she said before darting back to her desk.

      “I’m not crazy,” Besserman said. “I don’t know what kind of mind games you’re trying to play, but I know what I saw.”

      Hughes looked at his client, who sniffled and dabbed the corner of her eyes with a tissue. “I’m really sorry about all this. This has never happened to me before and—”

      “This isn’t funny,” Besserman said. “Where’s Logan Proctor?”

      “Sir, I didn’t catch your name,” Hughes said. “Who are you again? And who’s Logan Proctor?”

      Besserman wanted to flash his CIA credentials but thought better of it. Instead, he spun on his heels and exited the office. He looked back over his shoulder as he galloped down the steps.

      What kind of games are you playing, Mr. Proctor?
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      LOS ANGELES

      MORGAN GREETED DR. Z at the door with a mug of his favorite coffee and a wide smile. Several other members of the Magnum Group’s technical team joined her, applauding as he strode through the front door.

      He accepted a short hug from Morgan before taking the drink. “I must admit, this isn’t the reception I expected.”

      “If you didn’t think we wanted you back in the worst way, I’d say you weren’t paying close attention,” Morgan said. “All you need to know is that Big Earv attended an opera in an attempt to convince you to join us again.”

      “I guess that should’ve been a bigger clue, though he can be enticed to do anything for court side tickets to a Lakers game,” Dr. Z said.

      Big Earv ambled up to the small gathering. “This late in the season, those aren’t so difficult to get any more.”

      Dr. Z chuckled. “Well, let’s not make a bigger fuss over this than is necessary. I suppose there’s some urgent business to attend to or else you wouldn’t have gone through such a big effort to convince me to return.”

      Morgan forced a smile. “Actually, we just wanted you back. But there is something that requires your immediate attention. Maybe you and your team can join me in the conference room to discuss.”

      Morgan led Dr. Z into the room and patted the executive chair at the head of the table.

      “For me?” he asked with a sheepish grin.

      “I’ll get you a personal masseuse too if you’ll guarantee us that you’ll stick around for another decade,” she said.

      “That might be enough to persuade me. But we can talk about that later. Now, what’ve you got?”

      Morgan waited until the rest of the team was seated before continuing, pacing as she spoke.

      “I recently received a call from some of my contacts in Washington that, while President Norris is pleased with our work, he’s concerned that our body count is too high on some of these most recent missions. I’d argue that it’s necessary, though the existence of this organization may hinge on whether or not we can act more discreetly. And I don’t want to do anything to jeopardize that.”

      “Is there a reasonable solution to that when our agents are facing life-and-death situations each time they enter the field?” Dr. Z asked.

      “I’m hoping you could answer that for me,” she said. “Because as I’ve mulled over how to address this issue, the only reasonable solution I see comes from the technology sector. And that’s where you come in.”

      “So you want a device that enables our agents to neutralize hostiles without killing them?”

      “Precisely.”

      “Then why don’t you just hand out tranquilizer guns?”

      Morgan templed her fingers. “The problem with that is it’s not an immediate result. It takes a few seconds to work. And that’s more than enough time for a hostile to fire back.”

      “Ah,” Dr. Z said, raising his index finger, “I’ve worked on this before and created something years ago that can meet all the requirements you’re demanding for such a weapon.”

      “Care to elaborate?”

      “It’s a handheld ultrasonic weapon,” Dr. Z said. “This technology isn’t new, but it always posed a danger to the user in a more condensed and concentrated form like a handgun. However, I developed earmuffs that mitigate the issues created from handling one of these weapons. But there’s more.”

      “Go on.”

      “I coupled the ultrasonic weapon with a gun but could easily adapt this to include a tranquilizer instead.”

      “See,” Morgan said, point at Dr. Z, “this is why we needed you back so badly.”

      “I could’ve just told you where the blueprints are and kept playing golf every day.”

      Morgan shook her head. “We both know you would’ve been bored within a week of torturing all your playing partners with that ball trick.”

      Dr. Z grinned. “You’re probably right about that.”

      He placed his hands on the table and pushed his chair back.

      “On that note, let’s get to work,” Morgan said.

      “Follow me and I’ll let you look at the plans to make sure that’s what you want,” he said.

      “How about you fetch them and bring them up to my office, and we’ll take a look together. Maybe I can top off your coffee then, too.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”
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        * * *

      

      A HALF-HOUR LATER, Morgan was sitting at her desk when Dr. Z entered her office empty-handed.

      “Where are the schematics?” she asked.

      He sighed as he sat down. “It’s gone.”

      “What do you mean, it’s gone?”

      “I mean, someone took the plans.”

      She crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair. “Was this a regular occurrence for you before?”

      “Never. Someone stole them.”

      “And you asked your team if anyone happened to take them?”

      Dr. Z nodded. “Nobody touched my files. And I trust these people implicitly.”

      “Any theories on where it went?”

      “The only thing I can think of is that maybe Nick Slavitt took it and gave it to someone with The Alliance. But I don’t know.”

      “Well, there’s one way to find out.”

      “I thought Nick was dead.”

      “He is,” Morgan said as she fished out a set of keys from her desk drawer. “But I’ve got access to a storage unit where he kept everything. We haven’t had a chance to go through it all yet, but I think now might be a good time to do just that.”

      She tossed him the keys.

      “Got an address?” he asked.

      “Take Big Earv. He knows where it’s at and can help you look for it.”
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        * * *

      

      AN HOUR LATER, Dr. Z rolled the door up to a storage unit in Santa Monica near Slavitt’s old apartment. Big Earv set up a tripod with a job site light, illuminating the dark space. They navigated through the packed space until they cleared out a path toward a large filing cabinet at the back.

      They started sifting through the files inside, poring over each document.

      “I actually liked Nick,” Big Earv offered. “Thought he was a good agent.”

      “He was,” Dr. Z said, “until he started stealing secrets and passing them to our enemies.”

      “And look where it got him—riddled with bullets, dead at the bottom of a canyon.”

      Dr. Z nodded. “An inglorious end to his life as a double agent. And well-deserved too.”

      Twenty minutes passed as the two men continued their search. They shared interesting items they uncovered, though neither of them had found what they’d come for. But that changed when Dr. Z found a file labeled “USW Prototype.”

      “Gotcha!” he shouted.

      “You found it?” Big Earv asked as he peered over Dr. Z’s shoulder.

      Their brief elation turned to disappointment when he opened the file and found it empty.

      “Damnit,” Dr. Z said. “We can’t catch a break.”

      He tossed the folder in the air and growled.

      Big Earv snatched the folder up off the floor and studied a few numbers scrawled on the back of it.

      “Don’t give up so fast,” he said. “I think we might have something here.”

      He pointed to a long series of numbers in Slavitt’s handwriting.

      “What do you think that is?” Dr. Z asked.

      “Not sure, but it might be a clue as to who has this information. Why don’t you see if Mia can help us?”

      Dr. Z pulled out his mobile phone and dialed Mia’s number. The Magnum Group’s resident hacker answered before the second ring.

      “I don’t care what happens the rest of my day, it’s already been made,” Mia said upon answering.

      “You sure know how to make an old geezer feel welcome,” he said.

      “You shouldn’t expect anything less. You know we love you around here. And I heard a rumor that you’re back in the office today.”

      “Well, not at the moment,” Dr. Z said. “But I will come and see you. In fact, I’ll bring you one of those fancy drinks from the coffee house on the corner if you can help me with something I’m working on.”

      “Sounds like a deal to me.”

      Dr. Z relayed the details of what Big Earv found on the back of the folder, requesting that she see if she can figure out what the numbers meant. While they waited for a response, the two men gathered a few boxes of information and then locked up the unit.

      On their way back to the Magnum Group office, Mia called back.

      “Found something,” she said. “And you’re gonna love this.”

      “Lay it on us,” Dr. Z said as he put the call on speaker so Big Earv could listen in.

      “The sequence of numbers was unique to a bank in the Cayman Islands, signifying this was a transaction of sorts,” she began. “I hacked into the computer system and found a matching transaction. It was a payment to Slavitt’s secret account that we’d uncovered earlier. And it came from a shell corporation registered there to a man named Tristan Ellsworth.”

      “Any significance to that name?”

      “Well, I don’t have much on Ellsworth, but he certainly demands a closer look,” she said. “On a CIA report I pulled up on him, he’s suspected to have loose ties to The Alliance.”

      “That’s more than enough to run with,” Big Earv said. “Thanks, Mia.”

      Dr. Z hung up and grimaced.

      “You all right?” Big Earv asked.

      “The thought that this technology is out there in the hands of The Alliance makes me sick to my stomach.”

      “We’ll get it back,” Big Earv said. “Don’t you worry.”
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      UNDISCLOSED LOCATION

      HAWK GROANED AS HE awoke on the cobblestone floor. The stale smell of sweat and body odor jolted him awake. He pushed himself up off the ground and stood, investigating his new surroundings. A thin window slit illuminated the otherwise darkened cell, which he estimated was no bigger than eight feet by ten. But there wasn’t much to see.

      Other than a bucket to relieve himself in, the room was bare. And it appeared built that way on purpose. The door opposite of the window was barely wide enough to fit a person through, let alone a bed frame. Without a doubt, he recognized that torture was the goal of the facility’s creators. However, there was something vaguely familiar to him about the place.

      Have I been here before?

      Hawk listened to the sounds coming from outside the window. Though they were faint, he knew what they were. And based on the amount of sunlight coming through the window, he had a good guess as to what time it was.

      Moments later, the door swung open. Hawk backed against the wall and awaited his visitor. He was surprised that he recognized the guard who joined him inside the cell.

      It was Tom Fowler, and he was shaking his head.

      “Brady Hawk,” Fowler began. “Never thought I’d see you in a place like this.”

      “You either,” Hawk said. “I thought you were on the fast-track to promotion after riding my coattails in the apprehension of Edgar Vaughn. I’d heard that the aftermath of that abduction was good for your career. Obviously, something went very wrong, didn’t it?”

      “Not as badly as things have gone for you,” he said. “You’re the one locked in this cell, not me.”

      “So you don’t want to talk about it?”

      “Hawk, if you suspect that I’m bitter about my position within the agency, do you think it’s a good idea or a bad idea to mock me?”

      “Depends if you have keys on you or not,” Hawk said with a wry grin.

      “Whether you want to believe me or not, there are a pair of armed guards just outside that door—”

      “Slit?”

      “All right, I see how you want to play here. I can make your time here comfortable or miserable. It’s up to you.”

      “Actually, it’s up to you,” Hawk said. “You can help me secure good representation or just—oops—let me escape.”

      “I’m trying to help you, but you do realize that you got caught breaking into a secret CIA facility.”

      Hawk cocked his head to one side. “Is that what they told you?”

      “I saw the footage myself. It’s hard to convince me otherwise after seeing what you did. And I must admit that I’m incredibly disappointed in you.”

      “Would it make any difference to you if I told you that I was quote stealing secret documents to help free someone who’d been taken hostage?”

      “Probably not?”

      “Well, at least I tried. I can’t do much when you’re bragging about being a rigid rule follower, which is rich given how many rules the agency breaks on a regular basis.”

      “You were literally stealing sensitive information.”

      “Illegally obtained recordings of private citizens, but let’s not quibble over the facts,” Hawk said. “Just let me escape, blame it on some schmuck here that you hate, and move on.”

      “Unlike you, I still have standards.”

      “Oh, you don’t know the half of it. But if you were in my situation, if you didn’t do the same thing, you’d be a heartless coward.”

      “I’m not interested in your opinion of me,” Fowler said. “You’ve always been a fringe agent who showed complete disregard for authority.”

      “And that’s a bad thing?”

      Fowler blew out a long breath through puffed cheeks and shook his head. “You’re incorrigible. And we’re done here.”

      “I was just trying to cut through some red tape—that’s all.”

      “Well, I don’t believe you. And that’s all that matters right now.”

      “Come on, Tom. Help me out here. How long do they plan to keep me caged like this? We’re on the same team, man.”

      “Not when you do the kinds of things that you did in the Arctic.”

      Fowler strode toward the door and then knocked on it. A few seconds later, the bolt creaked as it slid out of place and the door swung open. He stepped into the hallway before turning around to face Hawk again.

      “I really thought you were one of the good guys,” Fowler said.

      “I am, Tom. If you only knew the truth, you’d see what was going on right in front of you.”

      “Good-bye, Agent Hawk. And good luck. You’re going to need it after what they plan to do to you.”

      Hawk walked toward the door. “What’s that supposed to mean? What are they going to do to me?”

      “Like I said, good luck,” Fowler said before slamming the door.

      The sound echoed in Hawk’s cell. He slumped to the ground and let out an exasperated breath. He had a chance to convince Fowler to help him but had been rejected outright. And now Hawk was left wondering if there was any hope of him getting out in time to help J.D. Blunt.
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      ROBERT BESSERMAN MARCHED UP to the security checkpoint outside the White House and flashed his credentials. The guard inspected his badge before handing him a clipboard and asking Besserman to sign in.

      Once inside, he was directed to a waiting room. He picked up a magazine and flipped through it before a woman entered the room and sat down two chairs away.

      “Did they summon you too?” she asked.

      “Summon me? I’m banging on the door to get in.”

      “Wanna trade places?”

      Besserman smiled. “You look like you’ve been called to the principal’s office. What’d you do?”

      “You don’t wanna know.”

      A few minutes later, a man ushered her out of the room and down the hall, leaving Besserman alone.

      Another hour passed before he saw anyone. This time a man sat down across from him and thumbed through a recent National Geographic issue before he was invited into the West Wing.

      What the hell?

      Besserman grew more agitated by the minute, incensed that the White House would not only marginalize him but ignore him altogether.

      Finally, two hours after he cleared security, a young woman entered the room and stared at the piece of paper in her hand. “Robert Besserman?”

      Besserman grunted and then chuckled. “I’m the only one in here.”

      “Just doing my job,” she said. “Please come with me.”

      Besserman followed her down a long corridor before ushering him into another waiting room. He remained there for another fifteen minutes until he was escorted into Emma Washburn’s office.

      “Someone needs to talk to the administration about how you treat guests here,” he said.

      “Guests are invited, Mr. Besserman,” she snapped, pointing to a chair. “When you come unannounced, you get what you get and you don’t get upset.”

      “This is embarrassing,” Besserman said as he sat down. “I can’t believe you’re fine with what’s happening in this administration.”

      “I’m a public servant, Bobby. We’re not interested in achieving a high customer service rating on some random website.”

      “Well, you’re not serving the public in any meaningful way when you shut out the head of your intelligence agency. There’s so much going on right now that you don’t know about. Quite frankly, it’s embarrassing.”

      “It’s your job to tell us what’s going on. If you’re not doing your job, perhaps the president can find someone who will.”

      Besserman sighed. “I thought we were friends, Emma. Sounds like something’s changed.”

      “You’re the one who’s changed, barging in here and demanding to be seen. That’s not how we do things, and you know it.”

      “Extraordinary circumstances and all that jazz.”

      “You mean to tell me that you have more information about what’s happened since the last time we talked—and instead of phoning me with what was happening, you decided to come over to the White House and tell me in person?”

      He nodded. “Something like that.”

      “How very nineteenth century of you. Meanwhile, in the twenty-first century, we use phone and email and text messages to communicate.”

      Besserman took a deep breath and removed a pen out of the jar at the edge of her desk. He clicked it nervously before responding. “Emma, I didn’t come here to fight, but I do have some serious reservations about how this administration is being run.”

      “Cut the crap, Bobby,” she said. “What are you doing here? I think I warned you that you’re on thin ice.”

      “I heard you loud and clear. But I’ve also heard some other disconcerting news that needs to be addressed ASAP.”

      “You do realize that stunts like you’re pulling right now are going to hasten your end with the agency, right?”

      “You can stop that, unless Terry Davis has more pull than you do right now.”

      She chuckled and crossed her arms. “You know I don’t care about all that hierarchy bullshit. My job, like yours, is to serve at the pleasure of the president.”

      Besserman shook his head. “Not me. Franklin and I have been friends a long time, but my loyalty is extended to the country, not a man. And I’ll do anything to protect the country that I love.”

      “Your patriotism has been duly noted. Now, meantime, in the real world where the rest of us live, we have to deal with the fallout from political posturing. And right now, you’re not making my job easier. In fact, you’re making it more difficult, which means all I have to do is let the president know what a pain in my ass you’ve become and you can see yourself out in short order.”

      “I’m beginning to wonder if you’re trying to sabotage the president or the country—or maybe both.”

      “What I’m trying to do is my job. And you’re making that increasingly difficult every time you storm over here and demand to be seen.”

      “I’m the head of our country’s leading intelligence agency, for God’s sake, not some whiny lobbyist peon.”

      She sighed. “Let me shoot you straight.”

      “That’d be nice.”

      “Franklin is done with you. He doesn’t want to hear from you. He doesn’t want to read your reports. He doesn’t want to listen to your bullshit theories. It’s over. Got it?”

      “No, I don’t. It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Hmmm. Let me see. How else can I put this? He doesn’t trust you anymore. You understand that?”

      “I hear what you’re saying, but it doesn’t make sense. Someone is in his ear, whispering a bunch of lies about me. And it’s your job to make sure he doesn’t get led astray. Now, we’ve been friends a long time and you know that any reason he has not to trust me is bogus, right?”

      “Honestly, Bobby, I don’t know what to believe any more. All I know is that the man I work for has lost trust in you and doesn’t want you coming around anymore. He’ll be speaking to you shortly about how to bring your time with the agency to a graceful close.”

      “He’s lost trust in me—and you’re not the least bit curious as to why?”

      “I don’t have time to sort through every squabble someone has with the president. If he tells me that he’s through with you, he’s through with you. I’m moving on—and so should you.”

      “You really disappoint me, Emma. Your loyalty needs to be to the country, not the person in the office.”

      “At the moment, I don’t have any reason to separate the two since I see them as one and the same. Now, if you don’t mind leaving, I have a busy day still yet and don’t have any more time left for your desperate pleas. It’s over. Please accept that.”

      Besserman stood and returned the pen into the jar. Then he marched toward the door. “Well, if it fits into your busy schedule, tell Franklin he’s making a big mistake and that he’s being manipulated.”

      “I’ll be sure not to tell him that in all the extra time I have while meeting with him.”

      “They’ll come for you too, Emma, if you don’t stop this time. Just you wait and see.”

      She opened the door and nodded at one of the Secret Service agents standing outside. “This gentleman will show you out.”

      Besserman grabbed her arm. “Emma, I know Terry Davis is urging the president to replace me with Larry Yelton. But I can tell you right now that Yelton is in bed with the Chinese.”

      Emma stopped and sighed. “You know that for certain?”

      “You want proof?”

      She eyed him closely. “It might help your case.”

      “Might? Do you care about the country or your job right now because they’re two distinct things at this point?”

      “If you have something, send it to me and I’ll take it to the president. Otherwise, accept your fate and move on.”

      Besserman nodded and then followed the Secret Service agent off the grounds. When Besserman reached his car, he called Mallory Kauffman.

      “I need your help,” he said. “It’s urgent.”
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        * * *

      

      AN HOUR LATER, Emma Washburn stormed down the hall toward the president’s office, unwilling to wait even a minute to be waved into his office. Focused and determined, she defied his assistant’s cries for her to stop. He was meeting with the senate majority leader, Gil Landon, who didn’t blink when Washburn burst into the room.

      “We need to talk,” she said.

      “Gil, we’ll have to finish this later.”

      “Of course, Mr. President.”

      Emma waited until Landon was gone before saying another word.

      “This better be a big emergency,” Norris said as he narrowed his eyes.

      “I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t.”

      He gestured toward the chair across from his desk. “Tell me what’s brewing.”

      “It’s Larry Yelton,” she said.

      “No, no, no. I don’t want to deal with this. Whatever it is, you make this go away. You know I need Davis’s support.”

      “You went to college with him, sir. You think he’d abandon you now?”

      “I love Terry, but he’d sell his grandma to the devil if it’d help him get re-elected.”

      “Then why partner with him? Just tell him to piss off and keep Bobby at the agency. It’s not like he’s doing a terrible job.”

      “When I want your advice, I’ll ask for it. But this isn’t one of those times.”

      “You haven’t even heard what I’m about to tell you.”

      Norris arched an eyebrow. “Is it that bad?”

      “Pictures of Yelton meeting with a Chinese agent?”

      “Have you verified it yet?”

      “It came from the CIA.”

      “Who? Besserman?”

      She nodded.

      “He’s just trying to save his own ass.”

      “But if it’s true and you place Yelton in charge, that news is going to go public.”

      “Make it go away—or mitigate it somehow. I don’t have time for this, nor do I need a scandal as the election approaches.”

      She nodded. “I’ll do my best, sir.”

      “Excellent. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have plenty of more work to do.”

      Emma left the office with a pit in her stomach. She’d become adept at making things going away for Norris. But Besserman wasn’t likely to go quietly—and if she didn’t handle this carefully, it’d blow up in Norris’s face and cost her a job she’d grown quite attached to.

      She wasn’t about to let that happen either.

      

      Chater 13

      

      Hong Kong

      AFTER AN INTENSE DEBATE about how to approach Tristan Ellsworth, the Magnum Group team decided a public encounter would be best. Big Earv, who’d been tasked with confronting Ellsworth about his relationship with Nick Slavitt, didn’t complain once Morgan selected the venue for this meeting—the Hong Kong Golf Club. Between using a private jet to reach Hong Kong and getting to play at the exclusive course, Big Earv wondered if he could consider this assignment work.

      Mia had hacked the club’s scheduling system to put Big Earv in a twosome behind Ellsworth, who golfed at the club daily when he was staying in Hong Kong. All Big Earv had to do was meet up with Ellsworth in the clubhouse after the front nine and make him an eye-popping offer.

      “There are some days when I really love my job,” Big Earv told Mia over the phone as he drove onto the grounds.

      “Getting a taste of the good life?” she asked.

      “For sure, but that’s putting it mildly. This place is like Disney World for grown men.”

      “Disney World? I went there once. Baked in the humid Florida sun, stood in line for lame two-minute rides, and overpaid for admission and mediocre food.”

      “So the analogy doesn’t work for you?”

      “If you told me it was like a free weekend at the Terranea Resort spa, I’d get it.”

      “Then I guess it’s a place like that for men,” Big Earv said.

      She laughed. “Don’t have too much fun. And if you need anything, I’ll be here. Not sure how much help I can be from half a world away, but I’ll try to do my best.”

      “All I’ve gotta do is play golf and set the hook on Ellsworth. What could go wrong?”

      “Plenty with that slice of yours.”

      Big Earv chuckled before ending the call. The slice on his swing was a running office joke, so much so that Mia, who’d never played a round of golf in her life, knew all about it.

      Once he parked, he entered the clubhouse and rented a pair of golf clubs. After hitting a bucket of balls on the range, he went to the first tee box where the starter introduced him to his partner for the next four and a half hours, Garrett Dwyer, who ran a small tech software company in California. Dwyer was on his way back from China after inspecting the implementation of his company’s new plastic printing software at a production plant in China. However, other than bragging about his business exploits, he didn’t have much to say. And Big Earv preferred it that way.

      After the ninth hole, Dwyer and Big Earv stopped at the clubhouse grill for a beer and a quick bite to eat. Ellsworth stood at the bar, nursing a glass of liquor while watching highlights from the previous day’s round at the Masters. One of the golfers was searching through a bed of pine straw for his ball as the patrons scattered from the area.

      “Can you imagine getting to golf’s premier tournament and not being able to hit one of those wide fairways?” Big Earv asked as he settled onto the seat next to Ellsworth. “Probably one of that guy’s most embarrassing moments in his life.”

      “I’d love to be embarrassed by hitting bad shots at the Masters, which is what I did the last time I was there,” Ellsworth said. “Those fairways aren’t as wide as they look on television.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yeah, but hitting the green on the twelfth hole is every bit as difficult as it looks. I put a whole sleeve of balls into Ray’s Creek trying to hit the green once.”

      “Well, you sound like my kind of golfer,” Big Earv said with a wry grin.

      Ellsworth smiled and then paused. He did a double take, staring at Big Earv with mouth agape. “Wait a minute. I know you.”

      “I’ve got a familiar face, or so I’ve been told.”

      “No, I know who you are—Malik Earving. You played middle linebacker at LSU like twenty years ago or so, didn’t you?”

      While Big Earv had starred in college, an injury his senior season ended his prospects of playing in the NFL. Outside of the state of Louisiana, he’d only been recognized once by a stranger. For a moment, he didn’t know how to handle the situation, but he decided to leverage it since Ellsworth’s eyes twinkled upon his realization of Big Earv’s identity.

      “Go Tigers,” Big Earv said.

      “This is unreal. I loved watching you play.”

      “Are you an LSU fan?”

      “No, just a fan of SEC football. You never forget the good ones, even the ones who terrorized your team.”

      “And who was your team?”

      “I was raised as a rabid Tennessee fan. But I have respect for players from every school—except Alabama. I can’t find even the slightest soft spot in my heart for them.”

      Big Earv laughed. “I’d be concerned about you if you did.”

      “Well, look, why don’t you and your playing partner join us and we’ll make it a foursome.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that.”

      “Why not?” Ellsworth said. “The guy I’m playing with is a dud and we can relive SEC football together while we hack up this course. If they don’t like it, they can join up.”

      Big Earv knew he was wading into dangerous waters. He’d have to keep his guard up the whole time to avoid blowing his cover, not to mention the purpose of his mission—to get Dr. Z’s schematics back and learn about Ellsworth’s connection to The Alliance, however direct or indirect it was.

      “Okay, let’s do it.”

      Neither of their partners were interested in forming a foursome, so Big Earv and Ellsworth decided to hang back and let the other two golfers go first.

      Over the next nine holes, Big Earv and Ellsworth connected over the topic of college football and business. Big Earv, whose original plan was to operate with an alias, had to scramble off a text to Mia to set him up a fake account on LinkedIn, listing him as a business consultant. By the fifteenth hole, she had a profile up that made Big Earv sounded like a sought-after expert by Fortune 500 companies, even creating several recommendations from CEOs.

      While the banter was great, Big Earv needed to get Ellsworth to a private place to interrogate him.

      On the seventeenth hole, Ellsworth’s tee shot sliced right and disappeared into a wooded area. And Big Earv seized the opportunity he’d been waiting for.

      The two men drove their cart up to the area and began searching for the ball. Thirty seconds into the hunt, Big Earv found the ball and stepped on it, pushing it into the ground with his heel and then covering the spot with a few stray leaves.

      “You find it yet?” Big Earv asked.

      “Nah, I think it’s gone,” Ellsworth said.

      “You know as many balls as golfers lose in the woods or time they waste looking for their shots that don’t hit the fairway, you’d think someone would’ve invented a device to locate golf balls more easily.”

      “The problem is that the good golfers—the ones who could afford an expensive gadget like that—don’t have need for it. Meanwhile, the hacks who need it to play a round with the same couldn’t justify the cost.”

      “Then the problem isn’t the technology, it’s the production cost. And I know just how to solve it.”

      “Do you now?”

      Big Earv nodded as he walked closer to Ellsworth. “I have a friend who’s invented a simple way of tracking your balls that could be mass produced at a very affordable cost.”

      “Define affordable.”

      “I’m thinking fifty bucks retail.”

      Ellsworth raised his eyebrows. “And I know some quality production plants that could do it—not to mention some investors who’d be willing to pay top dollar for something like that.”

      “Maybe we have more to talk about than football tonight,” Big Earv said with a wide smile.

      “I like how you think,” Ellsworth said. “Unfortunately, I have dinner plans tonight that I can’t cancel. But why don’t you come over to my house tonight and we can discuss this further. Sound good?”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      Big Earv wandered back over to the spot where he’d hidden Ellsworth’s ball and dug it out of the ground with his toe.

      “Look what I found,” Big Earv said as he pointed at the ball.

      Ellsworth hustled over to the site and inspected the ball. “Why get a ball tracking device when I can just have Malik Earving find it for me?”
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        * * *

      

      WHILE ELLSWORTH SHOWED concern about occasional golfers being unable to afford a tracking device, he appeared to have no problems affording anything. Big Earv gawked at the three-story modern home set above the rocky shore overlooking Deep Water Bay. The cobblestone driveway was lined with tiki torches and he was greeted by several staff members at the house.

      “Mr. Ellsworth is on the lanai straight through the house,” a woman wearing an apron said at the door.

      Big Earv inspected the house as he walked through it, every detail showing off just that this house was not only built with the finest materials but also that an architect had spent some time designing it. But all that paled in comparison to the view.

      When Big Earv walked outside, he found Ellsworth lounging in a chair clutching a bottle of Zafra rum.

      “Nothing but the best,” Big Earv said with a smile as he nodded at the bottle.

      Ellsworth held up the Zafra and looked at it. “This? Nah, this isn’t the good stuff. I’ll wait to break out my bottle of Goslings Auld Trophy rum when we finalize a deal and make several million apiece.”

      “That’d be worth the wait,” Big Earv said.

      “Before we get to that, let me give you a tour,” Ellsworth said as he stood, pausing to refill his glass and hand a full one to Big Earv.

      Ellsworth meandered through the house, stopping to dismiss his staff for the evening. The two men then descended to the garage where Ellsworth showed off his extensive vehicle collection, including a Bugatti and a Maserati and several motorcycles.

      “What can I say?” Ellsworth said with a shrug. “I like to go fast.”

      Once they were done with the tour of the house, Ellsworth ushered Big Earv to the living room. They carried on with more small talk for a few minutes before Ellsworth opened a briefcase situated on the coffee table, screening Big Earv from seeing what was inside.

      “Now, I must admit that I enjoyed our round of golf today, but I want to know what you’re really doing here,” Ellsworth said.

      Big Earv took a sip of his rum. “We’re here to discuss how we’re gonna make millions together, right?”

      Ellsworth moved his hand into Big Earv’s field of view so he could see the gun. “First, you stepped on my ball on the seventeenth and then you made up some bullshit story about golf technology. Well, I came home and looked you up, and whoever is handling you did a great job of scrubbing your life from the Internet. The problem is I don’t ever do business with someone unless I’ve done a deep dive into who they are and their financials. And I know damn well you’re lying to me. So, I’m gonna ask you just once more—what are you really doing here?”

      Big Earv swallowed hard, caught off guard by Ellsworth’s accurate assertions. “Look, I really do have the technology to create the device to find golf balls. That wasn’t a lie.”

      “But everything else was, right? You just wanted to come over here and do what? Arrest me? Detain me? Abduct me? What do you want?”

      Big Earv realized he was at a crossroads. If he tried to talk Ellsworth down, it’d likely escalate matters—and he would know what the objective was. Or Big Earv could just escalate matters and answer Ellsworth’s questions once he was subdued.

      It wasn’t really a choice.

      Big Earv leaned forward slowly before making a quick move toward the briefcase. He grabbed the edges and whipped it at Ellsworth. As he dealt with the bulky object flying toward him, Big Earv rushed his host. When they collided, Ellsworth lost his grip on the weapon and it slid across the floor.

      Big Earv delivered an elbow to Ellsworth’s head, dazing him for a moment. Then Big Earv scrambled toward the gun. Meanwhile, Ellsworth raced in the opposite direction toward the door leading to the garage.

      When Big Earv noticed this out of the corner of his eye, he abandoned his pursuit of the gun and darted toward Ellsworth. Chasing him around the winding streets of Hong Kong in a sports car wasn’t a winning move for Big Earv. Hand-to-hand combat seemed much more promising.

      Big Earv hustled behind Ellsworth before diving onto him from the middle of the stairs. The two men collapsed in a heap, sliding across the slick garage floor. Ellsworth rolled to one side in an effort to get away, but Big Earv grabbed the man’s calf and yanked hard.

      Scrambling to escape Big Earv’s grasp, Ellsworth strained to reach the tire of a nearby motorcycle. When he couldn’t get his hand around it, his fight was over. Big Earv put his knee into Ellsworth’s chest and pinned his arms above his head.

      “What do you want?” Ellsworth asked.

      Big Earv didn’t say anything as he rolled Ellsworth over onto his stomach.

      Ellsworth grunted as Big Earv pressed the man’s face against the floor. “So, I guess you didn’t really want to talk about golf balls, did you?”

      “No, we have much more serious matters to discuss,” Big Earv said.
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      UNDISCLOSED LOCATION

      HAWK SLUMPED AGAINST THE back wall of his cell, his head buried in his hands. He rubbed his face and wondered if he might have an opportunity to escape. But he’d visited enough CIA black site prisons to know that torture was the name of the game. There were no rights, no hour of walking around in the daylight each day. These detention facilities existed to either torture prisoners or drive them to a breaking point. Hawk wasn’t about to have a breakdown, but he was certainly agitated and growing more so daily.

      With the first hint of dawn through the window slit overhead, Hawk knew it wouldn’t be long before Tom Fowler stopped by for his morning visit. And this morning was no different.

      “Good morning, Hawk,” Fowler said. “Ready to talk about what happened in the Arctic?”

      “Ready to release me?” Hawk fired back.

      “I thought another night of sleep on the floor might convince you to open up about what you were doing there. But I guess I was wrong.”

      “The only thing that’s wrong here is that my own country is violating my rights as an American citizen and not giving me due process.”

      “I’m just doing my job. And that includes interrogating people who have committed terrorist acts against this country.”

      Hawk scowled. “Terrorist act? Come on, Tom. You know these charges are all trumped up.”

      “In fact, I don’t know that because you won’t talk about what happened, other than trying to deflect and blame others for your own transgressions.”

      “I already told you what I was doing. And I know that you’d do the same thing if you were in my position.”

      Fowler sighed. “I doubt that, though maybe I would—if only you’d tell me what was really going on that night.”

      “Pay attention. I said I was getting some files for someone in order to release someone who’d been abducted. You’ll have to trust me when I say this, but the information these people wanted was harmless.”

      “That’s not what I was told.”

      “Then wake up because you’re being lied to.”

      Fowler’s gaze dropped to the floor as he shook his head. “How long are we gonna do this?”

      “If you think you’re gonna break me, you’re sorely mistaken.”

      “Suit yourself. I’m the one with the power here to make your stay a little more comfortable.”

      “You also have the power to make it shorter by letting me walk out that door.”

      “Nice try, Hawk, but it’s not happening. I’ll see you tomorrow—same time, same place.”

      Hawk understood that Fowler wasn’t budging and that pleading with him wouldn’t change anything. Besides, Hawk didn’t want to seem weak or desperate, even though he felt both considering the uncertainty around the length of his detainment. Then there was Alex and John Daniel to consider. Hawk had yet to determine how long he thought he could last, but he knew it wouldn’t be much longer. He’d cooperate if he could, though he knew it’d likely spell trouble for J.D. Blunt, even though he was an innocent party in all of this. Too many enemies—and far too many people he had great relationships with who could be leveraged for his freedom. As wrong as it was, the agency was going to allow Blunt such freedom if it meant cleaning up mess after mess caused by those who abducted him.

      There weren’t any easy solutions—and Hawk wasn’t sure what he’d ultimately do. But whatever it was, he refused to do what the CIA was trying to force him to do. The entire situation felt off, and he no longer wondered if he’d been set up but why.

      Later that morning, Fowler returned to Hawk’s cell, gesturing for him to come into the corridor.

      “What now?” Hawk asked.

      “I thought maybe a little sunshine might do you some good, maybe even clear your mind,” Fowler said.

      “And you don’t care that I know where I am? Because the second you put me outside, you know I’ll figure it out.”

      “It doesn’t matter anyway. Not even you could escape this fortress. Besides, you won’t see anything that will tip you off. If you haven’t figured out where you are by now, you’re not going to.”

      Hawk entered the hallway and was immediately handcuffed by a guard and then directed to the small courtyard in the center of the holding facilities. For the past couple of days, Hawk had heard people in the courtyard but wasn’t sure who they were. But when Hawk went inside, he was alone.

      He stretched his legs and then did a few pushups, anything to stay loose and a little fit. He sprinted between the walls, which were no more than twenty meters apart. In the corner were a pair of chairs, one of which he used as an exercise for jumping. When he finished, he sat down, weak from the malnourishment and lack of sleep that came with trying to get rest on a hard floor.

      Hawk squinted as he looked skyward, trying to determine what time it was. However, the sunlight was blocked as a man leaned over him.

      Hawk backed up and scrambled to his feet. “I’m just trying to soak up some sun, man. I need my vitamin D.”

      The man strode to the other chair, picked it up, and placed it next to Hawk’s before sitting down. He was bald, shirtless, and sporting a labyrinth of tattoos that covered his back, chest, arms and head. Only his face was spared, though Hawk couldn’t be sure since most of it was hidden beneath a bushy beard. He put his hands on his hips and let out a long sigh before locking eyes with Hawk.

      “Do you want to get out of this place?” Beard asked in a slow deliberate pace.

      “I should’ve never been put here in the first place,” Hawk snapped.

      “Me either. It definitely wasn’t me that planted the roadside bomb that killed a dozen American soldiers. But here I am. Now, are you going to answer my question?”

      “Of course I want to get out of here. Do you?”

      “This isn’t about me. It’s about you.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Beard leaned in close and spoke in a hushed tone. “Tonight, someone will visit your cell and give you everything you need to break out. But you must take someone with you.”

      “Is this a joke?”

      “Do I look like I’m making a joke?” Beard said with a sneer before pausing and then continuing. “Now, the man that you’re breaking out is three doors down from yours on the right. You’ll be given a key that will fit his cell door. You’ll also be given further instructions on how to exit the facility.”

      “Why should I trust you?”

      “Because I’m the best friend you have in this place, even better than Fowler.”

      “He’s not my friend.”

      Beard shrugged. “If you don’t do as you’re told, our next conversation here won’t be so cordial.”

      He stood and kicked his chair out of the way.

      “And this man that you want me to help escape—what’s his name?”

      “His name is Edgar Vaughn.”
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        * * *

      

      ALEX PUSHED HER SUNGLASSES up on her nose before covering her head and leaving her hotel room. She hustled downstairs into the hotel lobby before walking down the street. Despite barely an inch of her skin showing, she still received cat calls from the men milling around each street corner. She’d done enough to satisfy the minimum standard of a woman in public in a Muslim country, but it signaled she was a westerner, opening herself up to such treatment.

      She shrugged it off, choosing not to waste any more of her time thinking about it. There was only one man whose opinion mattered to her—and she was doing all she could to get him out of the CIA black site detention facility.

      She loved Morocco, especially the city of Rabat. But there were always cons to everything, even in the most beautiful of cities with the most wonderful of people. No place was perfect.

      As she strode down the street, she cut into an alleyway and ascended the steps leading to a rooftop restaurant, one frequented by ex-pats. From there, she could see the whitecaps of the North Atlantic and feel the breeze accompanying the incoming tide. She’d managed to track the jet that left the Arctic, following it to an airfield the U.S. military used just outside of Oslo. No planes left for twenty-four hours, making her wonder if she’d been wrong about the CIA’s plans for Hawk. But then when a plane left late the next night and headed for Morocco, she knew her hunch was correct.

      The CIA operated a detention facility in conjunction with the Moroccan intelligence agency southwest of Rabat. The building was discreet, hidden from sight along the road by a thick forest. If she hadn’t been there herself, the only way to confirm the building’s black site’s existence would’ve been with aerial photos—and even then it was challenging to tell just what was located on the property. But no agency planes had left Rabat for forty-eight hours now and, even if they had, she doubted Hawk would’ve been on one of them.

      Alex ordered a glass of wine and stared out at the water, lost in thought. The notion that Hawk might be tossed into a dark hole without any due process of law frightened her more than anything. They knew this was one of the risks of not only working with the Magnum Group but also this particular mission. But even if they’d said yes to Morgan to come back to work for an organization like Magnum, she knew in this instance, that decision was moot. If Morgan would’ve asked them to save J.D. Blunt after being abducted, they would’ve agreed without a second thought.

      That’s what you do for family.

      Alex wondered what anyone was doing for him. Was anyone working behind the scenes to secure his release? She doubted they were. Hawk had held so many politicians’ feet to the fire over the years that it seemed unlikely anybody would want to help him.

      The glass of wine arrived along with a note.

      “A note?” Alex asked aloud. “Who even knows I’m here?”

      The server nodded across the balcony at a young man dressed in a suit. He raised his glass and shared a faint smile.

      “That guy paid for my drink?” Alex asked.

      “Yes,” the server said. “And he was adamant about you reading his note, too.”

      “Well, I’d hate to be rude.”

      Alex peeled back the envelope and retrieved the note. She read the note to herself:

      

      
        
        If you want to help your husband, check under my table before you leave.

      

      

      

      Under his table?

      Alex glanced back at the table, but the man was gone.

      “What the hell?” she said as she ambled over toward where the man was sitting.

      She knelt and felt beneath his table, finding a laptop duct-taped to the bottom. Once she released it, she took the computer back to her seat and read the note she discovered on the keyboard.

      

      The password is brady_hawk. Everything you need to know in order to break your husband out of prison is contained on this laptop. Do not deviate or he will fail—and die.

      

      Alex glanced around the balcony again, searching for the man. But he was long gone, leaving her alone to sift through the information.

      She wanted to believe it was true. But she had John Daniel to think about, making her wonder if this wasn’t a trap for her, too.
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      LANGLEY, VIRGINIA

      ROBERT BESSERMAN PERUSED A report submitted by a junior officer regarding the rise of radical Muslims in western Europe. The threats never seemed to stop as new dangers constantly arose, often from unexpected places. He thought for a moment that if he was fired, it might be the best thing to happen to him. Over the past few years, the grind of leading one of the world’s foremost intelligence agencies had weighed on him. But a break might rejuvenate him and his passion for espionage.

      Then he glanced at the corner of his desk and saw the file folder on Larry Yelton, chock-full of well-read reports.

      Besserman understood all too well how intelligence was fragile on its best day. The CIA needed someone at the helm who could interpret new findings and allocate resources to mitigate new threats—and do it all without caring about who got the credit. If Homeland Security and the FBI received heaping praise from news outlets, so be it. Besserman was far more concerned with doing whatever it took to succeed rather than accruing accolades and receiving a glowing profile piece in The New Yorker. The same couldn’t be said for Yelton.

      Despite Besserman being at peace if he were to be removed from his position, he felt nothing but angst whenever he thought about Yelton assuming leadership of the agency. But Besserman was running out of time to stop the impending change.

      The phone on his desktop beeped followed by his assistant’s voice. “Miss Kauffman is here to see you, sir.”

      “Send her in.”

      Mallory Kauffman, a pencil clamped between her teeth, tucked her hair behind her ears as she entered Besserman’s office. She didn’t wait to be invited to sit down and wasted no time in opening her laptop on his desk.

      “Would it be too presumptuous of me to ask what you found?” he asked.

      She shook her head and removed the pencil from her mouth. “You know that bug you planted in Emma Washburn’s office?”

      “The one in the pen jar?” he asked.

      “Yes, well, I’ve been checking it periodically, scanning the recordings in real time for certain phrases.”

      “And?”

      “Finally got a hit on Larry Yelton. And I thought you’d want to take a listen.”

      She tapped the keyboard until an audio file opened and started playing.
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        * * *

      

      Emma: “I need you to level with me, Larry. Have you been talking with any Chinese agents?”

      Yelton: “Come on, Emma. I think you know me better than that. If I had any contact with them, it would’ve been incidental.”

      Emma: “That’s not what I asked.”

      Yelton: “Not knowingly.”

      Emma: [sigh] “Do you know what kind of predicament this puts us in?”

      Yelton: “What are you talking about?”

      Emma: “There’s supposedly footage floating around of you speaking with a Chinese agent.”

      Yelton: “So what? We have sitting members of Congress in intimate relationships with spies, and they’re all still in office.”

      Emma: “Can you not see the difference between someone President Norris wants to appoint as head of the country’s Central Intelligence Agency versus some morally and ethically abject politician?”

      Yelton: “Can you not see the difference between an inadvertent conversation versus a sexual relationship? I can’t stop people from talking to me on the street.”

      Emma: “So you think that’s all it was—a conversation with some random passerby?”

      Yelton: “Yes. I didn’t deliberately talk with any Chinese spies.”

      Emma: “You need to get verification of this before anything moves forward. The last thing the president wants right now is a big scandal at the CIA with a general election fast approaching.”

      Yelton: “You know this game is never going to end, don’t you? Someone is trying to sabotage whoever the president wants to place in charge of our intelligence and security organizations.”

      Emma: “And you know this for a fact?”

      Yelton: “Who told you about this alleged conversation I had with a Chinese spy?”

      Emma: “A trusted source.”

      Yelton: “Is that trusted source the head of one of these organizations?”

      [A long period of silence]

      Yelton: “I’m assuming since you’re not responding that it was. And I’m going guess that it was probably Besserman, wasn’t it?”

      [More silence]

      Yelton: “You don’t need to say anything else. I now know. And the fact that you’re believing him tells you everything you need to know about Besserman and how desperate he is to hang onto his job.”

      Emma: “I’ll speak with the president about this, but you need to watch your step. This will probably still go down very soon, but you need to be extra vigilant.”
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        * * *

      

      Mallory stopped the recording and closed her laptop. “Well, what do you think?”

      “There’s a lot to digest there,” Besserman said. “Yelton more or less accused me of lying, all while lying himself. Then there’s the issue of Emma Washburn so desperate to please the president that she’s not doing her due diligence here. And that’s odd for her. She must be getting some external pressure too.”

      She leaned back in her chair. “So, what do you want to do about it?”

      “We need to be proactive and protect ourselves, but we can’t be too pushy.”

      “And how do we do that?”

      “Maybe talk with one of your contacts at The Post and see if they would be willing to question Washburn about the existence of footage between the man rumored to be taking over the CIA and a Chinese spy. That will sow some more doubt in Emma’s mind and maybe make her revisit this with the president, if she isn’t doing that already.”

      “And what will that do?”

      “Buy us some more time.”

      “Time to do what?”

      “Time to convince Norris that I’m still the best man for the job.”
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        * * *

      

      LARRY YELTON BARGED into Terry Davis’s office and sat down across from him. Davis held the receiver to his ear with one hand and placed a finger in the air with his other. Yelton narrowed his eyes and depressed the switch hook, ending the call.

      Davis scowled. “What the hell, man? I was in the middle of a call.”

      “There’s nothing more important for you than the conversation we’re about to have.”

      “I doubt that.”

      Yelton deliberately rolled up his sleeves before meeting Davis’s gaze. “You need to do more.”

      “More? I’ve already told the president what you asked me to tell him—and from what I’ve heard, he already set the wheels in motion to remove Besserman. What else do you expect me to do?”

      “I expect you to uphold your end of the deal.”

      “The deal? You call that a deal?”

      “I don’t care what you call it, but you need to do what you said you were going to do, which was everything in your power to get me installed as the director of the CIA. From everything I’m hearing, you’ll need to do more.”

      Davis removed his glasses and tossed them on top of a stack of papers. He rubbed his eyes and shook his head. “Maybe you’re missing the key phrase there—everything in my power. I can’t physically make someone do something.”

      “I think you can, or at least you can get someone to do the dirty work for you.”

      “Dirty work? What is it that you expect to be done?”

      “Besserman needs to be dealt with since he’s making this process far more difficult. Perhaps he needs to resign on his own volition, or maybe he needs to be forcibly removed.”

      “Let’s suppose for a moment that you’re correct in that I need to do this. How exactly to you propose I take care of this?”

      “I don’t care how you do it. But figure it out.”

      Yelton stormed out of Davis’s office. When Yelton reached the hallway, he stopped and leaned against the wall. He headed toward the nearest water fountain and then gulped down enough water to fill a small pitcher. His plan was on the verge of falling apart.

      I’ve worked too hard to get this far. Besserman better not ruin this for me.
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      HONG KONG

      BIG EARV FINISHED SECURING Ellsworth to a chair in the garage before circling the area. As Big Earv came to each one of the cars, he knelt at the rear passenger side tire and let out enough air to make it go flat. Then he released the air from the back tires of all the motorcycles.

      “I should’ve known better than to trust you,” Ellsworth sneered. “Everything just seemed too convenient.”

      Big Earv smiled as he wiped his hands off on a rag lying on the workbench in the corner of the room. “When the con man gets conned, it’s a surreal experience.”

      “I’m not a con man,” Ellsworth said. “I’m a legitimate businessman, which is far more than I can say about you. I’m not the one who posted a fake social media profile.”

      “You get an A-plus for doing your homework, but an F for underestimating me. The moment you sent your staff home, I knew you were about to make a terrible mistake, one you’d soon come to regret. And here you are.”

      Ellsworth struggled against his bindings for a second before pausing. “What do you want from me?”

      Big Earv strode across the room, coming to a stop in front of Ellsworth. “You’ve been involved with some sketchy characters, and it’s finally caught up with you.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “We have proof of you conducting business with a known traitor to the United States, a man who was selling secrets from government organizations while answering to those involved in a conspiratorial network.”

      Ellsworth scowled. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Really? No idea?” Big Earv asked as he paced around Ellsworth. “We have evidence to the contrary.”

      “Look, I’m just a middle man, the guy you get to do things for you that won’t ask questions and won’t judge.”

      “In other words, you’ll do anybody’s dirty work to get paid.”

      “I wouldn’t put it in those terms, but yes.”

      Big Earv scanned the room. “A Maserati, a Bugatti—I can see it’s been quite lucrative for you. But I don’t believe you.”

      “Please, you must believe me. I don’t ever hurt anyone. I’m just a guy trying to get by.”

      “You’re doing more than getting by, but your time is up tonight. I need a list of all your contacts, past and present.”

      Ellsworth shook his head. “No way. The kind of people I deal with would hunt me down and kill me.”

      “Or I can just spread rumors on the dark web that you’re talking with the CIA.”

      “Is that who you work for?”

      Big Earv smiled. “Hardly, but that’s not important right now. What’s important is that you tell me who you’re working for, particularly on a deal with a guy named Nick Slavitt.”

      “Nick Slavitt? I’m not familiar with him.”

      Big Earv held up his index finger. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be right back.”

      He rushed upstairs and retrieved Ellsworth’s laptop before calling Mia. “I need your help. Ellsworth is being a little stubborn, so I need you to help me out.”

      “Anything for you.”

      Big Earv explained what he wanted her to do before returning to the garage. He used Ellsworth’s fingerprint to gain access to open the laptop and gain access to all the files. However, finding the specific one Big Earv needed required Ellsworth’s help.

      “I don’t know what you think you’re doing but I’m not telling you anything,” Ellsworth said.

      “You’re just not properly motivated yet because you’re going to tell me everything.”

      “I can’t tell you what I don’t know. These people I work with know how to hide their identities, even from me.”

      “We’ll figure who they are,” Big Earv said. “Just show me the file that has all your contacts in it. I don’t care if the names are aliases, understand?”

      Ellsworth shook his head resolutely. “I’m not doing it.”

      Big Earv ripped the laptop away from Ellsworth and started pecking on the keyboard. After a few minutes, Big Earv spun the screen back around so his captive could see it—the home page to his personal banking account.

      “Would you look at that,” Big Earv said. “Almost eighty-eight million dollars. Just trying to get by? Really? Now, I’m going to give you one last chance to tell me how to get to your contacts list.”

      “You can’t do anything to my account without two types of verification, neither of which I’m going to give to you, so you’re wasting your time.”

      Big Earv grinned. “I don’t need it. I just wanted you to see all your money vanish.”

      He tapped a button that refreshed the screen. This time instead of showing a balance of nearly eighty-eight million, the account displayed zero.

      “What the hell?” Ellsworth shouted. “You can’t do that.”

      “When you have the world’s best hackers on your team, you can do almost anything,” Big Earv said. “Now, if you don’t want your account to stay that way, you’re going to tell me where this contact list is.”

      Ellsworth huffed as he looked around the room. But he said nothing.

      “There’s nobody here to help you and only one way out of this situation for you—give me the contact info. So, what’s it gonna be? Eighty-eight million or zero? I don’t have all night.”

      

      “It’s in the one labeled ‘applegate’,” Ellsworth said, nodding at a folder positioned in the upper left corner of the desktop.”

      “See? Was that so hard?” Big Earv asked.

      “I want all that money put back.”

      “Maybe we’ll just donate it to a nice charity for you.”

      “Come on, man. I did what you asked.”

      “Not so fast,” Big Earv said. “I need to have one of my people verify this information.”

      He forwarded the file to Mia and let her know it was coming.

      Big Earv sat behind the wheel of the Bugatti.

      If only I hadn’t gotten injured, maybe I could’ve had one of these babies.

      “They’re nice, aren’t they?” Ellsworth shouted over his shoulder. “I could hook you up with one. I really could use some muscle to help with some of my more lucrative gigs.”

      Big Earv climbed out of the car and marched over to Ellsworth. “Of course they’re nice, but life isn’t always about money, a fact you’d be remiss to forget.”

      The lecture was cut short when Big Earv’s phone rang with a call from Mia.

      “What’d you find?” he asked.

      “A treasure trove of names, some familiar, some I’d never heard of. I cross-referenced some of the aliases and numbers with ones we’ve suspected as having ties to The Alliance, and there’s one that sticks out to me—Yuri Karimov, who goes by Straight Jacket on Ellsworth’s list. He’s an illegal arms dealer who lives in Uzbekistan and has been known to initiate weapons production as well. I haven’t gone through all the names, but he’s the one that sticks out to me the most as who Ellsworth may have tried to sell the weapon plans Slavitt stole.”

      “Good work. I’ll inquire about him and call you when I’m done here.”

      Big Earv ended the call and turned his attention back to Ellsworth.

      “You got what you wanted,” Ellsworth said. “Now, let me go and give me my money back, and we’ll just forget this entire thing ever happened.”

      “I bet you’d like that, but we’re not done here.”

      “What more could I possibly tell you?”

      “For starters, why don’t you tell me about Straight Jacket and how you got those stolen weapon plans to him?”

      “I didn’t—”

      Big Earv wagged his finger. “Do I need to remind you that eighty-eight million dollars could be gone if you don’t answer truthfully?”

      “Okay, okay. I don’t know anything about him, but I have done business with him before. He’s based in Uzbekistan but we’ve never met, so I wouldn’t know him if he walked through those doors right now.”

      “How did you get the stolen weapons plan to him?”

      “I used a dead drop in Mumbai,” Ellsworth said. “He wired me the money once he picked it up. But I don’t know anything since then. I don’t know if he sold to someone else or started producing the weapon himself. Now can you please let me go?”

      Big Earv stared down at Ellsworth, his eyes pleading for mercy.

      “I swear I won’t work with Straight Jacket ever again.”

      “I’m more concerned that you might try to warn him that we’re on to him.”

      “I’d never do that.”

      “Good,” Big Earv said. “Because if you did, we could make that money go away again.”

      Big Earv spun the laptop around to show that all the money had been returned to Ellsworth’s account.

      After smashing Ellsworth on the back of his head and knocking him out, Big Earv hustled toward the door. He had a plane to catch—and a weapons dealer to confront.
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      RABAT, MOROCCO

      HAWK JUMPED WHEN SOMEONE rapped on the door to his cell. He stood as a guard entered the door with a lunch plate that contained a sandwich with an unidentifiable slice of meat and a piece of cheese. There was also an apple and a package of salt and vinegar potato chips.

      “Tell Fowler thanks for the chips,” Hawk said. “I didn’t know he’d remember how much I loved them.”

      “Fowler didn’t make your lunch,” the guard said with a sneer. “Don’t forget to wipe your face after you finish.”

      He shoved the tray at Hawk, who furrowed his brow at the strange remark. Hawk retreated to the far wall while the guard locked up the cell again.

      Wipe my face? What was that all about?

      Hawk took a bite of the sandwich and determined the meat was processed and still indistinguishable by taste and sight. He then turned his attention to the napkin, which didn’t appear out of the ordinary. After unfurling it, a small piece of paper dropped out onto the floor and bounced away from him. Hawk scrambled after the note and opened it.

      

      Agent Hawk, your escape will be determined by how closely you follow these instructions.

      

      Hawk paused for a moment and rubbed his eyes. He wondered for a second if he was imagining things. A guard had just passed him a note that was giving clear instructions on how to break out of the CIA’s black site. It felt scandalous, though after what had happened in the Arctic, Hawk wondered if he was being set up again. He continued reading:

      

      Once the lights are turned out tonight, a guard will perform his walk through and whisper “it’s time” into your cell. Two minutes later, your door will open and you will proceed to your left. If you walk, every door will open seconds before you arrive. After the third door, you will pass by another cell door that will open. Edgar Vaughn will join you. Keep walking until you can’t walk anymore. Then a hatch in the floor will release, allowing you access. Climb down the ladder and look for the weapon affixed to the wall. Proceed through the water in the tunnel until you reach another ladder. Climb up and a vehicle will be waiting for you and Mr. Vaughn on the street. Good luck and don’t fail.

      

      Hawk couldn’t believe what he’d just read. To hear Beard say it was one thing, but to get a note from a guard meant that this wasn’t some elaborate psy-ops initiative. Whoever had taken Blunt captive had people everywhere, or at least the ability to reach people anywhere. Hawk wondered why a group so well connected would go through all the trouble to have him captured in the Arctic just so he could get someone else out. Surely there were easier ways unless they couldn’t guarantee having someone taken to that exact prison. That was the only reason Hawk figured he was involved. Anyone could do what he was being asked to do—if it truly was that easy. But Hawk decided not to question what was happening. Not participating seemed to seal his fate—and Blunt’s too. Hawk wasn’t about to walk away from Blunt, let alone his family. Even if the game was rigged, he had to try. There was just the one troubling detail of handing over Edgar Vaughn to whoever these people were.
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        * * *

      

      AS DETAILED IN the note, a guard whispered “it’s time” into Hawk’s cell. And moments later, the door opened, just as it had been promised. Hawk fought against the urge to run, fearing that it could either mess up the timing of the plan or draw attention to his escape.

      Hawk passed cell after cell, listening for signs of life. He caught the end of a few conversations between detainees, all in foreign languages. With the presence of Fowler at the facility, the place seemed like a legitimate CIA black site to Hawk. The access cards, the weapons, the construction of the place—it had a familiar feel to it as he walked along the hallway.

      Another door opened for him and he marched through it. With the exception of a few furtive glances, Hawk kept his gaze straight ahead as he went. After a minute of walking, he went down another hallway and stopped when one of the doors swung open.

      Hawk poked his head inside and whispered to Vaughn.

      “Come on, Edgar. I got you into this mess; now I’m going to get you out of it.”

      Vaughn scowled at Hawk. “What do you want?”

      “To get you outta here, but we don’t have time to debate it.”

      “The last time you took me somewhere, I woke up in custody of the U.S. government.”

      “According to what I’m hearing, you might not wake up at all tomorrow,” Hawk said. “Now, let’s move.”

      Vaughn shuffled into the hallway. He didn’t appear in a hurry to go anywhere, but that didn’t bother Hawk, who needed assistance in slowing down, especially now that he had what he’d gone for.

      Once they reached the hatch without incident, Hawk directed Vaughn into to the portal first. He briefly resisted before Hawk threatened to take his fellow escapee out of the facility unconscious if he continued to put up a fight.

      Vaughn cursed as he splashed into the water. Hawk knew what to expect based on the note and ignored the damn conditions after he reached the ground floor level. Without hesitating, he searched for the weapon supposedly left for him. He gestured for Vaughn to continue walking.

      “If you knew anything about me, you’d know how much I hate walking through tunnels filled with water,” Vaughn said.

      “You’re not someone I ever thought I’d encounter again, but here we are. Now, mush through the muck, Sweet Cheeks.”

      “Perhaps you should listen to him,” came a man’s voice from behind them.

      Hawk spun around to find Tom Fowler with a gun trained on him. And Fowler was alone.

      “Thought you could just walk out, didn’t you?” Fowler asked. “You’re just as arrogant as always.”

      “This is not what it looks like,” Hawk said as he heard what sounded like sloshing through the water behind him.

      “It looks like you’re helping break out Edgar Vaughn, the man you helped put in this prison.”

      “Like I said, it’s not what it looks like.”

      “Then do you care to explain it to me?”

      Hawk realized he’d been placed in a difficult situation. With Fowler ready to shoot and Vaughn trying to escape, Hawk had to do something.

      “Not right now,” Hawk said.

      “This isn’t going to end well for you, Agent Hawk.”

      “Damned if I do, damned if I don’t.”

      “I can promise you that it can still get a lot worse.”

      “In that case, I’m not interested in taking my chances.”

      Hawk trained his gun on Fowler and took aim, squeezing off a couple of shots. Fowler got off one shot that pinged around the tunnel. Then the CIA officer groaned as he grabbed for his shoulder before hitting his head on the way to the ground.

      Hawk rushed over to help Fowler, mumbling under his breath a quick prayer that Fowler wouldn’t bleed out—or even drown before he could administer help.

      Vaughn seized his chance to escape, slogging through the water toward the ladder.

      “Don’t you run off,” Hawk shouted.

      Vaughn ignored Hawk and kept moving.

      Then Hawk looked back toward Fowler, who was face down in the water. If Hawk let his former colleague stay in that position, he would drown before anyone else found him. Then there was Blunt, whose fate would be sealed if Hawk didn’t hand over Vaughn to the men who had demanded him.

      Hawk turned toward Vaughn. “This is your last warning.”

      “Eat a bag of shit.”

      Hawk fired a shot, hitting Vaughn in the shoulder. He screamed in agony and appeared to blackout before falling headlong into the water.

      Then Hawk sloshed through the water and pulled Fowler up by the back of his collar. Hawk slapped the agent’s face a few times before he regained consciousness. By the time he realized what was happening, Hawk secured Fowler to the bottom of ladder with his tie.

      “You’re gonna regret this,” Fowler said.

      Hawk glanced up the ladder and saw Vaughn making a slow getaway. He pushed the street cover aside and wormed his way out of the tunnel and onto the street level.

      Hawk turned his attention back toward Fowler. “Somehow I doubt that. Maybe one day we can sit down and talk about what’s really happened tonight. Gotta run.”

      Hawk hustled up the ladder, taking two rungs at a time. When he reached the street, it was dark and there was no sign of Vaughn or anyone else.

      A few seconds later, the headlights to a van swept across the street and then flashed Hawk. He shuffled to the road’s shoulder, shielding his eyes with his forearm.

      “Get in,” came a familiar voice.

      “Alex?” Hawk asked.

      “Yeah, honey. Who else was going to pick you up?”

      “But we can’t leave right now,” he said. “I’ve got to find Edgar Vaughn.”

      “Just get in,” she said.

      “I’ve got to find Vaughn.”

      “Get in the van,” she repeated deliberately.

      Hawk sighed and hustled over to her van, climbing into the passenger side.

      “I got you a surprise,” she said, cutting her eyes to the back.

      Hawk turned around and saw Edgar Vaughn bound and gagged in the back.

      “Honey, you have no idea how amazing you are, do you?” he asked.

      She grinned and winked. “I think I’ve got a pretty good idea.”

      Hawk laughed. “Let’s go bring Blunt home.”
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      ROBERT BESSERMAN LEANED against the wall as Terry Davis ambled down the main hallway of the Capitol Building. With a group of reporters clustered around him, he struggled to get into his office. For a moment, Besserman considered making a public spectacle of what Davis was trying to do, but that would result in an immediate dismissal. With all that President Norris was dealing with, the last thing he would want is a verbal spat between the CIA director and a ranking member of the Senate Intelligence Committee. And Besserman didn’t want that either, but he couldn’t deny how good it would feel to dress down Davis.

      With his temper under control, Besserman waited in the shadows until the last reporter scurried away. Davis, cheeks puffed out, let out a long breath as he finger combed his hair and then retreated inside. Besserman checked the area to make sure nobody noticed him before he hustled over to Davis’s office door.

      Besserman knocked but didn’t wait for anyone to beckon him in. He marched past a frantic administrative assistant, who couldn’t get out from behind her desk fast enough to hamper him.

      Besserman swung open the door, his eyes narrowed and his jaw set.

      “Sir, sir,” the assistant shouted, “I’m so sorry. I tried to stop him, but he just ignored me and stormed past me.”

      “I’ll handle it from here, Kirsten. The director and I obviously have some business to discuss, which we’ll do cordially. But thank you for looking out for me.”

      “Of course, sir,” she said before pulling the door shut.

      Besserman spun around and glared at Davis. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I don’t have anything cordial to discuss with you today.”

      “Not even the first month of Major League Baseball?”

      “Especially not that,” Besserman said. “Not with all the shit you’re trying to stir up for me.”

      Davis scowled and drew back. “What are you talking about?”

      “Don’t play dumb with me. I know you’re trying to get rid of me.”

      “Who told you that?”

      “So you don’t deny it? That’s exactly what I thought.”

      Davis held his hands out, gesturing for Besserman to calm down. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. You need to take a deep breath and gather your thoughts. I can tell you’re angry, but you don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Look here, Terry. I’m not one of your lemming constituents who just eats up whatever bullshit you’re shoveling. I know when you’re telling the truth and when you’re lying. Every Washington insider knows that.”

      Davis put his forefinger against his temple and arched an eyebrow. “Really? Please enlighten me.”

      “You scrunch up your nose and draw in a short breath before you deliver your lies. You can’t hide it. And you did it just now.”

      “That’s a nice theory, but I happen to have allergies right now. The cherry blossoms really get to me during the spring.”

      “Again, Terry, I’m not your low-information voter here. And even if I didn’t know you’re tell, I have reports from those in the know about how you’re trying to railroad me out of my position at the agency. Well, it’s not happening.”

      “Remember, you serve at the pleasure of the president, Bobby. Your term only lasts as long as Norris wants it to. And if he decides it’s up tomorrow, you’ll be packing up a box and carting your belongings out of there by noon.”

      Besserman knew Davis was right. Unlike the senator, Besserman’s appointment as CIA director was a fragile one, apt to be decided on a whim by the president if he so desired. And all Davis had to do was get in President Norris’s ear and poison him. Besserman wouldn’t give up that easily, even though he knew his footing with the president was anything but firm. However, the intelligence chief needed a new tact.

      “What did I ever do to you?” Besserman asked. “You know in my position I can’t offer any support for anyone? I mean, we were college friends for goodness sake. You and I went through hell together at The Citadel—I really thought that would count for something.”

      “Don’t be so naive. This is Washington. Politics is more or less a blood sport. You’re in my way to help accomplish what I need to get done.”

      “And what is that? You want to install someone who can dig up dirt on your opponents, something I refused to do? You want to get a ‘yes man’ in here so your committee can run roughshod over the rest of Congress? What is your end game here?”

      Davis shook his head subtly and cracked a wry grin. “My end game is to get someone in the agency’s director’s chair that can get the job done, keep Americans safe.”

      “You think that’s not happening?”

      “I think your methods have succeeded thus far, but it’s a rather tenuous outfit. All it takes is one domino to fall the wrong way and the entire operation is screwed. And that’s not something I want the president to have to deal with. He shouldn’t suffer because of your incompetence.”

      Besserman sighed. “I appreciate debate, vigorous debate even. And if you have a problem with how I’m running the agency, my door is always open. But to characterize me as some sort of bumbling idiot overseeing one of the world’s most sophisticated intelligence agencies is absurd—and you know it.”

      “I’m sorry you feel that way, Bobby, but you asked. I just figured you needed a strong helping of honesty to deal with the gravity of your situation.”

      “You know I have plenty of dirt I can leak about you,” Besserman said. “But I don’t because it’s not relevant. But if this is the way you want to play things, just know that two can play at this game.”

      Davis tossed a pen in the air and let it hit his desk before bouncing onto the floor. “What difference does any of this make?”

      Besserman leaned forward in his chair. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I don’t know, Bobby, but I’m over it. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to my work.”

      “At least one of us has a job worth pouring his life into.”

      Davis sneered. “You’re a piece of work. I always hated you anyway.”

      Besserman stood and eyed the senator closely. “At least you won’t have to pretend anymore. But mark my word, I won’t go quietly.”

      “Threaten me all you want, but you’re fighting a losing battle.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Besserman said before he spun on his heels and stormed toward the door.

      Besserman fumed as he hustled out of the office and down the hallway. He wanted to yell, growl, punch a wall. But he bottled up his emotions. He had to. This was Washington where any display of emotion would be plastered all over social media and scrutinized on the cable news cycle for at least twenty-four hours.

      He didn’t make a sound until he reached his car. Then he let out a primal scream and headed back to Langley.
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        * * *

      

      BY THE TIME Besserman arrived back at his office, he’d barely sat down when he got a call from Mallory.

      “Are you watching this?” she asked.

      “Watching what?”

      “Turn on the television. There’s something you need to see.”

      Besserman fished the remote control to his television out of his top drawer. A few seconds later, he was watching a breaking news special, live from the Capitol Building. On the screen, Terry Davis gripped the lectern with two hands and paused to raise the mic to his height before speaking.

      Photographers snapped pictures, almost drowning out his first few words.

      “I gathered everyone here today to make a very important announcement. Effective immediately, I am resigning from my position. This wasn’t an easy decision for me, but one I feel like is the best for my mental well-being and family.”

      Besserman rolled his eyes as Davis attempted to portray himself as a victim. It was a moving speech. Not a single short breath sucked in or a nose scrunch either, leaving Besserman to wonder if Davis had truly reached his breaking point or if the master manipulator had figured out a way to manipulate himself and his facial expressions during the speech. He concluded with another piece of information that made Besserman wonder if Davis was actually telling the truth.

      “In the coming weeks, plenty of rumors will fly around the Beltway, rumors about infidelity and illegal campaign activity and a culture of favors. I won’t say if any of them are true or not. That’s beside the point. The reality is that no sane person would choose to continue in an environment awash with threats and innuendos. And my mental well-being and mental health is far more important than the personal satisfaction of holding a position and representing my constituents with fierce loyalty and passion. But it’s been a fun ride and I look forward to creating new ways to help Americans from every state in the future.”

      Besserman’s phone rang as the camera cut to the network’s studio where a panel of analysts began to pick apart Davis’s entire speech.

      “Now what?” Mallory asked as he answered the phone.

      “That was interesting, especially after I just had a terse conversation with Davis earlier today.”

      “Did anyone see you?” she asked.

      “Not that I know of, but I’m sure one of his staffers will tell somebody in the media that I was there.”

      “And then what?”

      “Who knows,” Besserman said. “We can’t worry about that right now. All we can do is keep gathering all the evidence we can to keep pressing Norris. If he knows we don’t intend on going anywhere without a fight, maybe he’ll relent.”

      “Or maybe he’ll make our lives hell.”

      “That’s a real possibility, too,” Besserman said. “But we can’t give up.”

      He hung up his phone and stared out the window. High stakes were riding on the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours—and Besserman still wasn’t sure which way things were going to go.
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      SAMARKAND, UZBEKISTAN

      BIG EARV JAMMED HIS hands into his coat pocket as he strolled past the compound belonging to Yuri Karimov, the illegal arms dealer who bought Ellsworth’s stolen weapon plans. A brick wall encircled the compound with the only way inside being through the iron gate. The four-story house towered over the surrounding homes in the neighborhood, signaling both Karimov’s wealth and his confidence. Karimov’s residence wasn’t a terribly-kept secret, but he didn’t seem to care. The Uzbek government provided him all the protection he required to brazenly broker arms deals with rogue states and terrorist organizations.

      As Big Earv walked past the guard house by the front gate, he didn’t look directly at the guard leaning against the wall and smoking a cigarette. The man thumbed through a magazine, unconcerned by the passerby. Given that Karimov had nearly dropped off the CIA’s radar three years ago, Big Earv wondered if the weapons mogul had stopped altogether. The guard appeared too comfortable, lulled to sleep by a daily routine that never required much action on his part. Karimov had no enemies other than that of a few western governments—and his security team seemed to be all too aware of that fact.

      Big Earv wandered the streets for a few more minutes until he came to a coffee shop near a central shopping district. He received a few stares from other patrons, likely because they’d never seen a black man in person before. Big Earv nursed his drink and tried to ignore the curious looks.

      While he waited, he pondered his next move. Getting into the home wouldn’t be a problem for him due to the oblivious state the guards were in. But locating the file Ellsworth had sold Karimov would be a challenge. Without any knowledge about where Karimov kept his files, Big Earv would have to take a different approach. He sketched out a few scenarios, working each one over in his mind as which one might be the most effective. None of them bred much confidence.

      He was jolted out of his doldrums when Mia called him on his cell phone.

      “I just got into the office or I would’ve called you sooner,” she said. “How close are you to entering Karimov’s estate?”

      “I’m waiting for it to get dark, so maybe a couple of more hours.”

      “Good,” she said. “I don’t know if you’ve planned how you’re going to get inside and find those plans, but don’t overthink it.”

      “What do you know?”

      “I just received an intelligence report about Karimov. He was just spotted in Mumbai a few hours ago.”

      “Doing what?”

      “The report didn’t say, but that’s beside the point.”

      “Which is?”

      “Which is he’s gone and you should have the run of Karimov’s place once you get inside.”

      “Getting into the house never concerned me. It’s the searching for a needle in a haystack that has me worried. Even with the light security around here, I don’t want to overstay my welcome. And I don’t know just how quickly I’ll be able to find what I’m looking for.”

      “If Karimov is as confident as you say he appears to be, those plans might not be as secure as you think they’d be.”

      “That’s just wishful thinking,” Big Earv said. “Hacking into a safe under pressure is more difficult than it is for your team to hack into a database.”

      “Maybe we’ll have to test that theory one day,” Mia said. “We can call it the Magnum Games. And on that note, may the odds forever be in your favor once you get inside Karimov’s place.”

      “Just keep an eye out for me once I’m inside.”

      “I’d love to but the CIA has had problems re-tasking satellites over that part of the world for the past few days, according to a report I read. So, I’m not sure how much help I’ll be able to give you from here on out.”

      “So, I’m on my own then?”

      “You’ll be fine. Contact me when you’ve got the plans and I’ll give you the site to upload them to.”

      “Roger that.”

      Big Earv spent the next hour plotting the best way into Karimov’s home and waiting for night to fall.
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        * * *

      

      BIG EARV CREPT in and out of the shadows caused by the haphazard placement of the street lamps along the road winding in front of Karimov’s estate. There were long stretches without any lights as well as sections where the lights had burned out. The combination of the two created an environment that made Big Earv’s approach easier than it could’ve been.

      Once he reached the gate, he threw a rock against it. A guard engrossed in something on the screen of his cell phone poked his head around the corner before retreating back inside the guard house. Then Big Earv threw another rock and then another one.

      The quick succession of clanking off the bottom of the gate led the guard to finally put down his phone and venture outside the property to see what was causing the noise. When he peered around the corner to look down the street, Big Earv grabbed him.

      The man grunted as he tried to fight back against Big Earv, but within seconds, the guard was immobilized and then rendered unconscious. As he fell limp, Big Earv dragged his victim back inside the compound and shut the gate.

      Big Earv bound and gagged the guard to a chair then secured it to a post in the small hut.

      Next, Big Earv hustled up to the house and entered through the back door, needing only about a minute to get pick the lock. While Mia had told him that Karimov was out of town, the house didn’t appear that way.

      The island in the kitchen was covered with mixing bowls and pots used to make a meal. In the sink, dirty dishes were stacked tenuously, in danger of teetering over if any more were added. Big Earv winced after getting a whiff of the stench emanating from the pantry.

      Even more curious were the number of lights on in the house. According to every intelligence report he’d read, Karimov wasn’t married and didn’t have a girlfriend. But that didn’t explain why the house appeared so lived in. Something had changed.

      Big Earv crept into the corridor leading to the stairs. But he quickly stopped when he heard floorboards creaking in a nearby room. He exhaled slowly and then eased back a few steps, flattening himself against the wall.

      As he remained motionless, footsteps drew nearer to the kitchen. But it didn’t sound like heavy footfalls; rather, it sounded like slippers scuffling.

      Moments later, a young woman in a pink housecoat shuffled into the room midway through a yawn, her eyes closed and hands reaching skyward. The muttered something to herself, unaware of Big Earv. He wasn’t sure what to do, not wanting to move to draw attention to himself, but also wanting to sneak out of the room before she noticed. There weren’t any good choices.

      But when the woman stumbled and caught herself on the kitchen counter, he realized she was very drunk and not in any capacity to threaten him.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      She let out a short scream as she turned around to face him. Then she walked backward until she bumped into the island and felt for a knife. Once she wrapped her fingers around it, she held it out in front of her.

      “Who are you?” she asked in a thick Russian accent.

      “Just a friend of Yuri’s,” Big Earv said. “He sent me here to pick up something for him.”

      “You lie,” the woman hissed.

      “I swear, I’m telling you the truth.”

      “I know you’re lying because Yuri trusts no one, not even me.”

      “Please put down the knife,” Big Earv said. “He warned me that you might be a little on edge if I just showed up like this.”

      “And what about Victor out front? Why didn’t he call me?”

      “He was taking a nap and I didn’t want to wake him.”

      She eyed him cautiously. “Did he? He told me that he never told anyone about me.”

      “Maybe he’s just trying to be cool. But he’s rather fond of you.”

      “Well, who wouldn’t be proud of having a supermodel as a girlfriend,” she said with a wink, followed by a hiccup.

      Once she said the word supermodel, Big Earv knew the woman looked familiar, though far less so in a bathrobe than how she was normally depicted, in her bikini and high heels on the cover of high fashion magazines. With mascara running under her eyes and her dark hair bunched up on top of her head in a messy bun, she was barely recognizable. But her lips were distinct, giving away her identity to Big Earv. They unmistakably belonged to the Russian supermodel who went by one name—Irina.

      “Well, Irina, what man do you think could actually keep you a secret?”

      She lowered the knife and smiled. “He talked about me?”

      Big Earv nodded.

      Irina began to sob uncontrollably, slinking to the floor. He let her stay there for a few seconds before he gently helped her to her feet.

      “That’s just so sweet,” she said.

      “You know what he’d think was sweet?” Big Earv said.

      “What?”

      “If you helped me get the files he sent me here to retrieve. He said they were in the place where he kept his most prized possessions—and he said you could help me get into them.”

      Irina wiped her nose with the back of her hand and dried her eyes with her bathrobe. “Okay. Follow me.”

      She led Big Earv upstairs and into Karimov’s study. “There it is,” she said, pointing to the large safe in the corner of the room. “Everything worth anything is in there.”

      Big Earv strode up to it and started fiddling with the dials like he knew what he was doing. After he fumbled around for a few seconds, he mumbled aloud, “I can never remember if it’s fourteen and to the left or—”

      “Here,” Irina said. “Let me help you.”

      She spun the dial back and forth before it clicked. The door swung open and she spun toward Big Earv and pointed at the contents.

      “Bravo,” Big Earv said.

      “Now, you should be able to find whatever you need.”

      He smiled. “Irina, you’re everything that Yuri says about you, a true angel from heaven.”

      She blushed and then scurried out of the room. “I’ll be back.”

      Big Earv wasted no time in sifting through the objects and file folders stacked neatly inside. He was tempted to grab handfuls of everything, but he couldn’t for fear of Irina figuring out who he really was. Dr. Z’s weapon schematic was all he was after, which he found in short order.

      Big Earv called Mia and spoke in a hushed tone. “I’ve got it.”

      “See, I told you it wouldn’t be that difficult.”

      “It was, but not because of the way you described.”

      “You’ll have to tell me the whole story later, but in the meantime, here’s the website you can upload everything to.”

      Big Earv captured images of the schematics and uploaded them to the website Mia gave him. He replaced Dr. Z’s schematics with a faulty copy and proceeded to burn the original in the trash can. Then he packed up his gear and slung his ruck sack over his shoulder.

      That’s when he heard a click.

      He turned around to find Yuri Karimov standing in the doorway with a weapon in his hand pointed at Big Earv.

      “Don’t make another move,” Karimov said.
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      ISTANBUL, TURKEY

      HAWK RODE IN THE backseat with Edgar Vaughn while Alex drove their SUV toward their rendezvous point. After securing Vaughn, the team responded to Blunt’s kidnappers and let them know that Hawk had extracted the prized prisoner out of the CIA black site. The kidnappers responded with a location to carry out the exchange, which was to occur at a desolate beach after dark.

      Hawk’s eyes bounced between the winding road and Vaughn, who stared listlessly out of the window.

      “Any idea who these people are who want you so badly?” Hawk asked.

      Vaughn shrugged and maintained his gaze out the window.

      Hawk persisted. “What exactly do you know that makes a mad man move heaven and earth to get you out?”

      “Maybe you can ask them when you drop me off,” Vaughn said with a sneer.

      “I doubt there will be much time for conversation. We’re trading you for someone we care about. But based on your past, we don’t much care what happens to you.”

      Vaughn grunted. “Figures.”

      “You think being a traitor makes you a hero?” Alex asked as she gazed at the rearview mirror positioned on him.

      “Believe me when I tell you this, but if I could live the last half of my life over, I would. And I’d make very different decisions.”

      “So, you’re admitting that what you did was wrong?” Hawk asked.

      “I’m not admitting anything to you,” Vaughn said. “But I think the answer to your question is quite clear given my current situation.”

      They rode in silence for a few more minutes before Alex spoke.

      “What made you do it?” she asked.

      “Do what?”

      “Share sensitive information about the U.S. nuclear weapons program with our sworn enemies?” she explained.

      “I was under operational instruction to do what I did,” Vaughn said. “You don’t have to believe me, but I can tell you that I loved my country and I would’ve never done anything that I thought would’ve harmed her or innocent people in any way.”

      “Are you suggesting that someone directed you to do what you did?” Alex asked. “Someone within the U.S. government?”

      “I’m not suggesting anything. I’m outright telling you that’s what happened. Whether you choose to believe me or not is up to you. But when you ask, I answer.”

      “So, what are you going to tell these people who’ve gone to great lengths to secure your release from prison?” Hawk asked.

      “I’ll tell them whatever they want to know.”

      “But you just said you loved this country?” Alex said.

      “That’s right—past tense.”

      “Not anymore?” Hawk asked.

      “I did what they asked me to—and look where it got me. I’ve spent the past few years in a CIA black site facility. No due process. No burden of proof on those who arrested me. No opportunity to be tried in front of a jury of my peers. Just sent away and buried, hopefully to be forgotten. So, please forgive me if I don’t share your loyalty for Uncle Sam. She’s been less than trustworthy in my experience. If I go back to her, it’s like going back to my abuser. And I’m not a masochist.”

      “I get it,” Hawk said. “But you’ve got to understand that no matter what your own country did to you, the people who are about to take possession of you are worse in so many different ways.”

      “Thanks for the heads up, but I’m going to be my own judge here. If our government wanted to ensure I kept my mouth shut, they would’ve done it a long time ago. And while they might have a conscience, they definitely don’t have any principles.”

      “Just be careful about who you trust,” Alex said. “These people are incredibly dangerous.”

      “Of course they are,” Vaughn said. “But that’s all relative. Who’s to say that their plans for the world are worse than our own government’s plans?”

      “For starters, we’re not ruled by madmen,” Alex said.

      Vaughn smiled wryly. “That’s also a matter of opinion.”

      She shook her head. “The people who want you to share every bit of information you have about our nuclear program are undeniably evil. They want to destroy millions of lives—and they’ll do it too if it means they can advance their cause.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe they have other plans for me. At this point, it’s hard to think I’m anything other than a pawn in this game.”

      “So, you’re not upset about being handed over to these people?” Hawk asked.

      Vaughn licked his lips and stared at the window. “You really expect me to sing the praises of the U.S. government after where they held me for the past few years? Trust me when I say this—I’m happy to be as far away from the U.S. as possible.”

      “Understandable,” Hawk said. “Just be careful. There are still good people there.”

      “Good people who hand me over to terrorists?” Vaughn asked. “Spare me your chest thumping from the moral high ground.”

      Hawk had more questions but he bit his lip as they rode to the meeting point in silence.
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        * * *

      

      A HALF-HOUR LATER, they arrived at the exchange point. Half Moon Beach was located along the northern coast of Istanbul on the Sea of Marmara. Before they neared the point, Alex stopped the vehicle and pulled off the side of the road.

      “Give me a second,” she said before she climbed out of the car.

      Hawk watched her wade through some brush in a wooded area just off the road.

      “You trust her?” Vaughn asked.

      Hawk smiled. “She’s my wife.”

      “I didn’t ask who she was married to,” Vaughn said.

      “Well, if you need a more direct answer, I’ll give you one—absolutely.”

      “Just be careful,” Vaughn said. “There’s more to her than you know.”

      Hawk scowled. “And how would you even know what I do or don’t know about my own wife?”

      “A good patriot like yourself wouldn’t stand for the things she’s done—if you knew what they were.”

      “Enough with the mind games, Edgar. I’m not buying it.”

      “I’m not playing games with you or anybody else. Just giving you a warning because you seem like a good guy, a principled man.”

      “In other words, the antithesis of who you are.”

      Vaughn ignored the slight. “Maybe she’ll tell you some day if you’re brave enough to ask.”

      Alex approached the car, scanning the area as she did. Once she returned to the driver’s seat, she let out a long breath.

      “Find a spot?” Hawk asked.

      She nodded. “It’s perfect. All we have to do now is wait for the call.”

      With the beach a five-minute walk away, Hawk prepared to escort Vaughn to the water’s edge for the exchange.

      The phone rang and Hawk answered it. “We’re ready. Are you?”

      He received instructions on how the exchange would be conducted. And he warned them that if anything went south, a sniper was present.

      He got out with Alex and they went over their plan, which was simple: hand over Vaughn and bring back Blunt. If anything went wrong, he’d let her know so she could use the appropriate force necessary.

      Then Hawk opened the door and began the march through the small wooded area and to Half Moon Beach. He paused to watch Alex scurry up a tree and take up her position before continuing.

      “You’re going to ask her, aren’t you?” Vaughn asked as they reached the sand.

      “That’s nothing you have to worry about any more,” Hawk said. “So, why don’t you just keep your mouth shut so we can get this over with?”

      “Coward,” Vaughn said.

      Hawk shrugged off the comment and they continued to trudge through the sand toward the point where a small inflatable raft was beached.

      Two men stood on the shore awaiting them. Hawk escorted Vaughn toward a small lantern a few meters away from the shore’s edge. One of the men walked toward Hawk, passing Vaughn along the way.

      Hawk threw his arms around Blunt and embraced him.

      “You got him?” Alex asked over the coms.

      “J.D.’s coming home with us,” Hawk said.

      He glanced at a somber Blunt, who kept his head down while they walked.

      “You all right?” Hawk asked.

      Blunt didn’t say anything, his eyes still fixated on the ground.

      “Come on, J.D. What did they do to you?”

      When Blunt didn’t answer this time, Hawk got a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach.

      “This is silly, J.D. Talk to me.”

      This time, Hawk stopped and turned Blunt so the two men could look at each other face to face. That’s when Hawk noticed the thin line around the back of Blunt’s neck.

      “J.D.?” Hawk asked again, reaching to inspect the line a little closer.

      Blunt pulled away but not before Hawk pinched the strange color line. When he did, a mask peeled off Blunt, revealing someone Hawk didn’t recognize. That’s when Hawk also realized a cord running around the man’s neck.

      “Shoot him,” Hawk said over the coms before breaking into a sprint.

      The man stumbled after Hawk. “You don’t understand. They made me do it.”

      “Shoot him,” Hawk said again.

      Seconds later, he hit the ground. Hawk didn’t stop, hustling to get as far away from the impostor as he possibly could. A few moments after that, an explosion rocked the ground, nearly knocking Hawk off his feet.

      He stopped and looked back over his shoulder at the man who’d just been made to look like Blunt before being obliterated.

      Hawk resisted the urge to call up the men and threaten them. But then he stopped, realizing his ambush would be more effective if they thought he was dead.

      A few minutes later, the phone buzzed with a call. Hawk let it ring until the call went to voicemail on its own.

      “Are you hurt?” Alex asked.

      Hawk spun to see his wife, who was running toward him.

      He nodded. “What was that all about?”

      “I was about to ask you the same thing.”

      “Well, that wasn’t Blunt, but damn sure had me fooled. And would’ve killed me too if I hadn’t noticed the line of discoloration on his neck.”

      “But you did,” she said. “So, now what? Those bastards still have Blunt.”

      “That’s what they want us to think. But I think it’s time we stopped doing their bidding and take a different approach.”

      “You want to hunt them down, don’t you?”

      “You got any better ideas?” Hawk asked. “These people, whoever they are, would be happy to string us along for the rest of our lives. But this ends as soon as we make it end.”

      They clomped through the woods until they reached their SUV. Hawk revved up the engine before heading back to the airport.

      It was time to send a different kind of message to these people—and bring Blunt home for good.
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      LANGLEY, VIRGINIA

      ROBERT BESSERMAN ROLLED HIS sleeves up as he dug into a report that had just been delivered to him from one of the agency’s top analysts. The report outlined how the analyst suspected that an up-and-coming terrorist group in eastern Africa had been able to move around massive amounts of money to fund its operations. For months, Besserman had his team trying to figure out a way to cut off the organization at its knees. And if what this analyst suspected was true, the CIA would have a major victory.

      However, Besserman wondered if it was too little, too late to save his job. Despite a long relationship with President Norris, his thirst for power had run roughshod over every person who wasn’t helping him attain and maintain his position. And while Besserman had been stabbed in the back more times than he cared to recall since arriving in Washington, Norris’ betrayal cut a little deeper. Yet there was still something in the back of Besserman’s mind that made him wonder if this was truly the president’s wishes or some advisor with a long-standing grudge against Besserman. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise either since he’d made more than his fair share of enemies among the city’s political elite.

      Besserman was midway through the report when his phone beeped with a call from his administrative assistant. But before he could answer the phone, the door swung open. A man in a dark suit and sunglasses marched into Besserman’s office and took a seat across from his desk.

      Besserman stood and placed his knuckles on his desk, leaning forward on them. “Just what do you think you’re doing? And who do you think you are?”

      The man was clutching a stack of files situated on his lap. “I’m Mr. Polandro, part of the current administration’s Advance Envoy.”

      Besserman scowled. “Advance Envoy? What the hell is that?”

      “We soften the blow that the president is about to make,” Polandro said before straightening his tie.

      “And President Norris is about to make a blow against me?”

      “Already has,” Polandro said. “You just don’t know it yet.”

      “Well, I don’t care who you are, you still need to make an appointment just like anybody else,” Besserman said using the back of his hand to shoo away his uninvited guest. “Someone out front can help you schedule a time to meet with me like a normal guest would do here at the offices of the Central Intelligence Agency.”

      Polandro didn’t budge, fixing his gaze straight ahead. “I’m not a normal guest. I’ve been sent here to help you understand what you need to do next in order to—”

      “In order to do what? Tell me how to keep my job? I’m fine, but thanks for letting me know.”

      “Actually,” Polandro said as he leaned forward, “I was about to say I was sent here to help you understand what you need to do in order to continue working in Washington in the future. If you ignore the advice that I’m about to give you, you’re going to be a pariah in this city, blacklisted from every organization.”

      “So, the president plans on firing me?”

      “He’s expressed that many times over. But he asked me to come over here and help give you some tips so you can exit gracefully from your position as leader of the agency. He still values your friendship.”

      Besserman cocked his head to one side and offered a wry smile. “You think I’m going to go quietly? You think I’m just going to roll over and take it, especially from someone who says they consider me a friend? If you or Norris thinks that, you’re more naive than you look.”

      “If you put up a fight, we’re prepared to make sure that you never draw another single paycheck from any Washington entity, public or private.”

      “So after all these years of service to my country not to mention a friendship with Norris, he’s going to go scorched Earth on me? Is that how it is?”

      Polandro nodded. “Pretty much. However, we won’t be engaging in any petty tit-for-tat spats on social media. We will just state it as a fact and move on, letting the readers draw their own conclusions.”

      “That’d be a dangerous approach, one that you’d soon regret.”

      “I highly doubt that,” Polandro said. “You’ve yet to see what the full weight of the office could do.”

      Besserman leaned forward, his hands clasped in front of him. “Perhaps you’ve forgotten, Mr. Polandro, that I know where all the bodies are buried.”

      “I understand your frustration, but no amount of threats will change what’s about to happen. Now, you have forty-eight hours to submit your resignation, otherwise we’ll handle the end of your time here in a much more unpleasant manner.”

      “And who, pray tell, is going to be replacing me?”

      “That’s none of your concern,” Polandro said as he stood. “But rest assured it’s a highly-qualified individual.”

      “I’m sure that’s a matter of opinion, not fact.”

      “Forty-eight hours, Director Besserman. Forty-eight hours.”

      Polandro offered his hand, which Besserman ignored.

      “You can see yourself out,” Besserman said.

      “Suit yourself, but I think you’ll find the more adversarial you make this, the more painful it will be for you both now and in the future.”

      Besserman pointed at the door. “Good day, Mr. Polandro.”

      As soon as Polandro left the room, Besserman called Mallory.

      “Can you get up here? I need help with a big problem I’ve got.”

      “I’ll head up now.”

      A few minutes later, she breezed into his office. “What’s up? You sounded a little stressed when you called.”

      “I am,” Besserman said. “Norris sent one of his lackeys over here to tell me that I’ve got forty-eight hours to turn in my resignation.”

      Slack-jawed, Mallory’s eyes widened as she sat down. “Forty-eight hours? That’s it?”

      “This shouldn’t be that big of a surprise. We knew they were after me.”

      “But they need to vet a replacement. Larry Yelton has some serious red flags.”

      “Red flags that can be explained away,” Besserman said. “We need something rock solid on him.”

      “You didn’t get anywhere with any reporters?”

      He shook his head. “I tried, but no one was willing to write anything about it.”

      “So, all we need is hard evidence that he meets with Chinese spies?”

      “Sure, as if that’s so easy to get in such a short time frame,” Besserman said.

      “Leave it to me,” she said. “I know someone who can help us.”
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      SAMARKAND, UZBEKISTAN

      BIG EARV LEANED AGAINST the wall as he sat on the floor in Yuri Karimov’s basement. With hands and feet bound while tethered to a pole, Big Earv considered how he might be able to escape the predicament he’d found himself in. With Dr. Z’s weapons plans back where they belong and out of Karimov’s possession, Big Earv’s mission had been a success. It was the only solace he had as he speculated on what the arms dealer wanted to do with him. For the moment, Big Earv recognized that if he was still alive then maybe Karimov had other plans, which could lead to an opportunity to escape.

      For the moment, all Big Earv had was hope to hold onto.

      An hour later, Karimov returned to the basement with a bulky man looming behind him.

      “It’s come to my attention that you are a very important person in your country,” Karimov said.

      Big Earv chuckled and shook his head. “Who told you that?”

      “I have friends at the U.S. State Department,” Karimov said. “They told me you would fetch a valuable price if I offered you for a ransom.”

      “I doubt that,” Big Earv said. “They’d probably just leave me here to die.”

      “Then let’s not hold up the process. I have a proposal for you.”

      Big Earv had nothing to lose. Karimov could just as easily pull out a gun and put a bullet in Big Earv’s head as he could release him. And based on Karimov’s demeanor, the outcome made no difference to him. However, he wouldn’t simply dismiss what he caught Big Earv doing in the study. A price needed to be paid.

      “A proposal?”

      “More like a directive. If you ignore my directive, I will shoot you.”

      “In that case, let’s hear it.”

      “I want you to fight Ivan Magnanovich, my biggest underground fighter. If you win, you get to take his place in the ring each Friday night. And the only way you win is by killing your opponent.”

      Big Earv paused for a moment as the reality of what Karimov was saying sank in. “So, what you’re telling me is that you want us to fight to the death?”

      Karimov smiled. “Don’t ever let anyone tell you that Americans are slow. Your ability to grasp difficult concepts in a short period of time is legendary.”

      “I’m not sure I’m taking that as a compliment.”

      “It wasn’t intended to be one, you fraud. In fact, I look forward to Ivan Magnanovich tearing you limb from limb.”

      Karimov walked up behind Big Earv and sliced off his bindings. “Let the games begin.”

      As Karimov freed Big Earv, he noticed a ring on the arms dealer’s index finger, one with an insignia he hadn’t seen in a long time. The sight of it made him shudder.

      Big Earv scrambled to his feet. “Like, now? Like, right now?”

      Karimov shuffled to the side as the foreboding hulk of a human being behind him stepped forward.

      “This is Rock,” Karimov said. “Good luck, my American friend.”

      Big Earv retreated backward, nearing the far brick wall. He eyed Rock as he noticed Karimov’s girlfriend sauntering down the steps.

      “Oooh, a fight,” she said, clapping her hands. “Who’s going to win?”

      “The one who survives,” Karimov said with a faint smile. “Enjoy yourself, dear.”

      Rock rushed toward Big Earv, who dove to his left and rolled before bouncing back to his feet. Rock growled as he stumbled toward the wall, unable to connect with his target.

      Big Earv realized that Rock was more nimble than previously believed, requiring more consideration in order to emerge victorious. On a nearby coffee table, Karimov placed three weapons. Both men hustled toward them but ultimately found them to be useless. Big Earv and Rock arrived at the table at the same time, each grabbing a different gun. Neither one wasted much time squeezing off a shot that never materialized. Karimov had emptied all the bullets out of the weapons, making them useless. Rock, however, eyed the other gun.

      When Rock lunged for the gun, Big Earv seized his opportunity. He stomped on Rock’s hand, pinning him to the table. Then Big Earv delivered a forearm shiver to Rock’s head, stunning him for a moment.

      And that was all Big Earv needed. He put his head down and drove his shoulder into Rock’s midsection, forcing him backward. The Russian brawler struggled to keep his balance, teetering for a moment before eventually crashing to the floor. Big Earv grabbed Rock’s hand and forced it into an awkward position, resulting in short yelp of pain from the big man. After a few more seconds, Rock mustered up all the strength he had left and swung violently at Big Earv, shocking him and sending him sprawling to the ground.

      Big Earv scrambled to his feet, wiping the blood from the corner of his mouth. His opponent seemed rejuvenated and blood thirsty.

      When Rock made a run at Big Earv, the Magnum operative dropped to the ground, rolling to his right to avoid the brunt of any contact. Rock slammed into the wall and spun around searching for his target. With Rock disoriented, Big Earv swiped at the man’s knee, sweeping him off his feet.

      Big Earv smashed Rock’s face with a combination of punches, rendering him nearly unconscious. He groaned, woozily struggling to get to his feet.

      “Is this what you want?” Big Earv asked walking toward Karimov.

      “Forget arms sales,” Karimov said. “I could make millions selling this new gladiator world on television.”

      His big smile disappeared when Big Earv clocked an unsuspecting Karimov, knocking him to the ground. As he slowly rose to his feet, Big Earv booted Karimov in his chest. He rolled over, clutching his midsection.

      “You bastard,” Karimov said. “I think you broke my ribs.”

      “That’s a far lighter sentence than you deserve,” Big Earv said.

      He drew back and kicked Karimov in the same spot, this time resulting in howling from him.

      “I don’t know what you think you’re doing,” Karimov said as he winced. “There’s only one way out of here—and that's to kill the man across from you.”

      “It’s not the only way out,” Big Earv said.

      Karimov grinned as he reached for his weapon, but Big Earv wasn’t interested in sticking around to see it. He darted for the steps to the main floor, ignoring Karimov’s shouts. Two bullets ricocheted off the wall near Big Earv as he sprinted to the main floor. He bowled over one guard upon reaching the top step, slamming into him with the door. After the man staggered backward, Big Earv punched the guard in the throat and then retrieved his weapon as he gasped for breath. Then Big Earv slammed the man’s head onto the countertop, knocking him out.

      The commotion drew the attention of another one of Karimov’s guards from the skeleton crew. He rushed into the room with his weapon drawn, but Big Earv ambushed him, jumping out from behind a couch and then pinning him to the ground. The man reached for a gun strapped to his calf, but he Big Earv stomped on the man’s face, putting him out cold.

      The CIA ought to be happy about this body count—zero.

      Big Earv jumped into one of the cars parked in the driveway and accelerated toward the gate. He ducked as the guard rushed outside and started shooting at him. But Big Earv smashed the gate open and tore out into the street. More gunshots echoed in the night before he turned the corner.

      He snatched the cell phone lying on the front seat and dialed Mia’s number.

      “I was beginning to wonder if you’d just found a good bar somewhere and decided not to answer your phone,” she said.

      “I was a little busy,” Big Earv said. “Karimov came home early and ambushed me.”

      “But you’re still alive.”

      “It’s a long story, but we’ve got bigger problems.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah,” Big Earv said. “Karimov had a ring with an insignia on it that I thought I’d never see again.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Have you ever heard of a group called The Sectarians?”

      “Not that I can recall,” she said.

      “Well, you need to educate yourself quickly and let Morgan know ASAP. If they’re back, we’ve got a major problem on our hands.”
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      LOS ANGELES

      WHEN THE MAGNUM GROUP convened at the organization’s headquarters two days later, there was plenty to discuss as they sat around the conference room table. But all anyone was interested in was how Morgan thought they should go about rescuing Blunt. Hawk realized how reticent she was to continue, making him realize he needed to press the issue.

      “I know you might feel the need to recuse yourself from expressing what you think we should do,” Hawk said. “I get it. I really do. If I was related to someone we needed to extract, I’d be worried about letting my feelings—”

      “We’re not going to talk about this just yet,” Morgan said, holding up her hand. “We need to focus on some more pressing matters.”

      “Like the re-emergence of The Sectarians?” Big Earv asked. “Because that’s got to be more terrifying than anything we’re going to talk about today—and that includes a discussion about a potential nuclear war.”

      Morgan whipped her head in Big Earv’s direction. “Are you sure it was The Sectarians’ insignia you saw on Karimov’s ring?”

      “Never been more sure of anything in my life,” he said.

      “That development is most troubling,” she said, “but we can’t let that derail us at the moment.”

      Big Earv shook his head. “If The Sectarians are reforming, nothing else much matters.”

      Mia sighed and then growled. “Would someone please tell me more about The Sectarians? All I found online were some articles written by conspiracy nut jobs.”

      “Knowing them, they probably wrote those articles themselves,” Big Earv said. “It’d be a brilliant strategy to get people to dismiss you out of hand. When the nutters start squawking about something, most normal people will tune them out.”

      “You’re still not answering my question,” Mia said.

      “We’ll get to that later,” Morgan said. “Before we do anything else, we need to talk about how we’re handling the botched exchange in Istanbul. I should’ve had a support team onsite for you, a way to instantly identify Blunt before handing over Vaughn.”

      “What’s done is done,” Hawk said. “We need to turn our attention to the future.”

      “And just forget about what happened in Istanbul?” Morgan asked with a scowl. “We want to make sure something like that doesn’t occur again. And we can’t very well improve without a few moments of self-reflection.”

      Hawk pushed his chair away from the table and paced against the far wall. “I should’ve known something was up right away when I saw them arriving on a boat. I thought we’d both meet at the point, swap prisoners, and be on our merry way. But this was clearly a well-crafted con job from the beginning, and I’m really sick about it.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up too much over this,” Morgan said. “This isn’t something that you do every day.”

      Hawk set his jaw and shook his head. “All the more reason we should’ve been more cautious and less trusting. Even worse is the fact that they still have Blunt for leverage, which I’m sure they intend to use.”

      “I think we did all we could,” Alex said. “I was in a sniper position in the tree in case anything went wrong—and plenty went wrong. But none of that was apparent until after the exchange occurred.”

      “We were all overly optimistic, thinking that after they’d fooled us once, but getting Edgar Vaughn was their end game,” Morgan said.

      “And maybe it was,” Hawk said. “But they decided to push the envelope and see if they could squeeze another favor out of this team.”

      “I don’t know how they’d expect us to trust them again,” Alex said. “They’ve more or less made a mockery out of us.”

      “That’s not how I see it,” Morgan said. “They just know how to leverage our greatest weakness—our loyalty to my uncle.”

      “Well, they’re not going to expect any favors from Hawk,” Mia said.

      Hawk stopped pacing and stared at Mia. “And why’s that?”

      “Because everyone thinks you’re dead.”

      “Everyone?” he asked.

      “Well, everyone that matters,” Mia said. “The only way to get those bastards to stop was to make them think they’d won. They obviously wanted you dead with the stunt they played with the prisoner posing as Blunt. So, I gave them what they wanted.”

      Morgan arched an eyebrow. “And how’d you do that?”

      “There were already reports of an explosion at Half Moon Beach on social media accounts around Istanbul,” Mia said. “So, I may have called a friend of mine who works for the Istanbul police and had him seed the story with the police that the remains of two foreigners were found, including one American who won’t be named until the next of kin is notified. He happily agreed, and it showed up the next morning online in The Daily Sabah, Budapest’s leading media outlet.”

      “Anyone else pick it up?” Morgan asked.

      “Several major papers in the Middle East and Europe,” Mia said. “There was even a question about it yesterday during a State Department press briefing. The spokesperson looked caught off guard by the question, so it might be safe to say that the administration doesn’t know anything about it yet, but at least they’ll publicly comment on it. Maybe you can make a call or two and steer this story in the right direction with the U.S. journalists, leading them to the only logical conclusion. And if we shepherd this the right way, Hawk will be our secret weapon moving forward.”

      “I like it,” Morgan said.

      Hawk interlocked his fingers behind his head and sighed. “Morgan, I know you don’t want to talk about this now, but we need to put together a plan to get Blunt back because we’re not abandoning him now. And we’re going to do it without caving to their demands.”

      “Well, we know where the kidnappers are at least keeping Vaughn,” Mia said as she looked at Dr. Z and winked.

      Dr. Z shifted in his seat as he leaked a wry smile.

      “Did you have something to do with that?” Morgan asked him.

      “Maybe a little something,” he said, keeping his head down.

      “Dr. Z’s being too humble about the tracking device he developed that we slipped into Vaughn,” Hawk said. “And while that’s helpful for us, that doesn’t mean that he’s in the same place as Blunt.”

      Morgan pointed at Hawk. “Good point. It gives us some options when we want retribution, but we’re going to need to verify his location before even getting to the point where we put together a rescue mission.”

      “I’m hoping to have that soon enough,” Mia said. “We’re tracking all cell phone signals that we picked up in the area during the Half Moon Beach exchange. The next time we receive a call from one of them, we can cross-reference it with the ones that were present at Half Moon Beach.”

      “That only works if we get proof of life,” Morgan said.

      “Then you need to demand one,” Alex said. “We don’t need to take any more risks that make us sitting ducks.”

      Morgan nodded. “I one hundred percent agree. While this has been incredibly frustrating, this isn’t a game to me. I take this very seriously, and I want you all to know how committed I am to seeing this through.”

      “It’s what we all want, isn’t it?” Hawk asked as he looked around the table at each person.

      Everyone nodded emphatically.

      “That’s the mandate you have to work with,” Hawk said as he looked at Morgan. “We all care about Blunt and hate seeing him used as a pawn.”

      “Let’s make it happen,” Morgan said. “All we need now is a call from the kidnappers, whoever they are.”
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        * * *

      

      AN HOUR LATER, Morgan was alone in her office, contemplating the best way to handle her uncle’s rescue. Hawk made it expressly clear that he wasn’t interested in leaving Blunt behind—and neither was anyone else. She concluded that her team needed to be opportunistic and ready to move once the chance arose.

      Her cell phone buzzed with a call from a number she didn’t recognize. She ran down the hall and poked her head into Mia’s office before snapping her fingers at her.

      “This is Morgan,” she said as she answered then mouthed, “This is the kidnappers,” to Mia.

      Mia scrambled over to get the number off the phone. It was obviously spoofed, but there might be something she could glean from it.

      “Director May, we are part of the consortium that has taken your uncle hostage,” a man with a British accent said. “We deeply regret the loss of your agent Brady Hawk. That’s not how the exchange was supposed to go down. We had a rogue member of our team initiate those shenanigans during the prisoner exchange. But he’s since been dealt with.”

      “Shenanigans?” she asked. “I wasn’t born yesterday. And my uncle is still in your custody and I have no idea how he’s doing.”

      “I’m sorry if something I said offends you, Director May. But that’s just how it is sometimes. We can’t be sheltered from offensive things people say forever.”

      “I don’t need to be sheltered from anything. I need to speak to my uncle.”

      “In due time. But until that moment arrives, I need you to do one more favor for us.”

      Morgan huffed a short breath through her nose. “What makes you think I’d ever want to do anything to ever help you again?”

      “Have you already forgotten that we have your uncle?”

      “And you’re going to wish you’d never taken him either.”

      “Such bravado,” the man said. “I like it. Well, anyway, I don’t want to drag out this conversation since I’m sure this call is being traced, so I’ll get straight to the point.”

      “Please do.”

      “We understand that you know how to contact the Widowmaker. We have a little assignment for him.”

      “No proof of life for Blunt, no Widowmaker. Understand?”

      The man groaned, understanding full well what she meant. “Oh, all right. I’ll call back in ten minutes.”

      Morgan hung up and relayed all the pertinent information to Mia so she could set up the tracing program.

      “Think this’ll work?” Morgan asked as she studied Mia.

      Mia shrugged. “Depends on how long you can keep them on the line. Did they say anything else noteworthy?”

      “Yeah,” Morgan said. “They want me to contact the Widowmaker and get him to help with one of their missions.”

      “So, do you even know who he is or where to find him?” Mia asked.

      Morgan winked and smiled. “Of course I do. It might be the easiest request I ever get.”

      She paused and took a deep breath, hesitating for a moment. Morgan didn’t think anyone at the office knew, but she was about to spill the secret.

      “I know the identity of the Widowmaker. It’s our very own Brady Hawk.”
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      KYIV, UKRAINE

      EDGAR VAUGHN STUMBLED FORWARD with a sack over his head, a pair of hands clutching his biceps to keep him upright. He’d been hit in the head and rendered unconscious, making him unsure of what time of day it was. The last thing he remembered was being hoisted onto a boat and speeding away from the exchange point. Then came the knock in the head.

      Vaughn tumbled to the ground, skidding to a stop amidst shouting and yelling in a language foreign to him. His hands were bound in front of him, his mouth gagged. Instinctively, he curled up in a fetal position, waiting to be pummeled or kicked by his captors. But they did neither. Instead, Vaughn heard the slamming of a metal door followed by silence. He questioned if he’d been left alone or if someone was watching his every move.

      After sitting still for a couple of minutes, he stood and tried to remove the sack over his head. It wasn’t easy given how tightly it was fastened around his neck. The twine burned as he worked it free. But when he did, there wasn’t much difference. The room was dark, pierced only by a small ray of light entering through the far wall. Vaughn investigated as much as he could, concluding that he was in a warehouse with a dirt floor and aluminum walls. However, he couldn’t tell if the light penetrating the wall was natural or from a bulb. It wasn’t much to go on, but at least he knew he wasn’t on a boat anymore.

      A few moments later, the metal door at the far end of the room creaked open and a set of lights flickered on. Vaughn spun around to find a man striding into the room. He wore a pair of white gloves and a black cloak, shrouding a dark three-piece suit. The bespectacled man twirled a cane with one hand and tapped his top hat with the other as he ambled toward Vaughn.

      “Dr. Vaughn, so nice of you to meet with me like this,” the man said. “I’ve been anxious to speak with you.”

      Vaughn scowled, unsure of how to take the man.

      Is he serious or is this an act?

      Vaughn then stifled a snicker at the thought of the man looking almost cartoonish in his appearance. But the mystery man picked up on Vaughn finding something humorous.

      “Would you like to share what you find so funny, Dr. Vaughn?”

      Vaughn shook his head. “When you get arrested for something you didn’t do and then get broken out of prison only to be handed over to an eccentric—uh, I don’t know what you are exactly, never mind who you are. But to characterize your appearance as odd might be the understatement of the year. If you don’t ask me if I own Park Place, I’m going to be disappointed.”

      “Well, I’d never ask you that since I personally know who owns it. And I know for a fact that it isn’t you.”

      Vaughn smiled. “Now that we’ve got that out of the way, what did you go through all that trouble to break me out of prison for? Because I’m one of the last people who’s in possession of any valuable intel.”

      The cloaked man shook his head. “That’s not what I heard. And I’ve got some impeccable sources.”

      “Hopefully, they aren’t the same people who told you that you have a great sense of fashion.”

      “He shares government secrets and cracks jokes. We’ve got a true modern man, ladies and gentlemen, a renaissance man, one who isn’t owned or persuaded by the ruling elite.”

      “Sounds pretty accurate to me,” Vaughn said.

      “At least, that’s what you want me to believe about you. But I know the truth. You’d sell your soul for a bowl of soup.”

      “I won’t deny that I’ve made some poor choices in my life, even some regarding my allegiance to my country. But if you think I’m just going to tell you everything I know because you went to great lengths to get me out of prison, you’ve got me all wrong.”

      The cloaked man gestured toward a small table and a pair of chairs against the opposite wall. “Please, let’s have a seat and talk about this.”

      “I’d rather stand,” Vaughn said. “Besides, I don’t think we have much to talk about.”

      “Oh, I doubt that. In fact, I’d hazard a guess that we’re on the same page about many things.”

      Vaughn gazed at the ground before looking up at his captor. “Such as?”

      “How the majority of the world’s wealth is controlled,” he said, gesturing again toward the table.

      Vaughn limped toward the table with the man, talking as they went. “It used to be more tolerable, but it’s been a shrinking number for quite a while now. And that spells trouble for the common man.”

      The cloaked man clapped his gloved hands together and smiled broadly. “See? You’re getting it already. We’re agreeing and we’ve hardly been talking five minutes.”

      “I dare say that’s a confrontational opinion, unless you’re running in the circles of oligarchs.”

      “What are you suggesting, Dr. Vaughn?”

      “I think it’s pretty clear. My position on who possesses wealth in this world isn’t a controversial one unless you’re hanging out in the sauna of a private club with membership dues costing a million euros a year or more. Unless you’re one of those people, I’d be surprised if you didn’t agree with me.”

      The two men sat down across from each other at the small table.

      “What about your views on nuclear proliferation?”

      “That’s an easy one,” Vaughn said. “I think that needs to end, like yesterday. But there are plenty of nations—our own included—that are intent on amassing as many weapons as possible and handing out threats like they were Halloween candy.”

      “You see, Dr. Vaughn, I don’t need to align with all of your positions—just the ones that matter the most to me. And I think the idea that the world needs less nuclear weapons and not more is a position we can both agree is best for maintaining peace in the world.”

      “That’s one way of looking at it.”

      “But not how you see it?” the cloaked man asked.

      “No, I still see it that way. But I’ve had plenty of time to think for the past few years, and I can see how people arrive at a different place than you and I.”

      “But our views are right, are they not?”

      “I always hold views that I deem to be right. Doesn’t mean I always am.”

      “However, you know you are when it comes to nuclear weapons, correct?”

      Vaughn shrugged. “I’d like to think so, but that’s not really for me to decide.”

      “Regardless of your ambivalence, would you consider working with me?”

      Vaughn glanced down at his hands bound together. “I don’t think so. Your heavy-handed approach isn’t appealing to me.”

      “Perhaps you’ve confused me with someone else.”

      Vaughn shook his head. “I’ve been listening closely to you. Your arrogance has turned me off.”

      “Then maybe I should just turn you back over to the CIA, let them decide how they mete out justice with you.”

      Vaughn paused. His past sins—those egregious crimes committed against his own government—made him a hated enemy of the U.S. intelligence community. There was no atoning for his actions other than living out his days in solitary confinement, his humanity being stripped from him minute by minute. Without any due process, Vaughn realized long ago that the CIA never had any intention of releasing him for any reason. And even if he was wary of the cloaked man standing in front of him, at least he offered a way out, a sliver of hope, no matter how small.

      “I don’t like being coerced in this manner,” Vaughn said. “I find it despicable.”

      “More despicable than being treated like an unwanted dog?”

      Vaughn shook his head. “I’m aware of my situation. And I know you wanted me out for a reason, risking exposure and assets and resources all on the hope that I would tell you what you were dying to know.”

      “And?”

      “Andy maybe it’s time that I put aside grudges that I’ve held for so long and do the right thing for me for a change,” Vaughn said. “If you moved mountains just to convince me that we could make a great team then I should listen, right?”

      “Of course you should,” the man said as he stood and resumed twirling his cane. “I’m quite confident that what I have to say will result in you telling me what I’ve been begging to know. And that information could result in a radical transference of power.”

      Vaughn eyed the man closely. “So you want to play kingmaker?”

      “I want to help people into power whose sole focus and goal in life is to create a better world.”

      “A better world by whose definition?”

      “Mine, of course,” the caped man said. “Don’t you trust yourself to have in mind the best interest for all the world? After all, isn’t that how you landed in custody in the first place?”

      Vaughn said nothing, his eyes drifting to the table as he shifted in his seat. He knew better than to trust the man sitting across the table. But getting remanded to the CIA would just result in more years of the life slowly being sucked out of him. However, if he agreed to work with this man, Vaughn could secure his freedom, maybe even do something meaningful with what was left of his life.

      “Is this really all that difficult of a decision for you?” the man asked.

      Vaughn pursed his lips and squinted. “It’s been years since I’ve had to make any decision at all. And when I finally do have a chance to make one, it might be the single most important one I’ve ever made in my life. So, if you don’t mind, I’d like a minute.”

      He’d already made up his mind, but when it came to making deals, he had long since learned that the leverage rested with the more desperate party. And if the cloaked man was desperate enough to entrap a top operative and coerce him to break out a disgraced intelligence officer from prison, there was something Vaughn had that he was willing to do just about anything to get.

      “Take all the time you need,” the man said. “Just don’t drag out the process. Time is still of the essence.”

      Vaughn sighed and stared upward, his eyes bouncing from one side of the room to the other. After another minute, he nodded his head.

      “Okay, Mr.—”

      The cloaked man waved dismissively. “My name is not important.”

      “Fine. Mister, I think I’ll help you.”

      “You’ve made a wonderful decision,” the cloaked man said as a hint of a smile appeared at the edge of his mouth.

      “So, what is it that you’re just dying to know?” Vaughn asked.

      “I want you to tell me where all the U.S. nuclear missile silos are located,” he said as he slammed a piece of paper and a pen down on the table. “Every last one of them.”
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      UNDISCLOSED LOCATION

      J.D. BLUNT CLOSED HIS eyes and cringed as the blaring noise echoed off the stone walls. If the musty smell mixed with a gaseous odor wasn’t torture enough, the strobe lights and what could only loosely be described as music thumped through the speakers. He’d once come across a radio station playing something similar while Morgan was riding around with him, and she told him it was called “screamer music.” If Blunt had any energy, he would’ve screamed back. But he was tired and thirsty—and ready to murder someone if the sensory overload persisted.

      A couple of minutes later, an armed guard sauntered into the room and tapped the power button on the speaker. Blunt noted that the only thing that made him fear the man was his gun. Otherwise, he was little more than a string bean, and a young one at that. Blunt estimated the man couldn’t have been any older than 25.

      “God, I hate that noise,” the young man said in a tinged South African accent.

      “I’m sure he hates it too,” Blunt cracked, drawing a slight smile from the man. “So, you’re probably in good company.”

      “I’d rather bang my head against a rock than listen to that shit.”

      “Since I’ve become an expert in screamer music over the past few days, I’d venture to say that’s how they make that music. They bang their heads and shout in agony while someone records it all.”

      The young man smiled again. “Are you always this humorous, Mr. B?”

      “Yes, even when I’m tied to a chair,” Blunt said. “But don’t worry, I’ll be here all week, according to the guy I spoke with this morning.”

      “Who? Chet?”

      Blunt shrugged. “Nobody here wears name tags.”

      “Big guy, dark hair—well, what’s left of it anyway—and slightly overweight with his shirt fitted a wee bit tight?”

      “Sounds about right,” Blunt said.

      “That’s Chet. And he doesn’t know anything.”

      “Based on our conversation earlier today, he knows it all. As in, he knows everything.”

      “He thinks he does, which is the problem. But he’s lower on the totem pole than I am. Yet to be fair, I haven’t heard any news about moving you.”

      “Moving me from where to where?” Blunt asked.

      “Ahh,” the man said, holding his index finger in the air, “that was sly. But I’m not about to slip up and tell you anything like that. I barely know myself what city we’re going to these days.”

      “So you travel around a lot?” Blunt asked.

      The young man nodded.

      “What is this? A circus? Oh, please tell me I’ve been abducted by members of a circus. My mother always told me she thought I’d run away and join the circus one day. And it was about the only thing she got wrong about me. But I’m willing to let my mother—God rest her soul—be right one more time, even if she’s not here to see it.”

      The man chuckled again. “If you keep this up, we will have to have open mic night so you can go through your stand-up routine.”

      “Look, I know this might come as a surprise to you, but I don’t really like it here. The food is awful, the music they pipe into my room is even worse, and I’ve yet to receive a checkout date. It’s almost like this is literally Hotel California with a really bad cover band playing it fifty times faster than it was written.”

      “Well, I have no idea what you’re talking about, but it sounds awful.”

      “You’ve never heard of The Eagles?” Blunt asked with a furrowed brow.

      The man shook his head. “Are they famous where you’re from?”

      “The question is, are they famous here?”

      “Here in—” The man stopped cold. “You almost got me there, Mr. B.”

      Blunt offered a sheepish grin. “It was worth a shot.”

      “If I tell you where you are, it’ll get me shot, unfortunately. But you already know that.”

      “Quite frankly, I don’t know much of anything these days, other than how to reel in Red Snappers and Blue Marlins. Makes me wonder why I’m here at all, unless your boss needs a tutorial on how to fish in the ocean.”

      “I doubt he could cast a line into the water.”

      “But I bet you can fish,” Blunt said.

      “What makes you think that?” the man asked.

      Before Blunt could respond, the door swung open and two men marched inside. One went straight for Blunt, while the other one, who had a long scar that ran diagonally across his face, stared at Blunt’s guard.

      “Who said you could turn off the music?”

      “I was getting a headache,” the young man said.

      “Well, Peter, next time you do something like that you’ll have to answer to me.”

      Peter sneered at Scar Face. “We’re not supposed to use first names, Daniel. Mr. B’s still here and last I checked, he hasn’t gone deaf.”

      “Who gives a shit if he knows our names or even knows that we’re in the Decodenes Islands? He’s gonna be dead before long anyway.”

      Blunt shuddered as soon as Scar Face said the words aloud. The moment Blunt was abducted, he knew he might never see the light of day again. But the finality of it made him sick, even more so when he thought about how he was being used to play on the emotions of those who cared about him. Morgan, Hawk, Alex, Big Earv, Mia—they were all being manipulated to get what the madman who’d orchestrated everything wanted.

      Scar Face loosened Blunt’s bindings and then marched him toward the door. Scar Face quickly joined after he finished dressing down Peter.

      They hustled Blunt down a long corridor, stopping outside a door at the end. Scar Face blindfolded Blunt before entering the room.

      “He’s here,” another man said. “Good. Place the call.”

      Blunt was shoved into a chair, held down by a pair of hands on his shoulders. He listened as a phone call was placed on speaker. On the third ring, Blunt heard Morgan’s familiar voice answer.

      “You wanted proof of life, so here it is,” the man said with a growl.

      “Uncle J.D.? Is that you?” Morgan asked.

      “It’s me, honey,” Blunt said. “Don’t do it. Whatever they’re telling you to do, don’t—”

      Blunt couldn’t finish as someone slapped him in the face and then punched him in the gut.

      “Get him out of here,” the man bellowed.

      “Uncle J.D., are you still there?” Morgan called out.

      “I’ll let you speak to him again once you do what I ask,” the man said.

      “Don’t do it!” Blunt cried.

      This time, one of the men punched Blunt twice in the gut, resulting in a short coughing fit as they dragged him out of the room. After they trudged down the hallway, they flung him into the room.

      Blunt tumbled to the ground as the screamer music started blaring again. Peter rushed over to help him up and remove the blindfold.

      “Thank you, Peter, but I think I’d rather keep this on,” Blunt said. “It’s the only way I can tolerate the strobe lights.”

      Peter froze. “You know my name.”

      “And you know mine. Guess we’re friends now.”

      “If you consider us friends, I’d hate to see your enemies,” Peter said.

      “You sure would. None of them would turn off that music for me.”

      Peter strode over to the speaker and looked at the device connected to it. Seconds later, he switched off the screamer music and put on Hotel California.

      “I’d hate for Scar Face to beat you up on my account,” Blunt said.

      “It’d be worth it to not have to listen to his music for just a few more minutes. Besides, I think his shift is over for the night.”

      “Then that’s good for both us,” Blunt said. “Just as long as I make it through the night.”

      “I’ll watch out for you, Mr. B,” Peter said as he put his handle on the door. “I have to make sure you’re gonna truly be here all week. I need more jokes—and some fishing tips.”

      Blunt chuckled until the door shut. Then he tried to hold back the tears.

    

  







            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    




      LOS ANGELES

      MORGAN PULLED OPEN THE bottom drawer of her desk and studied the flask resting on top of a handful of books. It was that kind of day, that kind of week. She wanted something to take the edge off of what felt like a slow death march, especially now that she’d received the captor’s demands, including a proof of life call.

      She wasn’t much of a praying woman, but she’d started again for the past few days. At first her prayers were little more than something someone might say while making a wish before tossing a quarter into a water fountain. But with each passing night, she harkened back to her roots growing up in a small Baptist church in Texas with her mother, her prayers more intense and heartfelt. Her uncle’s life hung in the balance—and it might not be the only one either.

      Despite Morgan’s strong intuition against it, she approved Hawk’s request to reprise his role as the Widowmaker. Her professional side told her it was insane, while her human side said she couldn’t. Not that it would stop Hawk. When he determined to do something, there was little anyone, including Alex, could do to persuade him otherwise. And with Blunt like a father to Hawk, he wasn’t about to accept an order to stand down. However, Morgan couldn’t help but feel like she was on the verge of losing two important people in her life—one she adored and admired, while the other she appreciated and found inspiring.

      After she spoke privately to Hawk about the mission, Morgan gathered the entire Magnum Group team in the conference room to update them and discuss the next steps. The questions started rolling toward her like a tidal wave before she even had a chance to sit down.

      “Did you get a proof of life?” Alex asked.

      “Is Blunt okay?” Mia chirped in.

      Then more questions. “Do we have Dr. Z’s plans back?” “When are we leaving?” “Who’s going to provide support on this mission?”

      “Quiet,” she snapped, her voice several decibels louder than when she was really upset. “If you’ll all just give me a damn minute, I can answer all your questions.”

      She exhaled and then sat down in her chair. After collecting a stack of papers in front of her and straightening them on the table, she clasped her hands and forced a smile.

      “Now, where were we?” she said. “Let’s see. I’m going to start with an update on J.D. Blunt.

      Morgan covered her mouth and looked toward the ceiling. She subtly shook her head and fought back tears.

      “Oh, boy,” she said, her voice quaking. “I didn’t know this was going to be so hard.”

      Another deep breath.

      “Okay, I received a call this afternoon from Blunt’s abductors. And before you ask, we still don’t know who they are. But I did at least get assurances that my uncle is still very much alive, doing exactly what you’d expect him to be doing—begging us not to do what they asked. I didn’t get to speak long, but I heard his voice and taped the call so we could get a digital confirmation with his voice. And I’m pleased to report that it was indeed him. That’s the good news. But it’s all downhill from here.”

      She took a sip of water before continuing.

      “Not all downhill,” Dr. Z said.

      “That’s true. Big Earv did secure your weapons plans meaning that we can avoid a high body count on this mission to keep the White House happy.”

      “Define high,” Hawk said.

      “Maybe I should say unnecessarily high,” Morgan said. “The White House is dreaming if they think there won’t be any casualties on our missions. But the lower the number, the less we have to worry about drawing extra scrutiny from the committee and the agency about how we conduct our business. Agreed?”

      Almost everyone at the table nodded, except Hawk. Morgan wasn’t sure what to make of his refusal to at least acknowledge her statement, but she ignored it and moved on. Frankly, she didn’t care how many bodies he stacked up as long as it meant getting Blunt back. She could deal with the fallout later.

      “Now, we don’t know the nature of Hawk’s—excuse me—the Widowmaker’s mission, but we do know that he’s been asked to fly to Paris. Maybe not so coincidentally, that’s also where the G8 Summit is being held this week.”

      “Who’s your best guess on the target?” Alex asked.

      “At this point, I don’t want to speculate,” Morgan said. “If I thought it was President Norris, that’d be something to warn him about, which might also jeopardize what we’re trying to do. But there are a lot of high value targets attending the meeting in Paris, so it could be any of them.”

      “Like Russian president Dmitry Karelin?” Mia asked.

      “Like I said, I don’t want to speculate right now. But we still don’t know the end game of the people who abducted Blunt. They’ve already established how untrustworthy they are, and I’m not so sure this isn’t some kind of game designed to entrap us. Nevertheless, we have to play it right now and keep playing it as long as we can until we get some actionable intel on Blunt’s location.”

      Mia furrowed her brow. “But we’re not going to assassinate anyone, are we?”

      Morgan shook her head. “That’s off the table for us. I know my uncle would never want that. However, the problem we’re facing right now as it pertains to getting him back is we don’t know where they are. Until then, we’re forced to go along with their requests—or at least act like we’re going along with them.”

      “They could ask me to shoot Norris, too,” Hawk said.

      “Let’s hope we don’t reach that point where we have to figure out a way around this. For the moment, this buys us more time to unearth where these people are hiding my uncle. And that’s all we can do right now.”

      Hawk grunted.

      “You have something to say, Agent Hawk?” Morgan asked.

      He sat up in his seat and leaned forward on the table. “I think whoever these people are—if they’re not affiliated with The Alliance—they’re trying to start a world war between the U.S. and Russia.”

      “What makes you think that?” Morgan asked.

      “Sending an assassin to the G8 Summit means they definitely intend to provoke at least one country at that meeting,” Hawk said. “And then there’s the fact that they wanted Edgar Vaughn so badly.”

      “He’s been in custody for years,” Morgan said. “Any intel he has would have to be outdated.”

      “Not necessarily,” Hawk said. “Vaughn knows things about our country’s nuclear weapons program that hardly anyone at the Pentagon knows about. He shared some things with me about what he knows that’s quite frightening. I’ve been doing this a while and there aren’t many things that send a shiver down my spine. But he told me some things that made me start to wonder if we aren’t standing on the precipice of a nuclear war—at least the kind that someone would like to start.”

      “What did Vaughn tell you?” Morgan asked.

      “I’ll tell you after the meeting,” Hawk said. “But it’s not good. And with this group asking for the Widowmaker, I’m getting a clearer picture of what’s about to happen.”

      Morgan crossed her arms and sighed. “We’ll reconvene after everyone has put together action plans for this special op.”

      She asked Hawk to stay behind.

      “How bad is it?” she asked.

      “In and of itself, I didn’t think much of it,” Hawk said. “But now knowing where they want me to go and who they’re likely to have me target, we’re going to have to negotiate these waters very carefully, especially if we want to get Blunt back.”

      She leaned back in her chair and listened to Hawk’s retelling of his conversation with Vaughn. And Hawk was right—the entire scenario was more terrifying than she’d ever imagined.
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      LANGLEY, VIRGINIA

      ROBERT BESSERMAN FLIPPED THROUGH the pictures that had just arrived on his desk. One by one, he inspected them, selecting the images that would be the most damaging. He felt a twinge of guilt that he quickly dismissed. As long as he’d been in Washington, he vowed never to play dirty, to let the facts lead to the truth and be satisfied with the fallout, even if it wasn’t what he hoped for. But this situation was different—and that strategy wasn’t working.

      His phone buzzed with a text.

      
        
        Are you satisfied with the results?

      

      

      Besserman couldn’t imagine being more pleased with what he saw—Larry Yelton at dinner with a woman who’d sold secrets to the Chinese. It wasn’t her, but it looked like her. And that was all that mattered at the moment. Seed enough doubt with Emma Washburn and the president that Yelton was not only dangerous to the administration’s reputation as being trustworthy but also that he was dangerous to national security. If they trusted their eyes, Besserman knew they’d be fools to try to replace him with Yelton, no matter how much campaign support was at stake. Leaking these photos with the news that Norris was looking to install Yelton as the new director of the CIA would almost immediately sink the president’s re-election bid.

      Besserman understood that his plan wasn’t foolproof, but all he needed was to make the administration uncomfortable to the point that they’d rethink what they were doing. It’d also give him more time to prove that he was the right man for the job at the right time—and the best person available.

      The pressure Besserman felt in winnowing down the photos to show Norris felt enormous. He hemmed and hawed over the last one before just snatching it off his desk and shoving it into the envelope.

      As he stood to personally deliver the package to the White House, his phone rang. He sat back down to take the call.

      “Morgan May, how the hell are ya today?”

      “Now’s probably not the right time to be asking me that question.”

      “Another crisis brewing?”

      “Crisis seems like such a woefully inept word to use when talking about what could become a nuclear war.”

      “Whoa, slow down. Nuclear? Where are you getting that information from?”

      “Edgar Vaughn.”

      “I thought I read in your last report that he was back in the custody of J.D. Blunt’s abductors?”

      “Yeah, but Agent Hawk had the opportunity to spend plenty of time with Vaughn before handing him over. And he was quite forthcoming with why whoever these men are went to such trouble to break him out of that CIA black site in Rabat.”

      “Well, of course, Morgan. Vaughn had extensive knowledge of our nuclear weapons’ program. Everybody knows that.”

      She sighed. “Look, there’s absolutely no way I’m authorized to know what I’m about to tell you. It might not be news to you, but the fact that Vaughn knew about this might be the real reason somebody wanted him.”

      “Try me.”

      “Have you ever heard of Project Tinsel Man?”

      “Sounds familiar. Want to jog my memory?”

      “During the height of the Cold War, the Pentagon tried to push the envelope on its weapons development. The only problem was they couldn’t build a power source strong enough to create this new nuclear arsenal without alerting the Russians. As you might recall, I understand that Russian spies were everywhere and had infiltrated every aspect of our government. Their satellite surveillance technology was ahead of our own, and if we started building something of this size in the desert somewhere, they’d know all about it. Our plans would be stolen before we could finish building the weapon. The Pentagon refused to allow this technology to fall into anyone’s hands, so they decided to put the facility in a place that nobody would ever think to look—right under the booming metropolis of New York City.”

      Besserman tapped the envelope on his desk. “This is a great history lesson, but I’m not sure I see where you’re going with this.”

      “When the Pentagon finally shut down the facility, they couldn’t move anything out of there without admitting what they’d done.”

      “So, they just left it?”

      “Not all of it. They managed to sneak some of it out. But they built a special containment layer to protect the weapons. But it’s still there.”

      “I’ll let the president know about this. We should be able to get some security down there to protect it.”

      “He won’t appreciate you doing this through any proper channels,” Morgan said. “If you make this an official request, it could come up through a Freedom of Information Act request, exposing what’s going on beneath the country’s most populated city. It’d be a nightmare for him. You’ll have to tell him in person. And then he can figure out how to navigate the red tape to avoid exposing the program.”

      “I can do that.”

      “But that’s not all,” she said.

      “What else did Vaughn tell you?”

      “Hidden beneath Fort Totten in Queens, there’s a missile launch site built beneath the street level. And, according to Vaughn, it’s still active. The military has no official record of it, but it can launch up to a half-dozen missiles at Moscow and St. Petersburg in a matter of minutes. The missiles are supposedly far more powerful than conventional nukes and are strapped to a rocket that travels at almost twice the speed as the ones we have in North Dakota. However, it also makes them highly unstable. Vaughn says they never tested the weapons, but they’re all still there. And he’s one of the few people who knows how to get to them.”

      “But they’re worthless without the launch codes.”

      “And that’s the kicker,” Morgan said. “These missiles don’t have launch codes, a fail-safe in case the president and the codes were lost in an attack. There are instructions on how to operate these at NORAD, but this isn’t common knowledge.”

      “You’re just full of good news today, aren’t you?”

      “I wish that was it.”

      “Morgan, I’m going to develop an ulcer before I hang up.”

      “That’s funny. I want to laugh, but this is all too grave news for me to chuckle at.”

      “Continue.”

      “With Blunt still being held by his captors, they want to ransom him for a favor.”

      “What kind of favor?”

      “They want Hawk to go to Paris for the G8 Summit where he’ll receive instructions later. Now, I’m not sure you recall this about Hawk, but he was a deadeye sniper when he was with the SEALS. And there are plenty of public events that will put the leaders from all eight countries in a vulnerable situation. Hawk won’t kill anyone, of course. And we don’t know who the target is yet, but it’s all troubling to be sure.”

      “I’ll let Norris know about this,” Besserman said. “Now, I’ve got a busy day, but is there anything else you want to dampen my spirits with before I go?”

      “That’s enough for now,” she said. “Good luck and keep me posted.”

      Besserman hung up and collapsed into his chair. He let out a long breath as he tried to digest everything he’d just heard. But there wasn’t time to ponder all the implications. He needed to let President Norris know all of this and more before the nation paid a heavy price for its secrets falling into the wrong hands.
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        * * *

      

      BESSERMAN CALLED Emma Washburn as he drove to the White House, but she didn’t pick up.

      He parked quickly and hurried to the guard house to check in. The usual guy wasn’t there, meaning he had to stop and show his credentials and place his hand on a scanner—things he didn’t have time for.

      The guard took Besserman’s card and scanned it. A red light flashed and the guard scowled.

      “Is something wrong?” Besserman asked.

      “Looks like your security clearance has been revoked.”

      “Revoked? I’m the director of the CIA.”

      “I don’t care if you’re Thor, I have strict orders not to let anyone by here who doesn’t have authorization to be on the grounds.”

      Besserman narrowed his eyes. “You don’t recognize me?”

      “Of course I know who you are, sir. I’ve just been trained to refuse entry to anyone whose card doesn’t scan green. And yours didn’t.”

      “Get me Victor Lloyd on the line right now.”

      “Why don’t you call him yourself if you’re so close?”

      Besserman peered more closely at the man’s badge. “You’ll be working like a mall cop, patrolling the gift shop of some obscure national monument somewhere if you don’t call Victor Lloyd this instant.”

      The guard sighed. “Whatever, man. You win.”

      He dialed Lloyd’s number and then had a brief conversation before hanging up.

      “What’d he say?” Besserman asked.

      “He’s on his way.”

      Besserman drummed his fingers on the counter as he waited for Lloyd to show up. The Secret Service director had been asked to run resistance against Besserman in the past, but that didn’t hamper their relationship. The two men remained good friends despite the tension between the agency and the White House administration.

      When Lloyd strode up to the gate, he pointed at Besserman. “If you just wanted to say hello, you could’ve done it another way.”

      Besserman offered a weak smile. “I assure you that I’d rather catch up under different terms, but I’ve got a serious problem that I need to speak with the president about immediately.”

      “That bad, huh?”

      Besserman nodded.

      “You should’ve tried calling ahead. It’s a little chaotic right now as the president is preparing to leave for the G8 Summit.”

      “When is he leaving?”

      Lloyd looked skyward as a Marine One helicopter soared overhead. “He’s about to get picked up right now.”

      “Look, I know you’ve got your orders, but there are going to be dire consequences for the nation’s security, let alone Norris’s re-election bid, if I can’t speak with him before he leaves.”

      “Okay, come with me.”

      Lloyd and Besserman hustled across the White House lawn. Along the way, Lloyd notified his team that the CIA director needed to speak with the president while he walked to the helicopter.

      “I know it’s not much time, but that’s all I can get you,” Lloyd said.

      “I’ll make it work,” Besserman said.

      As they reached the door, agents surrounded Norris as he headed toward Marine One. He glanced at Besserman and shook his head.

      “Come on, Bobby. Don’t you know when to quit?”

      “Look, Franklin, we’ve known each other a long time. You need to trust me when I tell you that there are some serious issues going on, starting with a possible attack at the G8 Summit.”

      “How come I haven’t read anything about that in my security briefings?” Norris asked.

      “Beats me, but these threats are real and should be taken seriously.”

      Then Besserman tried to hand a package to Norris, which was quickly intercepted by a Secret Service agent. Besserman rolled his eyes.

      “Come on, Franklin. Tell this guy you can trust me not to hand you anything laced with anthrax.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Norris said. “I’m not interested in what you came to give me—unless, of course, it’s your resignation letter.”

      “You’re wanting to install a guy in my position who is documented to be communicating regularly with a Chinese attache known to be a spy,” Besserman said. “All the proof you need is right there in that envelope. Don’t be stupid.”

      “Bobby, when are you going to leave well enough alone?” Norris asked. “We won’t be meeting again. You understand? I’m suspending you for now, revoking your security access. And if you don’t turn in your resignation letter by the time I get back, I’ll be firing you. Is that clear?”

      “But, sir—”

      Norris held up his hand and shook his head before nodding knowingly at one of the Secret Service agents. The man stepped between Norris and Besserman, allowing the president to continue walking toward Marine One.

      Besserman turned around and noticed Emma Washburn being escorted to the chopper to join Norris.

      “Emma, talk some sense into him, will you?” Besserman pleaded.

      “I’m not a miracle worker, Bobby,” she said as she kept walking.

      Besserman put his hands on his hips as he watched them climb onto the helicopter and take off.

      “Sir,” the agent said to Norris, “it’s time for you to leave.”

      Besserman’s shoulders slumped as he walked off the grounds. He couldn’t help but feel that things were about to get much worse.
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      SOMEWHERE OVER THE ATLANTIC

      HAWK YAWNED AS HE checked his watch. Bouncing between time zones always made him a little disoriented and messed with his sleep schedule. During most assignments, he wouldn’t care as much since he was the one who dictated when things would happen. But not this time. He was technically working for someone else and had to adhere to their schedule.

      He leaned back in his seat as the jet engines hummed thirty-thousand feet over the Atlantic Ocean. With his eyes closed, he felt himself slipping into dreamland.

      “Sleepy?” Alex asked as she slipped behind Hawk and started massaging his shoulders. Her fingers worked their magic, simultaneously relaxing him yet also waking him up.

      “If you keep doing that, I might fall asleep for good in the next five minutes,” he said.

      “So, you want me to stop?”

      “Not at all,” he said. “I’d love to fall asleep to pass the time. These transatlantic flights are the worst.”

      “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but we still have plenty of work to do,” she said as she dropped a piece of paper into his lap.

      “What’s this? And who sent it to you?” Hawk asked as he picked it up and began to scan the page.

      “Morgan just emailed this to us—it’s the president’s schedule while he’s at the G8 Summit this week.”

      “With a quick glance at this, I can see several events where he’ll be extremely vulnerable.”

      “This looks like a security nightmare to me,” she said. “But Morgan said the administration has been assured that everywhere they go will be secured.”

      “It’s hard to hide from the Widowmaker,” she said with a faint smile.

      Hawk forced a grin, though every time he heard that name, he winced. After the Phoenix Foundation dissolved, he and Alex were left to fend for work on their own. She consulted with a Washington defense contractor, spending most of her day behind a desk. But Hawk struggled to find anything suitable, especially the kind of positions that required him to be stationary all day. He learned about a temporary special project with the CIA that leveraged his skills as an assassin. While Alex wasn’t thrilled about Hawk working for the agency on such independent terms, she recognized his need to be out in the field again.

      But Hawk wasn’t prepared for what he was about to see, much less what he’d have to do.

      During his time with the agency, Hawk assassinated three world leaders, though two of them were from African nations that barely drew an acknowledgment from the global media and other world leaders. The third one was a secretive assassination, the kind that happens when one is left alone with a weapon and a penchant for drinking while depressed. The Belgian prime minister Peeters Diallo was found dead, presumed to have shot himself given all the evidence. But it was actually Hawk’s work as the Widowmaker.

      While the agency had been careful to keep his exploits a secret, word got around that there was an independent assassin drifting from job to job. He went by the name the Widowmaker and was rumored to be a former CIA officer. The fact that so many people knew he even existed irked Hawk. With that many people aware of this new stealthy assassin, eventually someone would figure out who he was. And while that hadn’t happened yet, the notion that there was an assassin for hire out there who could be contacted and willing to eliminate a world leader was disconcerting to Hawk. The only saving grace he had was that his assignments consisted of eliminating tyrants and dictators who’d seized power illegally. It wasn’t his first choice for employment, but he needed something to pay the bills, something that put him out in the wild.

      But in a way, that choice had come back to haunt him now, while also presenting him with an opportunity to save Blunt. Hawk found himself in a difficult place, but a navigable one if he handled it just right.

      After Alex finished with her massage, he sat up and looked at her. “I’m wide awake now. Want to look at the new toys Dr. Z gave us?”

      Alex smiled and nodded. “I hear they sent us with a handful of goodies, but with the caveat that we have to call Dr. Z and let him walk us through everything.”

      “This should be fun,” Hawk said as he dialed Dr. Z’s number.

      Moments later, the Doc was talking with them on Hawk’s phone.

      “Have you had a chance to look over everything yet?” Dr. Z asked.

      Hawk shook his head. “I thought I’d let you walk us through everything.”

      “I’d be honored to do so,” Dr. Z said. “Show me the trunk.”

      Hawk pointed his phone toward the large trunk positioned against the side wall of the cabin. He opened it and scanned the contents.

      “Okay, do you see that device to your right?” Dr. Z said.

      “The rifle?” Hawk asked.

      “That’s the one. Pick it up and let’s talk about it.”

      Dr. Z proceeded to explain that the weapon was a long-range ultrasonic rifle that didn’t fire bullets, merely pellets. “A concentrated ultrasonic blast will put a person down and create an immense amount of pain. And then pellets will explode on contact, leading the person to believe they’ve been shot. It’ll also be highly effective for television, convincing viewers that they’ve just witnessed someone being shot.”

      “You saved this for us and didn’t market it to Hollywood?” Hawk asked.

      “They’d screw it up somehow. I learned a long time ago that Hollywood isn’t the best test group nor are they good at figuring out how to utilize new technologies. But spies? They’re creative and always trying to get an edge.”

      “Well, this was worth the effort Big Earv put into going after the schematics, right?”

      “Absolutely,” Dr. Z said. “With an effective aim, you can hit someone from up to a mile away, knocking them to the ground. The pellet that comes with it will hit the target within milliseconds after the targeted ultrasonic hit. To the naked eye, it’ll appear as those they happened simultaneously. Even if it’s recorded and slowed down, it’ll be difficult to distinguish much of a difference.”

      “Excellent,” Hawk said as he dug into the chest with his hand. “But what about these?”

      He held up a pair of car keys.

      “That’s for a vehicle awaiting you at the airport. I incorporated my cloaking device into it. I’ve been working on that project for a while, flying back and forth between here and Switzerland where I’d been working on it at a motor vehicle lab. Once I saw how it turned out, I asked that they ship it to Paris. It’s supposed to be left at the airport when you land. I’ll text you with the coordinates when I receive them.”

      “So this car can make me disappear?”

      “That’s the idea,” Dr. Z said. “But you can’t be moving. If you’re still, you can vanish into thin air. We’re still working on how to implement that technology while you’re going seventy miles an hour on the autobahn, though that could be very dangerous. So, still lots of kinks to work out.”

      “Anything else I need to know about?” Hawk asked.

      “Everything else is self-explanatory, but I left you a few more goodies in there. Good luck with your mission, Agent Hawk. I look forward to seeing you back here soon.”

      “Of course, Dr. Z. I’ll be back—that much you can count on.”

      Hawk ended the call and then looked at Alex, who stared slack-jawed at the tranche of gadgets teeming out of the chest.

      “Leave it to Dr. Z,” she said. “He can take an ordinary assignment and make it extraordinary with everything he gives you.”

      “You can say that again. That car is going to come in handy, that much I’ll guarantee.”

      Hawk had seen ultrasonic weapons before. Colton Industries, a weapons manufacturer run by a man who portended to be Hawk’s father, created a PUB-47 gun that was effective at knocking out large machinery and blasting property with little effort. However, it wasn’t as concentrated, creating a wide swath of destruction. Dr. Z’s gun was more refined and focused, the kind of weapon that could pinpoint a small area. With the right setting, it could either create intense pain for a human or send a concentrated blast at an inanimate object. With Dr. Z’s invention, Hawk controlled the outcome. And he would need to if he were assigned to take out a global leader with the world watching. The paint packet launched at the same time would create the illusion necessary for him to succeed. Hawk had no doubt conspiracy theorists would parse the video, but they’d be dismissed and explained away, just like they always were. The only person Hawk had to convince were the ones holding Blunt. Once they were convinced that the target was dead, the nightmare would be over—at least, he hoped it would.
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        * * *

      

      UPON LANDING IN PARIS around noon, Hawk and Alex lugged their equipment off the aircraft and headed to a car rental counter. Hawk rented a practical SUV while Alex chose a van so she could monitor the happenings over the next few days.

      They drove downtown and spent the afternoon strolling the streets of Paris together. As sunset drew near, they headed toward the Eiffel Tower for a romantic end to their day.

      “This was just what I needed,” Alex said as she squeezed Hawk’s hand. “It’s easy to lose sight of each other in the midst of a mission like this.”

      Hawk nodded. “We’re a team, honey. And no matter what happens over the next few days, just know that we’re in this together.”

      They ascended the Eiffel Tower, arriving near the top of the lookout platform. After strolling around and staring at the city’s winking lights, Alex turned toward Hawk, her face solemn.

      “What’s wrong?” Hawk asked.

      “Oh, nothing,” she said. “I just can’t help but thinking about John Daniel right now. We’ve been gone from him for a long time, too long for my taste.”

      “We’ll get back to him soon enough. Don’t worry.”

      “But how much more are we going to miss?” she asked. “Your aunt called me to let me know that John Daniel just read his first full sentence yesterday. And she was there—not me or you. It was your aunt, which isn’t terrible, but those are the moments I don’t want to miss out on.”

      “I hate missing out on those too,” he said. “Maybe we should travel the world under a more manageable profession.”

      “Such as?”

      “Wildlife photographers? National Geographic writers? I don’t know. I’m open to ideas.”

      “Or we just stay at home and raise him on the ranch.”

      Hawk shook his head. “It’s a safe place, which is a blessing and a curse. I’m fine with him being raised on a ranch. But I can’t help but think how he’s missing out on seeing the world with us.”

      “There’ll be time for that,” Hawk said. “But if we don’t do what we’re doing, there may not be much of a world to explore—or it could be too dangerous to explore.”

      “And all that makes me sad,” she said. “I want him to see the beauty in this incredible world for himself, not just hear about it from us.”

      “Be patient. He has years ahead of him to experience what we’ve seen over the past decade or so. We just have to keep doing our job and doing it well.”

      Hawk stared out across the cityscape, mesmerized by the beauty of Paris.

      “I just want to stay here forever,” Alex said.

      “That’d be nice. But you know we have work to do.”

      She nodded. “I know. And it’s important work, too.”

      Hawk squeezed her hand as they descended the Eiffel Tower. They walked back to the parking deck hand in hand before holding each other tight for a moment.

      “Let’s get this done, and get Blunt back on that fishing boat where he belongs,” Hawk said.

      “Roger that,” she said before releasing him.

      They drove off, Hawk to his hotel assigned by Blunt’s captors, Alex to hers a block away from him.

      When Hawk reached his room, he found everything he needed to zero in on the position that the G8 Summit leaders would be in two days from now. Then he found a note.

      “Welcome, Widowmaker. We look forward to seeing the fruit of your handiwork in a short time from now. Your mark is on a picture on your bed along with a burner phone that we will communicate with you on. Once the hit is complete, contact us with your account number and we will wire you the funds. Good luck.”

      Hawk sighed as he shuffled toward his bedroom. There, he found a picture lying face up on the bed. He expected to find an image of President Norris, but he didn’t. Instead, he found a different man’s face on the image when he flipped it over.

      Instead of Norris, it was that of Russian president Dmitry Karelin.

      Hawk immediately texted Alex.

      

      
        
        We’ve got a big problem. A big, big problem.
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      UNDISCLOSED LOCATION

      EDGAR VAUGHN STUDIED THE cobblestone flooring as two men ushered him down an arched corridor. He started off by trying to avoid all the puddles caused by the drips from the ceiling, but he gave up, joining the guards as they sloshed their way forward. Overhead, dim bulbs strung together with exposed wires barely lighted their route, their breathing echoing off the brick walls in the cramped space.

      One man trailed Vaughn, while the other led the way. Although neither of them gave a hint as to what they planned to do with Vaughn, he knew.

      “Are you guys always this talkative?” Vaughn asked, trying to get the men to reveal anything.

      But neither guard uttered a word.

      Vaughn sighed and shook his head. “Tough crowd. You’d at least think if you were about to lead a man to his death that you’d at least humor him.”

      “We don’t want to be disrespectful,” one of the guards finally said. “What’s about to happen to you isn’t a joking matter.”

      Without saying it directly, the guard confirmed what Vaughn had been thinking.

      This is it? Am I ready?

      But Vaughn wasn’t. He still had one last gasp, an attempt to persuade whoever was in charge that he still possessed useful information beyond the nuclear weapons sites in the United States. There was something else he knew, something that might be enough to buy him a little extra time, maybe even present him with an opportunity to escape.

      However, nothing was for certain.

      After they meandered the corridors for a few minutes, they entered a room through an oversized door. The hinges groaned as it opened, revealing a large space with a fireplace surrounded by a sizable hearth. A man wearing a pair of glasses and a white suit stood by the hearth, one leg resting on it while he steadied himself with his cane.

      “Mr. Vaughn, it’s so nice to finally meet you,” the man said. “From what I understand, you’re been most cooperative.”

      Vaughn shrugged. “I learned a long time ago not to bite the hand that feeds me, even if it feeds me slop.”

      “I thought perhaps you might have a more grateful posture given that I had you freed from that CIA black site.”

      “Maybe I’ll be more thankful after you tell me what the hell’s going on here. Because from where I’m standing, it just seems like I traded one prison for another.”

      The man clucked his tongue as he approached Vaughn. “Now, now, Mr. Vaughn, I’m afraid you’ve misinterpreted my intentions. I simply brought you here to thank you for being so forthcoming with all the information you’ve provided my men.”

      “Based on how they threatened me, I don’t believe I had much of a choice.”

      The man twirled his cane as he paced around Vaughn. “Oh, Mr. Vaughn, we always have a choice. The problem is we don’t always like the consequences associated with our choices. But no one forced you to do anything. According to my men, you were most cooperative and gave them what they asked for. And I must say that I’m quite impressed with what you knew.”

      “I urge you to be careful with what I told them. Millions of lives are at stake. And I’m convinced just knowing that information is why the CIA locked me away.”

      “After I heard it, I wasn’t surprised that the CIA handled you the way they did. If what you know ever became public, it’d be scandalous for sure.”

      “Agreed. So, now that I told you almost everything I know, I think it’s time to let me leave.”

      The man stopped twirling his cane and stared at Vaughn, quiet for a moment before responding. “Almost everything?”

      “Yes—almost. You didn’t think I’d tell you everything, did you?”

      “Mr. Vaughn—”

      “It’s actually Doctor Vaughn, thank you very much. And surely you’re not that naive.”

      “Mister Vaughn, I’m going to set you free as soon as we’re done here.”

      Vaughn shook his head. “No, we’re already done. If you want my best piece of intel on the U.S. government, particularly a dark secret about President Norris that could give you enormous control over him in more ways than one, you need to let me go free right now.”

      “You’re not the one setting the terms right now. I am.”

      “You’re also not the one with the information. Now, you have a choice. Let me go and you’ll find out this powerful secret, or shoot me like I know you intended to do and never find out. The ball is in your court.”

      Vaughn swallowed hard once he finished. He wasn’t a psychologist, but he didn’t need to be one to tell that the man in the white suit was a little unstable at best, completely psychotic at worst. Goading the man to kill him might not have been the best move, but Vaughn figured he was already as good as dead and had nothing to lose.

      The man in the white suit crossed his arms and arched his eyebrows. “Well, you’ve just become a far more interesting person.”

      “You can drop the act,” Vaughn said. “You either want the info, which I can assure you will be incredibly valuable to you, or you don’t. If you don’t, I’m of no use to you. If you do, then the only way you’re going to get it is to set up an arrangement to let me go.”

      “Doesn’t sound like you’re giving me much of a choice.”

      “Oh, but we always have a choice,” Vaughn said with a smirk. “Now, either get this over with, or let’s make a deal. I know you don’t want to keep me around and try to torture the information out of me, which I won’t give you if that’s the alternate path you choose. Besides, you broke me out of a CIA black site detention facility. You don’t think they’re not going to continue searching for me until they find me? Now, call it a hunch, but I don’t think you want to be found.”

      The man in the white suit stroked his chin and remained silent for a few moments. He stared off in the corner of the room before eyeing Vaughn closely.

      “You drive a hard bargain, Mister Vaughn, but I think we can work something out, especially if this information is as valuable as you say it is.”

      “And if it’s not?”

      “I had you broken out of a CIA facility that isn’t supposed to exist. Don’t think there’s anywhere that I can’t find you if it turns out you’ve attempted a ruse.”

      Vaughn shook his head. “I wouldn’t dream of it. You just seem like a reasonable man who wouldn’t turn down a deal with these terms.”

      “Of course,” the man said. “Let me speak with my men and we’ll draw up a plan for your release in exchange for the delivery of this information you deem so valuable.”
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        * * *

      

      AN HOUR LATER, Vaughn clutched a phone in his hand as he walked along the road, following the man’s instructions. Vaughn was given directions to a dock about a mile away. Once he arrived there, he was to go to a private ferry company and then place a call to the only phone number programmed into the phone. After he shared his information, he would hand the phone to the ferry operator and be given passage to the mainland. From there, he’d be on his own.

      As Vaughn walked up and down the hilly landscape, he tried to figure out where he was, much less where he’d been. Two men had blindfolded him and then removed it before kicking him out of their car, dropping him off a mile from the docks. Based on the protocol, he figured he was an on island. But where exactly was the real question. It wouldn’t normally matter to Vaughn, who loved to see the world, but depending on where he was would determine how easy it would be for him to disappear.

      However, it didn’t take long for him to figure it out. He only needed to read one sign before he knew more or less where he was.

      Disappearing could be more difficult, but he couldn’t complain with where he was. But his mind suddenly grew more preoccupied with what he was about to do. He knew the secret he knew was worth exposing—but at what cost? Was it noble to give such a psychopath such power over the leader of the free world? Had Vaughn’s life not been on the line, it wouldn’t have been much of a debate. But he wasn’t afforded such a luxury. He reasoned that survival oftentimes meant abandoning principles. This wasn’t merely about the principles suddenly becoming inconvenient, and he felt justified in what he was about to do.

      When he reached the docks, he followed the instructions he’d been given. Upon calling the number in the mobile phone, he spoke to the man in the white suit and divulged the big secret.

      After Vaughn finished, he paused and then continued. “So, was that a secret worthy of letting me go?”

      “Absolutely,” the man said. “You’ve proven to be a most valuable source.”

      “Source? That’s an odd way of describing someone you abducted and then planned to kill?”

      “What can I say? Many people consider me odd. I supposed it’s just how I am. Thank you again, Doctor Vaughn. Now, hand the phone to the ferry operator.”

      Vaughn sighed in relief before giving the phone to the man behind the counter. He spoke briefly before ending the call and giving the cell back to Vaughn.

      “So,” Vaughn said, clapping his hands and then rubbing them together, “when do we leave?”

      The man behind the counter stared stoically at Vaughn and said nothing.

      “Do you speak English?” Vaughn asked.

      The man nodded slowly.

      “Then do you not understand me?”

      The man shook his head and then reached beneath the counter. He produced a gun and trained it on Vaughn.

      Vaughn raised both his hands in the air. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. The man on the phone just told me that I was free to go.”

      “He lied,” the man said before he pulled the trigger.
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      PARIS, FRANCE

      HAWK TRUDGED UP THE steps to his hotel along the Seine, hat pulled low across his brow, sunglasses still secured on his face. Venturing into Europe where there were more CCTV cameras than people always presented a challenge for him when it came to protecting his identity. And remaining anonymous was more imperative than ever given the nature of this mission.

      He checked in at the hotel under the name Blunt’s abductors had given Morgan. After Hawk placed his bags in his room located on the fifth and top floor of the building, he opened his window and peered out across the City of Lights. The Seine flowed serenely in front of him, serving as a divider between his street and the Place de la Concorde, one of Paris’s most historic and iconic public plazas. It would also be the site of another historic moment when G8 Summit leaders gathered outside the Hotel de la Marine to announce a major accord between nations working together. Hawk hoped it wouldn’t be historic for other reasons.

      He knelt in front of the window and placed his arms on the ledge. After drawing in a deep breath, he smiled faintly. Given his predicament, he shouldn’t have found anything to smile about. Blunt was still being held captive. Hawk was being coerced into assassinating a person that could spark a world war. And in the midst of this beautiful city, he wasn’t with Alex. But he soon would be, if only for a brief time.

      Hawk unpacked his gear and slid it beneath the bed. Then he grabbed a coat and wandered up to the roof for a different perspective. Ascending only a couple of meters higher than the view offered by his room wasn’t all that different except he could get a three hundred and sixty degree view of the area. He paced the perimeter of the roof, inspecting the area below to determine which areas might present the best exit routes should he need a quick getaway.

      Upon returning to his room, Hawk looked at the floor and saw a note. He picked it up and read it.

      

      Bienvenue to Paris. Thank you for participating in this assignment. We are most grateful for your services and ultimately how your actions will transform the world in a good way. Beneath your pillow is a packet with your target and instructions on when the hit is to take place. Be careful and good luck!

      

      Hawk returned the note to its envelope and then strode over to his bed. He jammed his hand beneath the pillow and found the promised packet. Without wasting any time, he opened it up and started sifting through the contents. Once he’d read everything several times and committed it to memory, he burned the details in his room’s trashcan. He collected the ashes and placed them in a small plastic bag, determined to dispose of them properly and far away from the hotel’s trash.

      Hawk adjusted his cap and flung a scarf around his neck before leaving his room again. With dusk giving way to darkness, he still wasn’t going to take any chances as he prepared to walk about the city.

      With the past few weeks filled with stress over Blunt’s abduction, Hawk and Alex had been consumed with bringing their former boss, a beloved member of their team, home to safety. But that had resulted in a disconnect in their relationship. Hawk hadn’t been able to download and process with his wife, something both of them needed, now more than ever. However, that was always the challenge. Whenever times were most tense, it always meant less time for important conversations, the kind that sustained both of them.

      And while taking a stroll together through Paris at night wasn’t necessarily the wisest action to take under the current circumstances, Hawk viewed the romantic rendezvous as essential to their well-being and, ultimately, the mission.

      Hawk locked the door to his room and headed downstairs for the mile-and-a-half walk to the Eiffel Tower. This wasn’t the first time they’d been to Paris on business, but they’d never found the opportunity to return for pleasure. This time Alex had insisted they walk around the Eiffel Tower and then take the elevator to the third floor to view the city. Hawk had readily agreed.

      After the short walk to the tower, Hawk sat down on a bench and awaited Alex. When she arrived a few minutes later clad in a dark single-breasted Jayden coat with a white newsboy hat and a scarf, Hawk did a double take, unsure if it was her at first. Only her eyes and nose were visible, shielding her identity from the ever-present surveillance cameras.

      “Are you in there, honey?” Hawk asked with a grin.

      “I’m here—and surprisingly warm for the moment.”

      “Just wait until we get to the third floor,” Hawk said. “You’ll be trying to jump inside my coat and burying your head in my chest.”

      “Sounds downright delightful to me.”

      “We’ll get plenty of time like that once this is all over.”

      “And I can’t wait,” she said.

      They discussed the latest update on John Daniel and how he was doing. He’d continued to progress with his reading. Alex also learned that he was caught shooting at birds with his slingshot, much to her chagrin. Then the talk shifted to how they were handling the ongoing stress of knowing Blunt was likely being tortured somewhere and they hadn’t been able to do anything about it. Both topics were important but tinged with feelings of guilt. They both wanted to be there more for John Daniel—and now Blunt.

      Hawk grabbed Alex’s hand and pulled her to her feet. Then he kissed her and comforted her, telling her reassuring things that he was trying to convince himself of as well.

      Will everything really be all right?

      He wasn’t sure he even believed what he was saying. But he had to say something. One of them had to exude strength and confidence that the situation would resolve itself. If he successfully convinced Alex he believed his own comforting words, it would inevitably be one of his greatest acting jobs.

      Hawk squeezed Alex’s hand as they rode the Eiffel Tower elevator to the third floor. She looked up at him but didn’t say anything, giving him a knowing look. Once the doors opened, they walked to a spot looking northward over the Seine.

      Alex gasped. “It’s just beautiful, isn’t it?”

      Hawk scanned the skyline and all the lights winking at him across the city. “It certainly is. I just hope this place isn’t torn apart after we’re done here.”

      “Who’s the target?” she asked.

      “You might be surprised,” Hawk said.

      Her eyes widened. “It’s not Norris?”

      Hawk shook his head. “It’s Dimtry Karelin.”

      “They’re going after the Russian president?”

      Hawk glanced around but waited to speak until he was certain he was still out of earshot from any of the other tourists lurking nearby. “Yeah. And that’s not good. I considered that as one of the possibilities, but whoever this group is, they’re hell-bent on starting a war between the U.S. and Russia. That’s the only explanation that makes any sense.”

      “Get all our nuclear silo locations from Edgar Vaughn so they can attack them and make it look like the Russians after Karelin is assassinated,” Alex said, putting everything together.

      “Well, I’m not gonna let that happen.”

      “But what about Blunt?”

      Hawk sighed. “I’m working on it. We just need to let some people know what’s going on so this doesn’t go down the way these bastards want it to—and do it in such a way that Blunt still survives.”

      “Easier said than done.”

      Hawk nodded, fully aware of the task ahead of them.

      There has to be a way.
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      PARIS, FRANCE

      WHILE  NORRIS suspended Besserman from his position, the news had yet to spread throughout the CIA. As a result, he was able to secure an agency jet to take him to Paris on the morning of the opening day of the G8 Summit. Morgan May had relayed what was happening to Besserman regarding the potential assassination attempt of President Karelin. They’d devised a plan to mitigate the fallout in case this threat was carried out, but it wouldn’t matter if Besserman couldn’t convince his Russian counterpart to work together.

      Besserman settled into a chair in front of Matamata Coffee, a hip café located in the Montorgueil district. He sipped his espresso while waiting for Sergey Aminoff, one of the deputy directors within the FSB. Aminoff was already on site to coordinate security measures with other secret service members from the various delegations. Besserman reached out to him to see if he could meet and discuss a potential threat.

      Aminoff, escorted by a pair of guards, strolled up to Besserman’s table and sat down while the two men took up positions opposite one another at a comfortable distance away.

      “I got you a coffee,” Besserman said, gesturing toward the cup. “Black, just how you like it.”

      Aminoff eyed it closely and then reached into his pocket for a flask. He splashed some clear liquid into the cup and swirled it gently before taking a sip.

      “Black with vodka,” Aminoff said. “That’s how I like it.”

      “It wasn’t on the menu, but I figured you would come prepared,” Besserman said with a wink.

      Aminoff took another long pull on his drink before placing it down on the table and smacking his lips in satisfaction. “I must admit that I was surprised that you reached out to me.”

      “Oh, Sergey, you know that we can still be cordial with another, even if you are still upset about the last time I beat you in a game of poker.”

      Aminoff chuckled and shook his head. “That’s not what I meant, but I appreciate you reminding me. I still need to get revenge for that.”

      “As long as it’s you who does it during a game and not your two henchmen over there.”

      “They’re harmless, mostly just for show. I’m not sure either one of them could—how do you say it?—fight their way out of a wet paper bag?”

      Besserman nodded. “That’s the saying, but I’d be surprised if that’s true.”

      “It’s a new world in Russia right now,” Aminoff said. “The people are much softer than they were under communism. It’s a worthwhile tradeoff, I suppose.”

      “Well, I don’t want to keep you because I know you’re a busy man this week, so I’ll get right to the point.”

      “Please do,” Aminoff said before taking another swig of his spiked coffee.

      Besserman took a deep breath and then began. “I need to tell you about a plot that is brewing that we need to address together.”

      “Together? Someone is daring to target both of us?”

      “Unfortunately, yes, but not in the way you’re thinking.”

      Aminoff cocked his head to one side. “Are you authorized to tell us this?”

      “Of course.”

      “Good. Our sources told us that you were suspended. I wouldn’t want to put you at risk for telling me something you don’t have clearance to tell me.”

      “You have good sources,” Besserman said. “My own agency hardly knows that I’ve been suspended. But that’s really not important given the situation we’re facing.”

      “Please continue.”

      Besserman shifted in his seat and glanced around. Then he leaned forward, talking in a hushed tone. “Someone is trying to play us against one another and start a war by proxy.”

      “That’s a bold accusation,” Aminoff said. “Do you have proof of this?”

      “We have more proof than I wish we had at this point, to be honest. They’ve taken a former agent and are ransoming him. We know there’s an assassin with ties to this abducted agent—and he’s willing to do just about anything to get him back.”

      Aminoff scoffed. “He’s a fool. Whoever is doing this is never going to give your agent back.”

      “Of course not,” Besserman said. “But he wants to buy more time and reached out to us in hopes that you might be willing to go along with this counterplot.”

      “What makes you think your plan will stop them from trying again?”

      Besserman shrugged. “I don’t know, but now that we’re aware of their endgame, we might be able to join forces to stop them. I think we can both agree the last thing we truly want is a war between our nations.”

      “I absolutely agree, though I want more details on how you think this would play out. This is our first return to this summit after being exiled for years, and I’m concerned about how President Karelin will view the maneuver. If you simply make it appear as though he has been shot, it will be enough to motivate our own war hawks to push for a strike against your country. And then we will have other problems to worry about when people prove that it was a hoax.”

      “If your people know what’s happening in advance, it shouldn’t be an issue.”

      “I suppose that could possibly work, but it also could be something that gets leaked, upending your plan entirely.”

      “They broke Edgar Vaughn out of a CIA black site detention facility,” Besserman said.

      Aminoff drew back and furrowed his brow. “That’s quite impressive. We haven’t even been able to do something like that—and, yes, we’ve tried.”

      Besserman chuckled. “I appreciate your candor, Sergey. I think at the end of the day, we both want the same things—peace, prosperity, power.”

      “And there are always greedy bastards who want more than their fair share of power, which is why we both have the jobs we have.”

      “As long as our countries are working together publicly, can we at least work together privately on this matter, too?” Besserman asked. “I know it may put you in a difficult position with your people, but I think that if we’re able to mitigate this threat, we will be able to capture and expose whoever is behind this plot.”

      “What do you need from us?”

      “Does President Karelin have a body double?”

      Aminoff nodded. “Several, in fact.”

      “Good. Get him here because he’ll need to make an appearance with the other G8 leaders at the Hotel de la Marine tomorrow afternoon. We have a vest he can wear that will make it appear as though he’s been shot. That way nobody will be hurt, and these guys behind this plot will believe they’ve been successful.”

      Aminoff sighed. “I don’t know how this will go over, but I’ll present it to the president. I can only be certain of one thing—he wants to keep the hawks at bay. He’s expressed to me numerous times how he wants to avoid conflict at all cost.”

      “President Norris feels the same way. I’m glad to know that we’re on the same page.”

      “That doesn’t mean that he can’t be influenced to do something different,” Aminoff warned.

      “Of course,” Besserman said. “That’s always a danger when you surround yourself with plenty of advisors, some of which have ulterior motives.”

      “Okay,” Aminoff said as he stood and made eye contact with his two men. “We’ll be in touch. I’m not sure how anyone will take this, but I will present it and let you know what they say.”

      “Thank you,” Besserman said as he stood and offered his hand. “You’re more of a statesman than you realize.”

      Aminoff grunted. “Your American flattery is so transparent. Good day, Mr. Suspended Director.”

      Besserman thought he noticed a hint of a smile around the corner of Aminoff’s mouth but couldn’t be certain. They parted ways and Besserman could only hope that Aminoff could convince his compatriots that this ruse would work at holding these madmen at bay—and preserving the peace both nations enjoy at the moment.

      It wouldn’t be easy, that much Besserman knew for certain.
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      PARIS, FRANCE

      HAWK GLANCED OVER HIS shoulder before descending the steps into the catacombs beneath the city. While he didn’t see anyone directly behind him, he felt like he was being watched. He meandered for a few hundred meters before stopping and waiting for Alex. To pass the time, he studied the wall of bones around him and tried to imagine the lives of each person. The loving father, the kind mother, the good Samaritan, the abusive shopkeeper, the French soldier, the rebellious revolutionary, the aristocrat, the servant, the poor peasant, the rural farmer—they were all there, ultimately ending up in the same place despite the very different lives that they led. Just the idea of it all sent a shiver down Hawk’s spine, something that wasn’t easy to do.

      “All a little spooky, isn’t it?” Alex asked, placing her hand on Hawk’s back.

      He jumped, startled from her sudden appearance. “Please don’t do that to me.”

      “Maybe we could go on one of these haunted tours I’ve heard about here,” she said with a wide grin. “What would you think of that?”

      “Let’s just keep walking.”

      They joined hands and started to meander through the catacombs, stopping periodically to read about certain historical events related to the history of the tombs beneath the city.

      “Six million people,” Alex said, shaking her head. “Can you believe this?”

      “Got to put our bones somewhere when we die. Might as well be buried under a street or church. I don’t really care where they put me when I finally go.”

      Alex shrugged. “It’ll probably be in an explosion somewhere, so nobody will have to worry about what to do with your remains.”

      Hawk scowled. “How morbid.”

      “It’s comes with the territory of being an assassin, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Yeah, but it’s still scary as hell. I mean, wouldn’t you want John Daniel to at least have a place to come mourn his bad ass super spy father?”

      Alex snickered. “You’ve actually thought about this, haven’t you?”

      “And you haven’t?”

      “I’m not nearly as insane as you are. I don’t expect my life to get cut short because I’m pushing the edge. It’s one of the perks of merely providing support to all these missions.”

      “Yeah, but there might come a time when you have to risk everything to save me. And if that’s the case, I’d rather you just leave me. Someone has to survive so John Daniel has at least one parent to raise him.”

      She playfully punched Hawk in the arm. “Don’t be so morbid.”

      “You started it.”

      “No,” she said, wagging her index finger. “That was you—all you. But don’t worry. I’m not leaving you behind ever.”

      “Leaving me behind might be the right thing to do at some point.”

      “That’s never the right thing to do.”

      “I don’t want John Daniel orphaned. Promise me you won’t risk it should we ever come to that.”

      She nodded subtly. “Promise.”

      They continued along the dark tunnels, dodging other tourists and guided groups who soaked in the legend of the catacombs. Despite trying to act normal, Hawk was spooked by the bones. The constant image of nameless and faceless skulls staring at him made him jumpy.

      “Let’s get out of here,” he said.

      They exited the catacombs and headed toward a river walk along the Seine.

      “Is everything set for tomorrow?” Alex asked.

      “I think so,” Hawk asked. “According to Besserman, the Russians agreed to send out a body double, which means that your job tomorrow is important.”

      “It’s all part of the plan we’re selling to the people who have Blunt.”

      “Are you ready?” Hawk asked as he glanced over his shoulder. He thought he heard some footsteps but when he looked around in the shadows, there was no one there.

      “What other options do I have at this point?” she asked.

      “None, but that doesn’t mean you can’t still be a little reticent about the task ahead of you.”

      “I’ll be fine, honey. If you do your job, I’ll do mine—and then we’ll get out of here and go get Blunt.”

      “That’s what I’m hoping for. I can’t bear the thought of him being detained much longer. He needs to be fishing out on the open water. Anything else is just stifling the freedom he yearns for.”

      “We’ll rectify that shortly,” she said.

      He eyed her closely and put his index finger to his lips. “Listen.”

      Then he put his hand on her chest, stopping her in her tracks. Footsteps followed for a few more seconds before they stopped.

      “We’re being followed,” Hawk said in a hushed tone.

      “You sure?”

      Hawk nodded. “Follow my lead.”

      They continued along at a casual pace before Hawk yanked on Alex’s arm and broke into a sprint. Hurtling along the path running parallel to the river, they darted north across a bridge. Hawk glanced over his shoulder to make sure he wasn’t imagining the entire episode. He wasn’t.

      Two men who dressed like Russian agents raced after Hawk and Alex. They reached the middle of the bridge where Hawk eased to the ledge and swung his leg over the side.

      “What are you doing?” Alex asked.

      “Do you trust me?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Join me,” Hawk said as he eyed the Russians, who’d just turned the corner and were heading toward the two agents.

      “Hawk, what are we doing?” she asked as she joined him.

      “Jump!” Hawk shouted.

      They both leaped off the ledge over the water. Below them, a tour boat cruised by. The passengers laughed as he delivered the punchline to a joke, only to turn to screams of shock and terror as the two agents hit the deck and rolled to each side. They both clambered to their feet, rendering the guide speechless.

      “Well, that’s not something that happens every day on the Seine,” the guide quipped.

      “Pardon me,” Hawk said as he waved and smiled at the passengers. He whispered something into the ear of the man driving the boat, who moments later navigated toward a small dock off to the side. Hawk and Alex hopped off and thanked the man.

      They hustled up a set of steps to the street level and continued on their way.

      “Did we lose them?” Alex asked.

      “I think so,” Hawk said as he checked over his shoulder. “I don’t see them anymore.”

      “Weren’t they Russians?”

      Hawk nodded. “No doubt about it.”

      “Then what were they doing coming after us?”

      “No idea, but this whole operation has so many different moving parts—and it’s extremely convenient to scapegoat us. We have to be careful.”

      “Always,” Alex said.

      “So, are you set for tomorrow?” he asked.

      “Still working on it, but I’m not anticipating any problems.”

      “Seriously?”

      “I’ve done my part.”

      Hawk huffed a laugh through his nose. “You still better be ready for the inevitable to happen because that’s just how it is.”

      “I’ll be fine,” she said.

      “Okay,” Hawk said, “but if things change, you know where to find me.”

      She turned to face Hawk, taking both of his hands. Their gaze met and they held it longer than usual.

      “What?” she asked. “I don’t like it when you look at me like that. It’s how you look at me when you’re about to do something very dangerous.”

      “Or you’re about to do something dangerous.”

      “I’ll be fine,” she said. “I just have to get into that press conference. How difficult can that be?”

      “Don’t take anything for granted,” he said. “Everything has to go perfectly for us to pull this off.”

      “It will,” she said. “I’ll be there, front and center tomorrow. Don’t you worry.”

      Hawk pulled her close and gave her a long hug and then a kiss before parting ways.

      He hustled back to his hotel room, constantly checking his shoulder for anyone following him. Obviously, his secret was out.

      The Widowmaker was in town and hungry to kill.

    

  







            CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    




      PARIS, FRANCE

      ROBERT BESSERMAN LOOKED AT his watch and then glanced skyward. The first light from the dawning day pierced the clouds, painting an array of blue and gray and pink colors across the horizon. Besserman wanted to stop and stare at the sunrise masterpiece but hustled along instead. He was running out of time.

      When he reached the hotel, he navigated the initial layer of security by flashing his CIA credentials at the men standing guard outside on the steps. But inside, he found it far more difficult to talk his way past the Secret Service agents.

      “I have a scheduled meeting with the president,” Besserman pleaded with one immovable mass of humanity positioned near the steps to the second floor where President Norris’s room was located. “What are you going to do when you find out that you spent your morning obstructing a senior official?”

      “Sorry, sir, but I’ll probably be just fine since you’re not on the schedule,” he snapped. “This is probably some test. And I’m not about to fail it.”

      “If I’m not who I say I am, how the hell did I get past all those guards?”

      “Maybe they don’t care as much about protecting President Norris as I do. Who knows?”

      “I’m going to make sure your next detail is protecting the First Lady.”

      The agent laughed, refusing to look Besserman in the eyes. “You make that sound like a bad thing. I happen to like garden meetings and bridge club duty.”

      “I didn’t say which First Lady,” Besserman said with a wide grin. “There are some you’d rather never spend a minute with.”

      The agent’s face fell. “Let me see your credentials again.” He picked up Besserman’s badge and inspected it further.

      “Well?” Besserman asked.

      “Fine. I’ll walk you up to the next level. My boss will handle it from there.”

      “Victor Lloyd?”

      “The one and only. I’m assuming you know him and he’ll vouch for you.”

      “If he doesn’t, you’ll have a problem.”

      “I sure will.”

      Besserman shook his head. “No, what I mean is that you’ll have a Secret Service director who’s either incompetent or an impostor—two scenarios that should give you pause.”

      The agent sighed. “Let’s go find out for my own peace of mind.”

      They trudged up the stairs, eventually reaching the landing before turning right. The agent led Besserman to a small suite where a handful of other agents sat on couches with Secret Service Director Victor Lloyd hunched over his laptop and reading information aloud.

      “That’s some terrible posture,” Besserman said.

      “I’d rather be physically crooked than figuratively crooked.”

      “Everyone has their preferences,” Besserman said. “At this point, I’d just prefer a straight answer.”

      Lloyd looked up. “How about a straight no? You like that answer?”

      “Better than a maybe.”

      Lloyd returned his gaze to his computer screen. “You’ve got no chance to see him this morning.”

      “I brought him his favorite coffee. Just knock on the door, tell him I’m here bearing gifts and I’ll be in and out before you know it.”

      Lloyd removed his glasses and leaned back in his chair. “What I can’t believe is that you’re even here. Unless something’s changed, you’re suspended and shouldn’t even be in this room, let alone in Paris.”

      “Look, Victor, I know your job is to protect the president, but my job is to protect the nation. And I can’t do my job—”

      “The one you’ve been suspended from—”

      Besserman paused before continuing. “And I can’t do my job if you won’t let me have a short conversation with him. I’m not an enemy of the state and especially not the president. We have a long history and have been friends for what feels like forever. But there’s some things happening right now that he needs to be aware of, the kind of things I can’t put in a security briefing.”

      Lloyd shook his head and stared out the window. “Whatever, Bobby. I’ll ask the president if he wants to see you. If he says no, I’m going to ask that you don’t approach him again while you’re still under suspension. Fair enough?”

      Besserman nodded. “Five minutes is all I need.”

      Lloyd got up and knocked on the far door, disappearing into another room for about a minute. Meanwhile, Besserman took the time to go over how he would present the information to Norris. Despite Norris’s insistence on replacing Besserman, he knew the president was under pressure to install a new CIA director. Why or how that was happening concerned Besserman. But he still respected Norris’s prerogative to do so, even if they had a lengthy friendship. However, the decision was still baffling and disconcerting to Besserman.

      Lloyd returned and motioned with his finger for Besserman. “The president will see you. You’ve got five minutes. Not a second more.”

      “Thank you,” Besserman said as he eased past Lloyd.

      Lloyd nodded again and then held up his hand, mouthing “five minutes.”

      Besserman closed the door behind him and entered the room where President Norris was sitting on a couch looking over a stack of documents.

      “Is that the new treaty agreement?” Besserman asked.

      Norris sighed and looked up for a moment. “I thought I suspended you and asked for your resignation letter.”

      “You did.”

      “Then why the hell isn’t it in my hand?” Norris said with a growl. “I’m the leader of the whole damn free world, yet you seem to think you can ignore whatever I say.”

      Besserman sat down on a chair near Norris, scooting to the front edge and leaning forward. “I know we go way back and—”

      “See,” Norris interrupted, “you’re doing it again. Ignoring what I just asked you. So, one last time—why the hell isn’t your resignation letter in my hand?”

      “Sir, I don’t know why you’re so intent on firing me, but I’m not going to resign—at least not yet anyway.”

      “So, you’re defying me?”

      “Sir, this isn’t a good time to transition the directorship of the agency given everything that’s going on.”

      Norris closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Then you’re saying you know better than me?”

      Besserman could sense Norris was about to explode. Instead of pushing his buttons, he needed to hear the truth.

      “There’s going to be an assassination attempt tomorrow,” Besserman said. “And you need me to be a part of this or else the situation could spiral out of control and lead to a world war.”

      “Wait. What? How come this is the first I’m hearing of this?”

      “It’d take me hours to unpack all that’s going on right now, but there is a secret group trying to start a war by assassinating President Karelin.”

      “Does he know about this?”

      Besserman nodded.

      “Why the hell does the Russian president know about something before I do?”

      “Well, you suspended me, sir. I’m not putting this in a security briefing that can get leaked. And I haven’t been able to sit down and talk with you about this until right now.”

      “Who’s behind this?”

      With the tension somewhat diffused, Besserman eased back in his seat. “We’re still trying to determine who it is, but we think there might be some former members of a group called The Sectarians involved. Or they could’ve reformed. We’re still trying to sort through all that at the moment.”

      “Is there a plan for how you’re going to handle this?”

      “We’re still working out all the details, but we need this group to believe that the Russian president has indeed been assassinated. It’s going to be tricky, but we’ve got a plan that will work.”

      “A plan the suspended CIA director is organizing?”

      “Yes, sir—more or less. And while I have you here, I also need to give you this,” Besserman said as he handed Norris a package.

      “What’s this?” Norris asked as he started opening it.

      “The man you want to make the new CIA director is meeting with Chinese spies. Larry Yelton is not to be trusted as those pictures show.”

      Norris peeked at a few images before tossing them onto the coffee table. “I know you’re passionate about your country and your job, but it’s time for a change at the agency. Take some time off. Relax and enjoy yourself. You deserve it. I need someone with fresh eyes and a different perspective to handle the changing landscape of global intelligence.”

      “But, sir, I—”

      Norris placed his hands in the air. “Look, I know it might seem personal, but I can assure you, it’s not. There’s a reason why I’m making this change and one that I feel is necessary moving forward. Now, you can either forward your resignation letter to my office or hand it to me in person. But the next time I see you, you better have already done it or have it in your hands. And you better not delay. I want to take care of this as soon as I return to Washington.”

      Besserman furrowed his brow. “Sir, did you hear me tell you that we’ve sussed out a plot to stop a proxy war that a clandestine group is trying to start?”

      “Thank you for your time,” Norris said, ignoring Besserman’s pleas. “Now, get me that resignation letter.”

      “Come on, Franklin. It’s me—Bobby. You know I’ve got your back no matter what.”

      “Victor!” Norris shouted.

      Seconds later, two Secret Service agents rushed inside and promptly ushered Besserman toward the door. Lloyd poked his head inside.

      “Yes, Mr. President,” Lloyd said.

      “Revoke the director’s security clearance,” Norris said.

      “But—” Besserman protested.

      “Make it happen,” Norris said.

      Lloyd nodded and walked out of the room with Besserman.

      “Sorry, Bobby,” Lloyd said as he held out his hand.

      Besserman growled as he forked over his credentials.

      “Don’t make this any more difficult than it has to be,” Lloyd said. “You’ll land on your feet and be just fine—as long as you don’t make a spectacle over this.”

      “He’s making a big mistake,” Besserman said. “You and I both know that.”

      Besserman hustled out of the room. He may have lost his security clearance and credentials, but he wasn’t about to quit.
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      PARIS, FRANCE

      ALEX SNAGGED A BAGUETTE from the bakery just outside her hotel and hurried along the sidewalk jammed with Parisians scurrying to work. She double checked her purse to make sure she hadn’t forgotten her ambassador documents. While she had a simple task, Hawk was right—everything had to go perfectly. And the first thing to go wrong happened five minutes after she arrived at the G8 credentialing office.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, but your name isn’t on the list,” the woman with a sagging mouth and painted-on eyebrows said over the top of her reading glasses. “I won’t be able to help you.”

      Alex knit her brow. “Won’t or can’t?”

      “I’m not keen on playing games, Ms. —” the woman said, pausing to inspect Alex’s badge more closely, “Cransworth. I said won’t and I meant it.”

      “Perhaps there’s someone else I could speak to,” Alex said. “I was directed here by my own embassy for the purposes of sharing about today’s exciting announcement. They’re not going to appreciate the fact that I’m being denied access.”

      The woman maintained her steely gaze. “It’s not my job to coddle your employer. They knew the rules outlined by the terms of the G8 Summit security office. If they choose not to play by them, then they won’t be allowed to participate today.”

      Alex held out her credential. “But you can see right there that I’m an embassy employee. It’s easily verifiable. There shouldn’t be an issue with letting me inside.”

      “But there is Ms. Cransworth. Your office thinks they can thumb their noses at our policy and expect to get special privileges granted to them just because why? You’re Americans?”

      “I’m afraid you’re misunderstanding me. I didn’t come here expecting special privileges. I came here expecting to collect a credential to allow me close access to the proceedings today.”

      “Then you need to lower your expectations about how your day is going to go,” the woman snapped. “Your office sent you over here without putting your name on our list. So, I don’t care who you are, you’re going to be denied. Is that understood?”

      Before Alex could answer, the woman craned her neck and looked to the next person waiting in line.

      “Next,” she shouted.

      Alex scooped up her documentation and trudged to the corner of the room. She regrouped at a small counter against the wall, collecting all her papers and straightening them before putting them away.

      With so much riding on her participation in the operation, she wished she would’ve initiated the process of getting credentials sooner. Unfortunately, there just hadn’t been time. Everything was rushed due to not learning the details of Hawk’s assignment until they had arrived in Paris. Flexibility was the key to success in a number of their previous missions. But this was something beyond her control. She couldn’t just pivot and do something different this late in the operation—or could she?

      Alex scanned the room and noticed another line forming, this one comprised of journalists. She approached one of the young women at the end of the line.

      “Did you receive any advance notice on how to get credentials for this event?” Alex asked.

      The woman shrugged. “I was just told to bring my media credentials here and that they’d take care of it.”

      “So, you didn’t submit anything in advance?”

      “No, generally everyone knows who I am,” the woman said with a smirk. “But in the off-chance that they don’t, I rarely have any trouble getting credentialed. Who are you with?”

      Alex forced a smile. “Oh, I’m with the embassy, but I was just wondering about the process for journalists.”

      “Good luck,” the reporter said before turning away from Alex.

      Blunt’s life hung in the balance—as did the lives of so many other innocent people. Yet she felt the entire operation slipping away before it had even begun.

      She took a deep breath and thought about her options, which were limited. But she knew the director of the CIA, who would have the pull necessary to get her in.

      Alex stepped outside of the building and dialed Besserman’s number.

      “How are you, Alex?” Besserman asked.

      “I’d be a lot better if I had access to this announcement later today,” she said.

      “You hit some roadblocks?”

      “That’s one way of putting it. And with only so much time before the announcement, I don’t know if I’ll be able to get in.”

      “Well, I wish I could help you, but my hands are tied.”

      “What happened?”

      “Norris revoked my security clearance. I can’t even call back into the office right now or even go back into it if I was at Langley. At this point, I’m not sure anyone can. I’m the one who could authorize for you to get in somehow, so Mallory can’t even do anything without me giving her permission.”

      “You think she’d go rogue?”

      “Don’t ask her, okay? She’s already in a tough enough spot without you making it more difficult for her, though she’d probably do it. But even if Norris does officially remove me from the agency, we need her there. If she helps us and anyone finds out about it, she’ll be gone too.”

      “But if I don’t get in, this operation won’t be as believable.”

      Besserman sighed. “See if you can find another way first.”

      “There’s hardly any time left.”

      “Just try another way—for me and her, okay?”

      “Fine,” Alex said. “Just for you. But if you think of another option, please call me back right away.”

      Alex ended the call and immediately dialed Mallory’s number. She didn’t answer.

      Alex cursed under her breath and then checked her watch. If she wasn’t front and center for the agreement, the Widowmaker would be exposed, Blunt would likely be killed, and a new world war could ignite.

      None of that was acceptable to Alex on any level.

      I’ve got to find a way into that meeting.
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      PARIS, FRANCE

      HAWK SET UP HIS telescope in the shadows of his room and scoped out the plaza just across the Seine. Before daybreak, security teams were patrolling the area and setting up barricades. Initial news reports suggested that officials were expecting close to fifty thousand people to witness the event. And that didn’t include the various groups who received permits to protest in a separate section away from the front of the stage.

      While the Place de la Concorde was a busy plaza most days, the special G8 joint announcement would be akin to dumping napalm on a raging forest fire. Chaos would rule the day. Hawk could only imagine how much chaos would unfold once they initiated their operation.

      Hawk stretched and finished getting dressed. He gathered everything he needed to make a quick exit, careful not to leave his fingerprints everywhere. To deem the mission a success, he needed to carry out his task in anonymity, a process that took time and patience. He donned a pair of black leather gloves before he began the process of wiping down the entire room. By the time he’d finished, the sun was rising over the city.

      As he surveyed the plaza, he marveled at the beauty of Paris in the springtime. He could see why people fell in love in this city, making him long to spend time with Alex in a non-working environment. But that wasn’t a luxury he had at the moment. It was all work from here on out—and difficult work at that.

      His phone rang with a call from the Magnum Group offices.

      “Agent Hawk, how’s the City of Love?” Dr. Z asked.

      Hawk glanced at his watch. “Why are you still awake, Dr. Z?”

      “The Gunsmoke reruns don’t air as early as they used to. If I’m going to watch my favorite show, I have to stay up late. It’s not easy to stay awake that long, but it reminds me of Loretta.”

      “Loretta used to watch Gunsmoke with you?”

      “Lord, no. She hated it. But she was very adamant about how much she hated it. So, every time I watch it, I think about her. And it makes me smile.”

      Hawk chuckled. “Why didn’t we see more of Loretta around the office? I bet she made a mean pan of brownies.”

      “I wish. That woman burnt more meals than Wimpy ate hamburgers. Fortunately, there was an In-and-Out around the corner from our house that I often patronized when I took the dogs for their after-dinner walk.”

      Hawk felt a twinge of guilt for laughing about Dr. Z’s description of his late wife. “Now, I’m sure you didn’t call me to complain about Loretta’s cooking.”

      “Of course not. Though I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention what an amazing wife she was despite her hatred of Gunsmoke and cooking. I’d rather watch my favorite TV show while she complained from the other room and eat burnt meals every night if it meant I could have her back for just another day.”

      “Sounds like you had something special.”

      “Damn right, we did. And you’ve got something special too.”

      Hawk smiled. “I must agree that I think Alex is pretty amazing.”

      “No offense, but I wasn’t talking about your wife. I was talking about a car I left for you.”

      “Oh, right.”

      “I suggest you take it for a spin first and read the manual tucked in the console,” Dr. Z said.

      “Sage advice, as always.”

      “I gotta run. Gunsmoke is starting.”

      Hawk hung up and hustled downstairs, eager to see what kind of vehicle Dr. Z had left him. After a brief conversation with the concierge, Hawk convinced the man that he was the owner of the vehicle.

      Hawk rushed into the adjacent parking deck and depressed the button on the fob. The beep signaling the car was unlocked came from the far corner. He spun to find the lights of a silver Mercedes SLS AMG. As Hawk walked toward it, his mouth fell agape.

      “Dr. Z, you are the best,” Hawk said aloud.

      He tugged on the door handle and then stepped back as the door flipped out and rose up. After easing into the driver’s seat, he wrapped his hands around the leather steering wheel and inspected all of the dials and knobs on the dashboard.

      You’ve outdone yourself, Dr. Z.

      Hawk reached into the glove compartment and pulled out the owner’s manual, which was stuffed full of extra features installed by Dr. Z. Moments later, his phone rang with a call from Alex.

      “Hey, honey. Do you need a ride?” he asked.

      “No, but I do need a media credential. Think you can help me?”

      The smile disappeared off Hawk’s face as he was jolted back to reality. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m getting shut out of attending the G8 Summit announcement today.”

      “What about your ambassador credentials?”

      “Worthless,” she said. “I need to get media credentials. What I’ve got won’t pass.”

      “Let me think about what to do and then I’ll give you a call back.”

      “Okay, but hurry,” she said. “We’re running out of time.”

      Hawk grabbed the owner’s manual and started flipping through the pages after locking up the vehicle. He sauntered back to his hotel room and then flung the book on the bed, thinking through how he might be able to help Alex gain access to the event. Given how tight security was, he wasn’t entirely surprised that she’d failed. But he thought she might be able to navigate the issue quickly when it arose. Apparently, he’d underestimated just how tight security was going to be.

      Nothing was coming to him as he paced the floor. There was still time—two hours before the announcement was to be made—but it was running short.

      Hawk jumped when he heard a knock at his door. He shuffled across the room and peered through the peep hole. Two men stood outside, shifting their weight from one foot to the other. After straining to determine who the two men were, he thought he recognized one of them.

      “Who is it?” Hawk asked.

      “Housekeeping,” one of the men said.

      “I can see you,” Hawk said. “You’re not housekeeping.”

      “You’re right,” the other man said. “We need to talk with you.”

      Hawk snapped his fingers once he realized where he’d seen one of the men. He was one of Andrei Orlovsky’s thugs, the same one he’d seen on the Santa Monica Pier.

      “Sorry, but I’m not interested,” Hawk said.

      “We just want to talk, Agent Hawk,” one of the men said.

      “Maybe this afternoon. I don’t have time right now.”

      “Suit yourself,” the other man said. “I’ll just let the French authorities know where you are and what you’re planning on doing.”

      Hawk huffed before unlocking the door.

      In a matter of seconds, the two men were all over Hawk, clobbering him and delivering body blow after body blow. And there wasn’t anything Hawk could do but fight his way out of it.
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      PARIS, FRANCE

      ALEX PACED THE SIDEWALK outside of the credential site as she considered how to proceed. Hawk had promised to call her back, but she hadn’t heard from him in nearly an hour. All her calls to him went straight to voicemail and she started to get worried. If the plan was going to work, she had to be there. But at the moment, nothing was going her way.

      Frustrated with Hawk ignoring her, she decided to go through all the other options she had. As she walked through each scenario, she couldn’t imagine any of them ending in the way that she had hoped.

      There has to be another way.

      She checked her watch. It was just after ten o’clock in the morning, which meant it was 1:00 a.m. at the Magnum Headquarters in Los Angeles. There wasn’t any chance that Mia was in the office, but maybe Alex could catch her on her cell phone.

      “This better be good,” Mia said groggily as she answered.

      “We’ll have to debate what good means,” Alex said.

      “Oh, Alex, it’s you.”

      “Yeah, and I’m sorry about calling you so late, but I’m a little desperate at the moment.”

      “I’m not sure how much I can help you since I’m barely awake, but I’ll try.”

      “That’s all I can ask for,” Alex said.

      “What’s happening?”

      “Apparently, my embassy credentials are no good when it comes to getting me into the G8 Summit announcement event in a couple of hours.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Alex stopped and leaned against the side of a building. “They’re telling me that I’m not allowed inside the press area, which is going to make my job incredibly difficult, if not damn impossible.”

      “So, what do you need?”

      “I’m thinking a press pass will do the trick. The only problem is I’m not a member of the press. I’m not approved in any way, shape, or form. So, I can’t just waltz up to the credential area and tell them I deserve to be let in. They need to have me on a list of some sort.”

      “What kind of list?”

      “One that’s on the G8 computers. To be honest, I’m not sure who holds that list, but the keepers of the list are pretty guarded about who gets in—and rightfully so. I’m not blaming them at all. I just need to get close and they won’t let me do it since they’re denying me these credentials.”

      “Give me a half-hour,” Mia said. “I think I can get you in.”

      Alex thanked Mia and then ended the call. The possibility of getting into the exclusive access area brought hope for Alex. She thought that would be more than sufficient in getting her close enough to execute her assignment. But nothing was settled yet.

      She continued to circle the building for another half-hour before she received a text back from Alex.

      

  




TRY IT NOW. GOOD LUCK

      That message didn’t exactly instill much confidence in Alex, but it brought more hope than she had an hour ago.

      Alex marched back toward the G8 credential site and joined the long line of journalists awaiting the opportunity to get cleared to enter the press section. She struck up a conversation with a reporter from Spain, who admitted that she had great hope for the future given the rumors swirling the big announcement. Alex feigned interested before turning around and talking with the man behind her. He wrote for a political website in the U.S. and admitted he was surprised at how the G8 leaders banded together so quickly on the issue of free trade.

      “How did they come to such an agreement in such a short period of time?” the man asked.

      “Because these things don’t just happen overnight,” Alex said. “They’ve been in the works for a while. Anything you see announced here has been decided long ago.”

      “I want to believe that, but how did something like this not get leaked to the press? That’s just hard to fathom.”

      “Not everybody wants their business broadcast to the public ahead of time.”

      “That’s not the impression I get.”

      Alex shrugged, unsure of how to respond to the reporter who felt entitled to scoops.

      The line shrank. One by one, journalists trudged toward the front of the line to speak to a G8 media representative about securing their credential for the upcoming announcement. Then it was Alex’s turn.

      The woman at one of the tables raised her hand and gestured for Alex to approach. Once she arrived at the credential table, she took a deep breath and asked the woman what she needed.

      “I just need to see some identification,” the woman said.

      Alex handed over her ID and then waited.

      The woman scanned the list in front of her. “Shelby Meyers, Shelby Meyers,” she repeated aloud. “I’m not seeing it.”

      “I should be on there,” Alex said.

      The woman held up her index finger. “Just one moment. I have another place I can check.”

      The woman scooted her chair back and hustled away, disappearing behind a door before re-emerging a couple of minutes later.

      “Okay,” she said, sitting back down. “Sorry to keep you waiting. I found your name in our computers back there, so I don’t know why you weren’t on this printout. It could’ve been a mistake or came out before you were approved. But that doesn’t matter now.”

      She handed Alex her credentials. “Enjoy. I think the big announcement is about to be made. You might want to hurry.”

      Alex grabbed all the material on the table in front of her and stuffed it into her purse. She spun around and hustled out of the room, weaving her way through the crowd of people making their way to the different designated areas in front of the podium.

      When Alex reached the door exiting the hotel and entering the plaza, she was surprised by how large the crowd was. This agreement by the G8 nations affected everyone, allowing more free and open trade between the signatory countries. But she didn’t imagine that many people would find the free time to attend the ceremonial signing.

      “Wow!” she said as she walked outside. “This is incredible.”

      The reporter next to her chuckled. He ran his fingers through his hair and scanned the area. “It’s Labour Day here in France. There are a few million people with the day off. The timing of this event was no accident.”

      “Apparently not,” Alex said.

      She shouldered her way through the crowd, pushing her way to the front. The event was supposed to begin in ten minutes, but she hadn’t received as much as a text from her husband, never mind the signal she was supposed to get.

      Alex fired off a text to him. “Are you all right?”

      She waited for a few seconds. He almost always replied to her right away—unless he was in danger. Still nothing. More time went by—one minute, two minutes, three minutes.

      Still nothing.

      Damnit, Hawk. Where are you?

      She fished her phone out of her purse and dialed his number. He didn’t answer. Then she fired off a short text message, warning him that he was in trouble if he refused to respond to her right away.

      More silence.

      Alex turned back toward the hotel, trying to zero in on the window where Hawk was supposed to be shooting from. But there wasn’t anything to see.

      “What the hell?” she mumbled to herself, starting to get concerned why she hadn’t seen or heard from Hawk.

      With five minutes remaining until the press conference was slated to begin, she still hadn’t seen anything from him. She glanced back at the window, expecting to see a sign. But she didn’t.

      And Alex wasn’t sure what to do.

      Stick with the plan.

      It seemed like a poor idea, but she had to trust Hawk would show up.

      “Maybe he’s late,” she said to herself. “He’s got to be there somewhere.”

      Alex turned back around and swallowed hard. She reached into her purse and produced the pen. Nothing was going as planned, but at least she was front and center.

      She said a quick prayer, hoping to see her husband give the signal soon enough.

      But she’d yet to see anything. And with each passing second, she grew more anxious, worried about what kind of trouble he might be in.
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      PARIS, FRANCE

      ROBERT BESSERMAN DUCKED DOWN an alley behind where the Russian contingent was staying for the summit. As he drew near to the backdoor, two FSB agents strode toward him aggressively, hands reaching for their weapons.

      “Stoyat vniz!” a man around the corner called.

      The two agents stopped in their tracks and retreated to the door. One of the men gestured for Besserman to follow them.

      Besserman peered around the corner as he walked behind the man.

      “Bobby, you never stop, do you?” Sergey Aminoff said before blowing a plume of smoke into the air.

      “That’s how we get these positions, right, Sergey?”

      Aminoff flicked what was left of his cigarette onto the ground before grinding it out with his foot. “It’s one way to get the job. You could also kill the sworn enemy of the president with your bare hands. There are many ways to achieve such high positions.”

      Besserman drew back, fighting the urge to look stunned by Aminoff’s candid admission. But he struggled to find the words to respond.

      Aminoff kept his gaze on the ground before casting a sideways glance at Besserman.

      “I’m kidding, Bobby. You Americans are always so serious. I didn’t kill a sworn enemy of the president with my bare hands.” There was a long pause before he continued. “I used a gun.”

      Besserman still wasn’t sure if he should crack a smile, but when he did, Aminoff broke into a guffaw.

      “Your face, comrade,” Aminoff said. “That was priceless.”

      “Perhaps we should go drinking sometime,” Besserman said. “I think we might have some fun.”

      “Nah,” Aminoff said, waving dismissively. “You’d be under the table divulging your country’s secrets minutes before I would have to drive you home and tuck you in bed. You Americans don’t know how to hold your liquor.”

      “I won’t disagree. We drink because we’re happy, not because we’re trying to forget how sad we are.”

      “Now, that’s a good one,” Aminoff said as he started laughing then broke into a cough.

      “All jokes aside, we need to talk about what’s happening later today and make sure we’re all on the same page.”

      Aminoff looked around and then gestured for his two guards to go inside. “I think we’re all set. We have a body double set to stand in President Karelin’s place. He’s got the vest you told us to wear, so everything should work well.”

      “Any concerns from the president or his advisors?” Besserman asked.

      “There are always concerns, but we’ve chosen to trust you on this matter. Despite what the hawks in your government say, we can’t really afford a war right now.”

      “That makes two of us,” Besserman said. “Will you let me know if anything changes?”

      “Of course. I’ll tell you right away.”

      “Thank you, Sergey. And good luck.”

      Besserman rounded the corner, only to be ambushed by a photographer.

      “It really is you,” the photographer said.

      Besserman shielded his face with his hands and tried to push his way past the man.

      “Director, what were you doing meeting with the head of the FSB?” the man asked. “The public will have plenty of questions after we publish this picture in tomorrow’s paper.”

      Besserman lunged for the man’s camera, but he was quick, yanking it back.

      “Collusion with the Russians and assault,” the man said. “This will go well with the report about you being suspended. Maybe now we know why.”

      “If you were a journalist worth a damn, you’d ask questions instead of making assumptions,” Besserman said as he noticed the man’s Washington Post ID badge. “If you publish that story—which is a lie, by the way—I’m going to make sure you regret it.”

      “So, is that a threat?”

      “It’s a promise. You’ll be the laughingstock of journalists everywhere, which isn’t easy to do. So, if I were you, I’d think twice about publishing the photo or that bullshit story.”

      The man turned and hustled away, shouting, “Freedom of the press is still a thing in our country!”

      Besserman agreed with the sentiment, but he knew how much damage such a story would do. Yet he couldn’t stop it now. It’d be all about damage control now—and Besserman saw his job disappearing around the corner with the photographer who’d ambushed him.
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      PARIS, FRANCE

      HAWK SCRAMBLED TO GET to his feet, but the relentless onslaught from the two men made the task almost impossible. He covered his head with his hands as they took turns kicking him in the ribs and back. This went on for about a half-minute before Hawk realized that they weren’t going to stop.

      “Mr. Orlovsky sends his warmest greetings,” one of the men said with his Russian accent.

      Hawk peeked through the small space between his arms, scouting out the surroundings. He needed leverage and he needed it quickly if he was going to break loose. Eyeing the post at the foot of the bed, he lunged for it and wrapped his hands around it.

      Hawk draw himself back toward the post, recoiling his feet before he exploded into the men. His left foot connected with the closest attacker, while the right foot swept the other man to the floor. Hawk sprang to his feet and pulled Dr. Z’s special gun out of the back of his pants, training it on one man. Hawk adjusted his ear buds before he started firing. The first operative he hit convulsed violently, whipping his arms back and forth as he shouted and then screamed in agony.

      Then Hawk turned toward the other man, who raised his hands in the air.

      “Don’t shoot, please. I beg you.”

      Hawk cocked his head to one side and smiled wryly. “You didn’t show me the same courtesy when you were trying to curb stomp my face.”

      “I was just doing my job.”

      “So am I.”

      “You’re supposed to kill me?”

      Hawk grinned and shook his head. “Absolutely not. But I’m still going to shoot you.”

      He pulled the trigger, the ultrasonic gun hitting the man in the chest. He reacted in the same way his partner did, collapsing to the floor and convulsing for nearly a minute.

      When they both finished shaking, Hawk checked for a pulse. Both men were very much alive, but completely conked out. He gagged and bound them, dragging their limp bodies into the bedroom closet and shutting the door.

      Then there was a knock at the front door.

      Hawk cursed under his breath. “Will this ever end?”

      He shuffled across the floor and peered through the peephole. Outside his door, three men in suits stood in the hallway.

      “Who is it?” Hawk asked.

      “Hotel security,” one of the men said. “We heard there was a disturbance coming from this room and need to check.”

      “Damnit,” Hawk muttered, then to the men, “There’s nothing going on in here. We’re all good.”

      “I understand, sir. But we need to check.”

      “I just got out of the shower,” Hawk said. “Give me a moment.”

      He hustled over to the window and collapsed the gun, breaking it down and putting it in its case. Then he put it on the shelf in the top of the closet.

      One of the men banged on the door. “We need to come in now.”

      “Just give me one more minute,” Hawk said as he made a final sweep through the room.

      Once he was satisfied that they wouldn’t find anything, he opened the door and invited the men inside.

      “Your hair dries fast,” the first security personnel noted.

      “I couldn’t have you in here seeing my hair wet, now could I?” Hawk said with a confident smile.

      The men searched the room for the next ten minutes. When they were finished, they told Hawk that he needed to come downstairs and answer a few more questions.

      “I’m sorry,” Hawk said, “but I’m done with your questions. I have some business to attend to.”

      “In that case, hand over your keys,” the man said. “This isn’t negotiable. If you don’t comply, you will be evicted immediately.”

      That was something Hawk couldn’t afford. “Okay, fine. You win. I’ll go downstairs and answer your security team’s stupid questions. How long is this gonna take?”

      “With an attitude like that, it might take quite a while,” the man said with a smirk.

      Hawk followed the man downstairs, heaving a sigh of relief that they hadn’t found anything.
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        * * *

      

      HAWK SAT IN A room by himself just off the lobby, waiting for a half-hour before anyone showed up. When a man finally did come into the room, he pulled out a pad and asked questions at a painfully slow pace, writing each one of Hawk’s answers down by hand.

      This went on for an hour, making Hawk start to wonder if he’d be able to get back in time for the new trade accord announcement in the plaza. He glanced at his watch. He had ten minutes before it was supposed to start, maybe fifteen before he was supposed to take his shot if they had any chance of pulling off the operation.

      “Are we done yet?” Hawk asked.

      The man grunted and shook his head. “We’re just getting started.”
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      PARIS, FRANCE

      EVEN THOUGH ROBERT BESSERMAN had lost his security clearance and every other perk pertaining to his position, he wasn’t about to miss out on the G8 announcement. With the trade agreement being hailed as world-changing by leading economists, a large crowd had already formed to witness the historic moment. Besserman wormed his way through the people packed shoulder to shoulder in order to get the best view possible.

      The sunny skies overhead had given way to a cloudy covering. A stiff breeze whipped through the open plaza, wreaking havoc with signs held by protesters and supporters alike.

      Besserman checked his watch. The announcement was scheduled to begin in less than ten minutes, and the crowd had started to swell. Moments later, three police vans pulled up near the stage, dropping off a handful of officers. They fanned out and began to help control the onlookers. As Besserman scanned the area, he became concerned what might happen if panic set in. Based on the ratio of people to police, the French government had severely underestimated the expected size of the crowd.

      Besserman decided that being near the front wasn’t the best idea, but he was trapped. With the people jammed together so tightly, he could hardly move, let alone navigate his way to a less congested location. Apparently, everyone wanted to get as close as they could to the front.

      Besserman’s phone buzzed. He struggled to get his hand into his pocket to fish out his cell.

      “This is Besserman,” he said as he plugged one ear with his finger so he could hear the person on the other end.

      “Bobby, this is Sergey. Karelin has changed his mind.”

      “Changed his mind?”

      “Yes, he’s going to go out there himself. He believes it would be a mistake and send the wrong message.”

      “You can’t let him do that. What if there’s a second shooter?”

      “He’s a stubborn man. There’s not much I can do or say to convince him to revert back to the original plan. Please let your team know.”

      “Is he at least wearing the vest?”

      “No, he won’t even wear that. He said it makes him look weak and afraid.”

      “Okay, I’ll let the team know. Good luck.”

      Besserman hung up and dialed Hawk’s number, but he didn’t answer. Then he dialed Alex’s number. That call went straight to voicemail.

      “Abort the mission,” Besserman said. “Karelin is going out there on his own without a vest.”

      Besserman checked his watch. There were only two minutes left until the event was to begin.

      I hope they get the message.
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      PARIS, FRANCE

      ALEX DIDN’T FEEL HER phone buzz in her pocket as she was too focused on the eight world leaders strolling out onto the stage to a mix of cheers and jeers. Some of the protesters positioned across the street chanted various slogans directed at the men and their least popular policies. Security personnel fanned out in front of the stage, hands clasped behind their back. The French president led the delegation and drew the more enthusiastic applause.

      Once it was the Russian president’s turn to leave the wings and stride onto the stage, the crowd started booing lustily. Alex studied his face closely.

      “Unbelievable,” she muttered to herself, amazed at how closely he resembled President Karelin.

      They pulled out all the stops with this guy.

      However, she stopped marveling at the uncanny resemblance the man held to Karelin when she noticed he wasn’t wearing any Kevlar. Without a bulletproof vest, their plan was in jeopardy.

      All along, their plan had been to put an infrared dot on his chest right before Hawk fired a flat-nosed bullet into Karelin’s chest. The body armor wouldn’t prevent him from getting knocked down, making him respond in a natural way to being shot. But he’d be fine, taking no more than a day or two to recover from the bruising, maybe longer if the impact resulted in a broken rib. Between the chaos and the bullet penetration on Karelin’s outer clothing, it’d be difficult to conclude that the entire episode was staged.

      But that plan was on the trash heap, flames leaping high all around it. They had to switch directions and do it quickly. More than anything, she needed to alert Hawk before he actually killed the Russian president with the world watching.

      She dug her phone out of her pocket and noticed that she’d missed a call from Besserman, who’d left a voicemail. After listening to the first few seconds, she knew he was calling to confirm what she’d just seen with her own two eyes—that Karelin was out there himself, and he was refusing to wear a bulletproof vest.

      She turned around to look at Hawk’s hotel window. He still wasn’t there. Even if she signaled to him to abort the mission, it wouldn’t matter since he couldn’t see it.

      Without wasting another second, she dialed Hawk’s number.

      Come on, come on. Answer the damn phone.

      But he didn’t, the phone ringing until it went to voicemail.

      She exhaled and clenched her fist. There wasn’t anything she could do at the moment, except watch their meticulously calculated plan fall apart in real time. She had been counting on their operation to run smoothly. But a bump in the road had suddenly turned into a 12-foot-high brick wall with no gate in sight. If Hawk shot Karelin, it’d be the end of everything as she knew it—their relationship, their parenting partnership with John Daniel, their time together at the Magnum Group. Pretty much everything they held dear would be rent in two.

      Alex wasn’t inclined to let that happen. But at the moment, she was fresh out of ideas on how to stop it.

      Desperate times, desperate measures.

      She took a deep breath and then started to make her way toward the front of the press pool. Dishing out elbows left and right to create space drew disdainful looks from the other journalists around her. But she’d deal with the consequences later.

      However, she was stopped in her tracks by an immovable security guard. Alex tried to elude him, darting to his right, spinning, and then marching forward. But the man was ready, stonewalling her again.

      “If you don’t go back to your assigned spot, you will be ejected not just from the press pool but from this entire area,” the guard said.

      The realization dawned on Alex that this was it. Hawk would have to figure everything else out himself. At this point, she could only pray that he did.
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      PARIS, FRANCE

      HAWK CHECKED THE TIME and tried to hide his surprise. The hotel security chief, who moved at a speed that made Hawk wonder if the man was paid by the hour, flipped his page and stared closely at the list of questions in front of him. After squinting at the document, he looked up at Hawk.

      “Next question,” the man said.

      “Before I answer another question, I need to use the restroom,” Hawk said.

      The man nodded at one of his underlings standing near the door and then looked back at Hawk. “He’ll escort you to the restroom.”

      “Thank you,” Hawk said with a sigh of relief.

      The guard led Hawk to the restroom down the hall and waited outside. Instead of using the restroom, Hawk waited for another man to enter. Once he did, Hawk offered the man a hundred dollars for his jacket and hat. The man scowled and muttered something in French.

      Hawk approached the next man who entered the restroom and offered him two hundred dollars. And this time, the man agreed. After forking the money over, Hawk took the man’s jacket and hat before walking out, head down. The guard didn’t even call out after Hawk as he ambled down the hallway.

      When Hawk returned to his room, he rushed over to the window and saw the ceremony taking place.

      Then he sighted in the man who appeared to look like Karelin. Next, Hawk scanned the area where the press had been placed, searching for Alex’s signal. But he didn’t see her. Frustrated, he checked his phone and listened to Besserman’s frantic message, followed by Alex’s.

      This isn’t good.

      Hawk didn’t have much time as the ceremony was winding down, but he needed to do something for J.D. Blunt’s sake—and the sake of the world. While Hawk’s mind was preoccupied with saving Blunt, he knew that the ultimate goal was outing whoever was behind this threat and squelching their attempts to ignite a world war. But Hawk found himself on a ticking clock, his decision due immediately.

      He sighted in President Karelin and steadied his gun. At less than a half-mile away, Hawk wouldn’t have any problem hitting his target. But he wondered if he should.

      Hawk would’ve preferred to mull over his decision, call Alex and discuss it with her as well. But since the hotel security team would likely be looking for him soon, he needed to make a choice and stick with it.

      He put his eye to the scope and studied Karelin closely. It was definitely the Russian president and not some stand-in. And he wasn’t wearing a vest either.

      Hawk took a deep breath and considered if he had any options. But he quickly concluded that he didn’t have any. There wasn’t anything left to debate.

      Just pull the damn trigger—and don’t miss.

      One more deep breath and then Hawk eased into the position. He wrapped his finger around the trigger and squeezed.

      The shot hit its target. Hawk resisted a smile after his successful shot, any temporary jubilation muted by the pounding on his door.
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      PARIS, FRANCE

      ALEX HAD HELD THE red dot on Karelin’s chest right up until the moment he staggered backward from the shot. His arms flailed as he fell backward, swallowed up within seconds by his security team. FSB agents stormed the stage, peering out across the crowd in search of the perpetrator who could’ve made the shot.

      She tucked the infrared light into her purse and fought against the tide of people scrambling to get over the concrete barriers cordoning off the stage. The screams of panic and the terror on the fleeing people’s faces was enough to terrify Alex for the rest of her life. And they hadn’t even been shot, nor would they. But just the idea that there was a shooter somewhere among them was enough to send the attendees into a wild frenzy. Meanwhile, she tried to stay calm and escape the crush before it swelled.

      Alex hurdled people who’d fallen down and were struggling to get up. She stopped and yanked one elderly woman to her feet, nudging her toward an open lane. Then Alex resumed her frantic pace, dodging the oncoming stampede, spinning and darting around those frozen with fear.

      Military vehicles roared toward the front of the Hotel de la Marine, forming a makeshift barricade. Armed guards stormed out of the shadows and formed a formidable line around the front of the building.

      But despite the panic, Alex hadn’t heard another shot fired. In fact, she couldn’t remember hearing the first shot fired.

      As she approached the bridge leading across the Seine and back toward Hawk’s hotel, she placed her hands on a metal barricade and flung her legs over it. Several police officers tried to turn back the fleeing crowd as it spilled into multiple lanes of traffic. But it didn’t stop Alex—or anyone else.

      Alex tried to cross the busy intersection, evading one car after another. Just before she reached the front of the hotel, she put her hands on the hood of a car, which had to slam on brakes to avoid her.

      As she approached the front door, sirens that had been wailing in the distance grew louder. A trio of police cars skidded to a stop by the curb and officers hurried past her and up the steps to the hotel.

      She studied the scene for a moment, trying to determine how she could best help Hawk. But she wasn’t sure. And she still wasn’t sure that the officers were there for her husband, though she knew she’d be lying to herself if they weren’t.

      Then she heard one of the men utter a name that made her stop in her tracks.

      “The Widowmaker,” the officer said, two English words sprinkled into an avalanche of French.

      That’s when she knew without question that Hawk had not only been suspected, but he’d been made.

      And she didn’t know if she could help him now.
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      PARIS, FRANCE

      HAWK HESITATED AS HE approached the door, the pounding on it growing louder. Brief respites were followed by shouting in French and English, both messages Hawk understood. They wanted him to come out or else they would storm inside.

      Hawk pocketed the keys to the car Dr. Z had sent. Then Hawk slung his ruck sack over his shoulder and grabbed the new handheld weapon. Ready to run, he scanned the room for anything to help him escape.

      If the police officers outside had a keycard, they would’ve entered five minutes ago. Hawk could only assume they were waiting for someone to either bring up a battering ram or a key. Either way, Hawk didn’t plan on being around when they crashed through the door.

      He edged near the window and looked down at the street. There were three police cars parked haphazardly by the curb, but no officers were down below.

      Perfect.

      Hawk ripped off the bedsheets, tying together two of them before securing it to the bed frame. Then he kicked open the window, shattering the glass on the ground below. After backing up a few steps, he took a flying leap, launching himself out of the window. As he swung back toward the building, he put his feet out and smashed through the window beneath his room. He rolled across the floor and jumped to his feet, surprising a couple lounging on the bed and watching television, oblivious to the raucous scene unfolding just above them. The woman shrieked as the man scrambled for a lamp. He grabbed it, yanking the cord out of the wall and preparing to fight Hawk with it. But Hawk ignored the man, rushing past him toward the door.

      Once Hawk reached the hallway, he darted left and entered the custodial room. He removed his pack and held it as he climbed inside the linen chute leading to the basement. Holding his gear over his head, he slid down the chute, which ended with him in a basket of sheets. He scrambled out and wheeled the basket away from the bottom of the chute. Hawk wanted to make sure no one else got a soft landing in case they decided to follow him

      With law enforcement swarming around the building, Hawk’s next challenge was getting to his car. His car had been registered with the hotel, so it wouldn’t be long before they looked for it now that they were pursuing him. Hawk reached into his pocket and retrieved the fob to his Mercedes SLS AMG and activated the cloaking device. He’d parked it in a corner of the deck, making the cloak more effective. He crouched low as he hustled toward the spot he’d last parked in, staying out of sight.

      Once he crept up to the car, he eased inside and called Alex.

      “Where are you?” she asked.

      He could hear the frantic cries and screams of the crowd around her. “I’m about to leave the hotel. Do you think you can get here soon?”

      “I’m almost there, maybe five minutes at the most,” she said. “Are you okay?”

      “I’ve had better days, but right now I’m alive and out of sight thanks to Dr. Z’s invention. But I doubt it will stay that way for long. I’m in the back corner on the first level of the deck.”

      “I’ll find you,” she said. “Just hang tight.”

      Hawk pulled up a map of the city, one that highlighted all the congested routes. On the other side of the river closer to the hotel, the streets appeared gridlocked. But he still had a chance to get away if Alex hurried. So far, the fleeing crowd hadn’t had a chance to clog up the roadways south of the river.

      He plotted a course and then peered out the window, searching for Alex. Five minutes had passed and he hadn’t spotted her.

      Two officers hustled past him, oblivious to Hawk’s presence. One of the men shook his head and shouted something at his colleague before they disappeared into the morass of vehicles parked nearby.

      About a minute later, the passenger door opened and Alex slipped inside.

      “I was starting to wonder if something had happened to you,” Hawk said.

      “It’s crazy out there. We need to go now if we’re going to make it.”

      “Have they cut off the exit to the garage yet?”

      “No, but I think they’re looking for your car. Did you register it with the hotel?”

      “I had to,” he said. “Dr. Z’s instructions on the cloaking feature was only to use it when necessary for short periods of time, otherwise it’d run down the battery.”

      “So they know what you’re driving?”

      “Probably,” he said. “But they’ll be looking for a silver Mercedes, not a black one.”

      Hawk pushed a button as the car’s exterior became visible again and then turned dark.

      “That’s helpful.”

      Hawk rumbled toward the exit where a police officer was stopping everyone and checking the identification of the drivers leaving the facility. As Hawk pulled into the line, three cars were in front of him.

      “Now what?” Alex asked.

      Hawk grabbed the gun from his console. “We’ll have to talk our way out of this.”

      “Then what’s that for?” she asked as she glanced at the weapon.

      “In case the talking doesn’t work.”

      When Hawk’s turn to exit the parking garage arrived, he rolled the window down and looked at the officer holding out his hand for identification. Hawk trained his gun on the man and fired, sending the man to the ground. Without hesitating, Hawk jammed the car into drive and peeled out onto the street. Alex look out the back window as Hawk sped away.

      “What the hell did you do that for?” she asked. “They’ll know what car we’re driving now. And low body count, remember?”

      Hawk grinned and held up the gun. “I’m playing by the rules. I’ve been here almost forty-eight hours and I still haven’t killed anyone. The fat cats in Washington should be happy with that.”

      “Is that thing why my ears are hurting?” she asked.

      Hawk pointed to his earbuds. “These things filter out the sound. You should get a pair.”

      Hawk whipped the steering wheel to the right, darting down a vacant side street. Sirens wailed in the distance then grew closer before turning down the street after Hawk.

      “Do you have a plan here because it feels like you’re just driving around?” Alex asked.

      “I’ve got a plan,” Hawk said before turning back onto a congested street. “But speaking of which, what happened with our plan during the G8 announcement?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said. “Maybe Karelin got cold feet and didn’t want to put his life in the hands of a Kevlar vest.”

      “I understand,” Hawk said. “If I wasn’t the one shooting me, I’d be nervous, too.”

      “Besserman will have to tell us the full story later, if he even knows it. But we’ve got other problems right now.”

      The police car behind them was joined by another in its pursuit of Hawk.

      “So, you mind letting me in on this plan of yours?” Alex asked.

      He scrunched his nose and shook his head while a wry grin spread across his face. “It’ll be more fun to surprise you.”

      She cast a sideways glance at him. “This isn’t what I call fun.”

      Hawk whipped the wheel to the right and headed down another side street. Before the police cars could follow him, he pulled into a parking spot along the curb and activated the cloaking device.

      “Wait for it,” he said. “Wait for it.”

      The police cars zipped right past him and continued down the road.

      “That was close,” Alex said.

      Hawk shrugged. “What do you think of the color blue?”

      He toggled another switch, changing the color of the car to a dark blue. After adjusting his rearview mirror, he eased back onto the street and headed for the airport.

      “We’ve got a plane to catch.”
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      LOS ANGELES

      MORGAN’S MOUTH FELL AGAPE as she watched the unfolding story reported on the news. Journalists replayed the footage in slow motion over and over again, depicting the moment when President Karelin staggered backward and fell amid a chaotic scene on stage. Images of the crowd scattering, terror etched on the people’s faces as they ran, played repeatedly as the pundits speculated about who was behind the attack and why. Morgan knew the answer, but she couldn’t look away.

      “Why don’t you turn that off?” Big Earv suggested as he strode into her office. “We know more than they do about this attack, don’t we?”

      She sighed. “Of course, but I want to make sure it stays that way.”

      “Watching these morons blabber their opinions on television isn’t going to change whether or not they know more than you. They either do or they don’t. And if by chance they learn more, you don’t need to be watching at the moment for it to happen. You’re not going to be able to do anything about it anyway, are you?”

      Morgan reached for the remote and then picked it up. She paused for a moment before turning off the television.

      “I guess you agree with me,” Big Earv said.

      “It’s hard not to,” she said. “Like always, you make too many damn good points.”

      “That’s what I’m here for,” he said with a wink.

      “No, you’re here to help the Magnum Group achieve its stated objectives as we keep the country safe. Helping me maintain some semblance of sanity is just an added bonus.”

      “The reason why you’ve kept me around is finally revealed.”

      “Don’t push it, Big Earv,” she said. “As a woman, I fully reserve my right to change my mind in the future if necessary.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of pushing it,” he said as he eased back toward the door.

      “Don’t go anywhere. I still want to talk with you about this whole situation.”

      “Why? Either Hawk and Alex will come back—or they won’t. If they get detained, it won’t matter. Our government won’t do anything to help them.”

      “I would hope you’d be willing to stick your neck out for them.”

      “Just say the word and I’ll be there for them,” Big Earv said. “And that’s why you really keep me around.”

      She forced a smile. “Probably, but we need to be prepared to support them however we can as soon as possible.”

      He eyed her closely. “Have you heard from Hawk?”

      “Not yet, but I suspect I will soon. Our jet just took off from Paris.”

      “You sent the jet to Paris?”

      “I thought it’d give them a better way out if things went south.”

      “So, you knew nothing would go as planned?”

      Morgan shrugged. “It’s called life. Surely you’ve been around long enough to experience repeated disappointment, no?”

      “Yes, but I never come to expect it.”

      “Expecting it is the only way to survive. You’ve got to think two steps ahead—and believe that you’re just one step away from disaster.”

      “That’s sage advice, though quite a dark perspective on the world.”

      “These are dark times,” she said.

      Her phone buzzed, causing her to pause. She glanced at the screen. “Speaking of dark times, it looks like Blunt’s abductors might be calling.”

      Big Earv sat in one of the chairs across from her desk. “In that case, I’ll stick around. I want to hear what these bastards have got to say.”

      “Be my guest,” she said. Morgan stuck her head out of her office and notified Mia, who began tracing the call. Then she answered the call and put it on speaker.

      She waited a moment before she spoke.

      “This is Morgan,” she said.

      “Miss May, I promised that I’d call you again,” the familiar voice said.

      “And I see that you’re true to your word, just like I am to mine,” Morgan said. “I told you I’d get the Widowmaker to comply—and I did.”

      The man clucked his tongue. “Not so fast. The last I heard, President Karelin is still very much alive. I told you that the agreement was contingent upon his death. He actually needed to die. But that still hasn’t happened yet, has it?”

      “Just give it some time,” she said. “They’re just prolonging the announcement so the ruling party can nominate a new president. Don’t be fooled.”

      “That wasn’t the deal.”

      “The deal was I convince the Widowmaker to take your job, which I did,” Morgan said. “The outcome wasn’t part of it.”

      “If Karelin doesn’t die, the Widowmaker didn’t deliver, meaning you ultimately didn’t do what I asked. Besides, plenty of people are examining the footage—and it doesn’t look like the Russian president was shot.”

      Morgan took a deep breath, waiting a moment before she continued. “So, I guess I can’t win, can I?”

      “This isn’t about who wins. It’s about upholding your end of the agreement.”

      “Is he still alive?” Morgan asked.

      “I already told you that there haven’t been any reports that the Russian president is dead.”

      “That’s not who I was talking about,” she said with a growl.

      “Oh, Grandpa here is still alive, but maybe not for long. If you want to keep him alive, maybe you should get back in touch with the Widowmaker and tell him to finish the job.”

      “Let me speak to Blunt.”

      “Nice try, Miss May. I know you’re trying to trace this call, but it’s not happening. Finish the job or I finish Blunt.”

      The line went dead. Morgan clenched her first and pounded it on her desk.

      “That was close,” Big Earv said, looking at the time on his phone. “You almost managed to keep them on long enough.”

      “When you mean close, you’re talking about them, right?” Mia asked as she strode into the room.

      Morgan’s eyes widened. “What do you mean?”

      Mia winked. “We got it. We know where they are.”

      “Well, that only solves half our problem,” Morgan said. “We still need to do something to stop this war they’re trying to start.”
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      WASHINGTON, D.C.

      WITH BESSERMAN SUSPENDED and word spreading around Washington that he was about to be ousted, Mallory Kauffman recognized that her time at the agency was likely running short. A photograph emerged of Besserman meeting with the head of the FSB Sergey Aminoff in Paris just before the attack. And while Mallory hadn’t heard about the nature of the meeting, she knew there was a good explanation for it. The growing outcry from the photo only underscored President Norris’s decision to remove Besserman. However, the decision would have disastrous consequences for national security, both in the present and in the future.

      She turned on the television where footage showed President Karelin as medics rushed him into an ambulance. The images were shaky, making it nearly impossible to see where he’d been hit, but early reports sounded grim. An anchor woman spoke solemnly as she recounted the day’s events and shared a report released from the Russian government about Karelin’s condition and its vow to hold accountable whoever was responsible for the assassination attempt.

      Mallory dialed Emma Washburn’s number to find out if the administration still planned to install Yelton.

      “Miss Washburn, I appreciate you taking my call,” Mallory said. “I know you’re busy right now, but this is extremely urgent.”

      “What isn’t extremely urgent right now?” Emma asked.

      “Look, I wanted to find out if the president anticipates replacing Director Besserman with Larry Yelton.”

      “You’re a smart woman, Officer Kauffman, so you know we have a lot going on right now. Maybe you can understand that we’re putting out fires, including some involving your suspended boss.”

      “Yeah, and now more than ever, you need a strong leader to helm the agency. Larry Yelton is not your guy.”

      “It seems like the guy we had before was colluding with the Russians, quite possibly putting us on the brink of war if some of the Russian hawks get their way.”

      Mallory paused for a moment, carefully choosing her words. “Moscow sounds very similar to Washington in that regard. But I can assure you that whatever that alleged meeting was about between Director Besserman and Aminoff, it wasn’t whatever that journalist led you to believe it was.”

      “Your hopes and wishes regarding that incident don’t have me brimming with confidence.”

      “In that case, I’ve got something else that should have you brimming with fear of a scandal that will all but torpedo Norris’s election chances if he moves forward with Yelton as the head of the agency.”

      “Is it those pictures of Yelton meeting with a supposed Chinese spy?”

      “Yes—and there’s video, too,” Mallory said. “I’m sure the press would have a field day with those.”

      “And how would they get those classified images?”

      “Our servers are under attack all the time. It wouldn’t be impossible for a hacker to find something like this.”

      “Watch yourself, Officer Kauffman. It sounds like you’re suggesting something that might be considered treasonous.”

      “What’s treasonous is letting someone meeting with a known Chinese spy take over the CIA.”

      “And the sitting director meeting with the head of the FSB is any better?”

      “I can promise you there will be a good explanation for that, one I’d probably be able to relay to you already if I hadn’t been shut out.”

      “Surely you know what the director was doing in Paris, don’t you?”

      “He was there to stop a rumored attack during the G8 summit.”

      “A lot of good he did there,” Emma scoffed.

      “Kind of hard to do your job when you have your hands tied by the president, who refused to listen to Director Besserman’s warnings. Now, if you haven’t put the pieces together yet that someone is trying to start a war by proxy, you’re not paying attention. I respectfully suggest you consider what’s happening and how your best bet is to keep them from snowballing an experienced and well-connected CIA director who both understands the art of espionage and the importance of diplomacy—and how the two work together. Yelton will be blundering all over the place and have us in a compromising position within months—and you know it.”

      “I don’t know that. But what I do know is that President Norris wants Yelton.”

      “Perhaps you should ask yourself why that is,” Mallory said. “And if you have any pull, advise against it. Deep down, I think you know I’m right, but you’re trying to be a good chief of staff. A great chief of staff wouldn’t be afraid to push back, something I know you’re more than capable of but haven’t done in a long time.”

      Emma sighed. “I’ll think about it and then talk with the president.”

      “That’s all I can ask,” Mallory said. “I’d hate for the president taking an unnecessary hit for hiring Yelton.”

      Emma hung up the phone and then walked across the hall to President Norris’s room.

      “What is it, Emma?” Norris asked.

      “We need to talk.”
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        * * *

      

      BESSERMAN WAS AT THE airport trying to get a flight home amid the chaos that had erupted over the incident at the G8 announcement meeting. He read several articles talking about the implications of the attack on President Karelin. Pundits also speculated who was behind the attempted assassination and why. They opined on who had the most to gain from having Karelin out of the way. And while every American security expert hesitated to accuse the U.S. of orchestrating the attack, Besserman could tell what they thought by what they didn’t say—and everyone refused to rule out the U.S.

      The news out of Moscow was that Karelin was still fighting for his life. Besserman wasn’t sure he believed it, but he couldn’t be certain of anything.

      His phone buzzed with a call from a Russian area code. It was Aminoff.

      “I warned you that the president wasn’t going to use a body double, much less wear a vest,” he said.

      “I tried my best to warn the operative, but I can’t exactly control him,” Besserman said. “How is Karelin?”

      “He’s going to be fine, though he’s upset and his pride is wounded.”

      “This is a tremendous opportunity for him,” Besserman said. “He’s going to get sympathy from everyone since he survived an attack. He can leverage this situation for your country’s good. That’s what our politicians would do.”

      “Moscow doesn’t work like Washington,” Aminoff said. “Right now, he’s got several generals, old holdouts from the Soviet era, who don’t want to waste this opportunity to start a war with the west.”

      “They’re aware it’s a war they can’t win, right?”

      “Not everyone advising the president is of sound mind, if you understand what I mean.”

      Besserman chuckled. “Maybe Moscow isn’t so different than Washington.”

      “I’ll do what I can to convince him that the attack wasn’t something the U.S. participated in, but you don’t know these men who are salivating over the opportunity to get into battle. They think they’re going to—how do you say it?—get the band back together again?”

      “Are you talking about reuniting the old Soviet Union?”

      “Yes. There are a few delusional people here who think that’s the case. But we know better, don’t we?”

      “Let me know if you need my help in any way. Not sure what I can do while I’m suspended, but I’ll keep trying to help.”

      “Thank you.”

      “And my best wishes to Karelin. I hope he has a speedy recovery.”

      “Don’t we all.”

      Besserman hung up and checked the departure list. His plane was delayed another half-hour, making him wonder if he’d be able to get on a flight that day or be forced to spend another night in Paris.

      Then Besserman’s phone rang again, this time from a more familiar number.

      “Bobby,” President Norris said, “I believe I owe you an apology.”

      “I thought you said I was done and you didn’t want to hear from me until I turned in my resignation.”

      “If you did, I won’t accept it. I made a mistake—and I’m trying to be a big man and admit it. The truth is, we need you right now.”

      “I accept your apology,” Besserman said. “We’ll have to talk about that further moving forward. But right now, we need to discuss what’s happening. I’m afraid we’ve got quite a challenge on our hands.”
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      TWO DAYS LATER | FORT TOTTEN, NEW YORK CITY

      BIG EARV SCANNED THE perimeter wall of Fort Totten from one of the turrets overlooking Little Neck Bay. With the front gate secured by military personnel, the most vulnerable route would be from the water. Big Earv, situated on the east side of the military installment, hadn’t stopped watching for any unusual movement since just after sundown.

      After Besserman was fully restored as the CIA director, he coordinated with the Magnum Group to thwart this looming attack. Norris only authorized a small team to prevent drawing too much suspicion. It wasn’t ideal, but Besserman figured between the fort’s regular patrol and a specialized team from the agency, they should be able to stop any attacks.

      Meanwhile, President Karelin was rumored to be recovering in media reports, but the Kremlin had yet to release an official statement other than to condemn the assassination attempt and promise retribution. Whether Karelin recovered or not was inconsequential to the plans of whoever was behind this attack. They wanted a war by proxy and seemed hell-bent on making that happen sooner rather than later.

      But Big Earv wasn’t thinking about that as he peered out across the murky East River water filling the bay.

      “Are these bastards ever gonna show up?” Coy Nelson asked over the coms.

      The CIA’s lead field operative for the joint mission remained skeptical that anyone was going to try to storm the walls of Fort Totten, let alone that a nuclear missile launch site existed beneath them. His cynicism had spread to the rest of his team.

      “This seems like a fool’s errand to me,” Randy Hernandez said. “Maybe the director is trying too hard to redeem himself.”

      Big Earv heard at least two of the other three operatives chuckling at Hernandez’s suggestion.

      “I can assure you that this threat is real,” Big Earv said, squelching the light mood. “They may not come tonight, but they’re coming. And we can’t afford to let them anywhere near these missiles.”

      “Have you seen these missiles?” Nelson asked.

      “No,” Big Earv said.

      “Then how do you know they’re really there?”

      “I’ve never seen the wind, but I believe it exists,” Big Earv said. “You work for the CIA for god’s sake. You ought to be more aware than anyone that secret shit is always happening. What’s so difficult to believe that at one point in our country’s history we built a launch site right here in New York City?”

      “Seems like a dangerous thing to do,” Hernandez said. “And until I see it with my own eyes, I’m not sure I believe it exists.”

      “Nice,” Big Earv said. “We’ve got a Doubting Thomas on our hands.”

      “That’s right,” Hernandez said. “I’ve gotta put my finger through the nail holes before I’ll believe it.”

      Big Earv stifled a laugh. “How long you been with the agency?”

      “A year and two months,” Hernandez said.

      “That explains it. You just haven’t been around enough. Just wait until they tell you the truth about the gold in Fort Knox.”

      “What?” Hernandez said.

      “He’s yanking your chain,” Nelson said. “Fort Knox is loaded with gold.”

      “Have you seen it?” Big Earv asked. “Because I can tell you that it’s not there.”

      Nelson grunted. “Let’s just stay focused on the task at hand.”

      Big Earv agreed, though he had kept his eyes on the water, refusing to look anywhere else for fear that he might miss anyone trying to sneak ashore.

      A few more minutes passed in silence before an explosion rocked the north side of the fort near Willet’s Point overlooking the East River.

      “Can someone give me a status report?” Big Earv asked. “Nelson? You there?”

      No response.

      “Hernandez?”

      “I’m here,” Hernandez said. “I’m going to check it out now.”

      “Do you have any visual on the hostiles?”

      “Negative,” Hernandez said.

      “Shultz? Vance?” Big Earv asked. “Anyone else there?”

      Nothing.

      Big Earv realized if he didn’t go help Hernandez, he might be walking into a trap, which would leave Big Earv alone to handle the situation with a handful of the fort’s equivalent of night watchmen. And it was clear, the hostiles attacking were pros.

      Big Earv hurried along the parapet, weapon trained in front of him. As he drew nearer to the site of the explosion, he heard gunfire.

      “I need some backup,” Hernandez said.

      More shots echoed off the water and the fort walls.

      “You there, Big Earv?”

      “I’m on my way. Give me another minute.”

      “That’s pushing it,” Hernandez said. “I also found Nelson and Vance.”

      “And?”

      “They’re both as good as gone. They were right by the initial blast.”

      “And Schultz?”

      “No sign of him yet.”

      More shots.

      Big Earv reached Hernandez’s position. The two men set up back to back, shooting in the direction of the gunfire through the embrasures. Big Earv found one of the shooters and put the man in his sights.

      Time to say good-bye …

      Big Earv squeezed off three shots, the last two hitting the man and dropping him where he stood. He teetered for a second before he fell backward into the water.

      Then the shooting stopped.

      Big Earv used his infrared glasses to inspect the area. He didn’t see any other heat signatures.

      “That was easy,” Hernandez said.

      “Cost us at least two men,” Big Earv said. “I wouldn’t call that easy. But you’re right. That just seems too easy if he was the only one trying to penetrate the fort.

      Then Big Earv froze as he heard an explosion coming from the east side of the fort.

      Damnit!

      He jumped to his feet and grabbed Hernandez, imploring him to follow.

      “What’s going on?” Hernandez asked.

      “This was a distraction,” Big Earv said. “We’ve definitely got some more company. But we need to move.”
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      KRITINIA, GREECE

      HAWK AND ALEX STOPPED a few hundred meters from the Kritinia Castle and peered through a pair of binoculars. The place looked desolate outside of a small gift shop and a construction trailer. The rest of the area was a combination of rocks, pine trees, and ancient ruins that had managed to survive hundreds of years of the Agean Sea’s relentless winds. But as far as a hideout for a madman trying to incite a world war, it didn’t look promising.

      Hawk handed the binoculars to Alex. “Take a look. Tell me if you think we’re not on a wild goose chase right now?”

      Alex pressed her forehead against the glasses and studied the area for a moment before handing them back to Hawk. “It’s hard to tell from here, but it looks like a site for bored tourists or ancient ruin enthusiasts.”

      “That’s what I’m thinking. That place looks completely rundown and incapable of housing any such operation.”

      “But you have to admit that nobody would suspect this place, would they?”

      Hawk shook his head. “I wouldn’t.”

      “And that’s the genius of it.”

      He scratched his head and thought for a moment. “Can you find out who’s in charge of the company running the renovations?”

      “I looked it up earlier when I read about it,” she said. “It was some Greek company I couldn’t find any record of.”

      “Then it’s a shell company?”

      “Could be.”

      “So, maybe this is where they’re hiding. I mean, why else would some company out of Greece without any real history take on renovating this castle? It’s on a small island in a small city without much tourism. Not to mention renovating this place is going to take millions. Doesn’t seem like it’d be even remotely profitable.”

      “Hard to argue with that. The only problem I have with going in there is that we don’t know a damn thing about it. I read that there’s a substantial system of underground tunnels used when foreign marauders overran the castle. Soldiers would hide below and wait until the attackers were inside and then surround them and ambush them. It was highly effective as the castle remained in the same hands for hundreds of years after the tunnels were built.”

      “And then what?” Hawk asked.

      “History is a little murky about how the castle fell, but something happened to change the balance.”

      “Maybe word about the tunnels got around.”

      “That’s a possibility. And we know about them. So, how are we going to get around them?”

      “I’ve got an idea,” Hawk said. “But we’re not doing anything until it’s dark.”
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        * * *

      

      WHILE ALEX WENT BACK to town, Hawk sought shade among a cluster of pine trees and waited. When the sun dipped below the horizon, he grabbed his gear and headed toward the castle.

      “Are you in position?” he asked over the coms.

      Alex, who’d secured a boat and was situated just offshore, revved the engine. “All I need is you and Blunt to complete this getaway.”

      “Okay, but if it starts to take a while, just leave because something probably went horribly wrong,” he said. “I won’t be able to communicate with you once I enter the castle. Wish me luck.”

      “Good luck,” she said. “You better not come back without him.”

      When he got within a hundred meters of the ruins, Hawk activated a device that jammed radio signals, rendering any remote camera system useless. He circled the outside of the castle before creeping up the steps leading to the area where the gift shop was being constructed. Boxes stacked haphazardly filled the room, which was still under construction.

      Hawk eyed a small opening and then moved toward it. He spied a set of stairs that led downward and hesitated to use them for a moment.

      After checking the area, he descended the steps. A series of lights positioned parallel with the stairs lighted the way. When he reached the bottom, Hawk could tell that anything the restoration project wanted to do, it started with the floor just below the surface. There were rooms with refurbished doors and hardware all along the corridor, the workers obviously doing their best to match the original design of the times. But Hawk didn’t have any extra time to stop and admire the genius of the architects. He was focused on finding J.D. Blunt and taking him home.

      When he reached the end of the hall, he found another set of stairs, taking him deeper into the bowels of the building. Hawk debated for a moment if he should continue to go down or explore the floor he was on first. He opted to descend another level.

      Down he went, unable to exit at the next floor, going down two more before he found lights again. This time, the area didn’t even attempt to appear like an ancient castle. Hardwood floors and plaster walls comprised the area. Hawk was somewhat shocked at the drastic difference.

      This has to be it.

      Hawk pointed down a long corridor that was lit by a series of lights. He decided to follow them and see where they led. Since the previous floors appeared dark, he considered that this might be where they were holding Blunt—if this was indeed the location. He still had his doubts as he pressed forward.

      The hallway wound around to the right before straightening out and continuing for another hundred meters on a slow downward slope. Hawk appreciated the lighted pathway, though he couldn’t help but wonder if this was all designed to lead him right into the abductors’ hands.

      After a few minutes, the tunnel provided no way forward, only a left and a right.

      Which way now?

      He shuffled left down the corridor, which was damp and musty. Water trickled from the rough walls, hewn by pick axes several centuries ago.

      He reached a series of doors that appeared to be something akin to prison cells. He moved along, one by one, peeking inside each room in search of Blunt.

      So far, nothing.

      Where is he?

      When he came to the last door on the left, he found an open cell with Blunt fastened to a wall.

      Blunt gave Hawk a knowing look before glancing toward the doorway. “We’re not out of the woods yet,” Blunt said.

      “Let’s get you out of here,” Hawk said before going to work on Blunt’s chains. Once he was freed, Hawk peered down the hall.

      “They come around every half-hour,” Blunt said. “But I’m not sure how long it’s been, but they’ll be here before you know it.”

      “And we’ll be ready,” Hawk said.

      Then he heard the click of a gun behind him.

      “Will you?” a man asked.

      Hawk spun around to find a guard with his weapon trained on them.
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      FORT TOTTEN, NEW YORK CITY

      BIG EARV EASED BACK toward the east side of the castle where he’d heard more activity. The distraction had worked, drawing his small team toward the north side and leaving plenty of the fort exposed and vulnerable. With Hernandez in tow, Big Earv crept along the parapet until he reached a section of the wall that had been blown apart by an explosive. He gestured for them to descend below.

      Big Earv found an opening created from an explosion, a manhole that had been welded shut before now gaping. Below was a ladder attached to a wall, leading deeper into the fort.

      They hustled down and wound their way through a long tunnel heading south and leading to a large open space. Big Earv reached back and grabbed Hernandez by the back of his collar and forced him down to the ground. They both laid low and waited.

      “What do you see?” Hernandez asked.

      “Six hostiles—and they’re all working on getting those missiles operational.”

      “Missiles?”

      “If seeing his believing, take a look for yourself, but be careful.”

      Big Earv moved aside and let Hernandez peek his head over the edge of the short wall and look down into the expanse where six missiles were all aimed skyward. The hostiles stood over a control panel, flipping switches and pushing buttons to get the system operational.

      “That isn’t good,” Hernandez said.

      “You believe it now?” Big Earv asked.

      Hernandez nodded.

      “Now it’s time to do something about it.”

      Big Earv explained his plan to Hernandez and then they went to work. With a catwalk looming overhead, Big Earv crept over to it and moved across. When he reached the other side, he moved into a position well-hidden from the men below and signaled to Hernandez. The CIA operative started firing, drawing the hostiles’ attention to one side of the room. Meanwhile, Big Earv started to pick them off one by one. In less than a minute, four hostiles had fallen, leaving two.

      Then one of them scurried across the room and pressed a button. A large opening overhead started to shift, revealing the New York night sky.

      Hernandez kept firing, bullets pinging off the controls below. One of the hostiles kept Hernandez at bay with an onslaught of bullets, leaving Big Earv with an opportunity to put an end to the threat. However, he couldn’t sight in the man hidden behind a panel.

      The missile in the center of the room started to move, slowly transitioning from a horizontal position to a vertical one.

      Big Earv realized time was running short. He scanned the room for anything to help him gain a clear shot on the man directing the missiles. Then Big Earv noticed a chain dangling from the ceiling about ten feet away. He realized he would have to stand on the railing and leap for it—and pray that the last gunman didn’t see him.

      Big Earv looked across the room, locking eyes with Hernandez. They gave each other a knowing look before Big Earv scrambled up to the rail. He held his weapon in one hand and steadied himself with another. After a slight head nod to Hernandez, Big Earv jumped.

      As he flew through the air, he started to wonder if he’d be able to reach the chain. But he managed to grab the bottom of it and then wrap his hand around it a couple of times before continuing to swing across the room.

      Big Earv fired a couple of shots at the man at the control panel but missed. Meanwhile, the man who’d been targeting Hernandez turned toward Big Earv. When the man did, Hernandez pumped several shots into him dropping him to the ground.

      The missile continued to move into place as the last hostile continued to work. Big Earv swung back and forth across the room, some twenty feet off the ground. The man below ignored Big Earv, working diligently to initiate the launch sequence. But Big Earv remained focused on his task, taking aim at the man. He took a few more shots but was unable to connect as the missiles methodically moved into position.

      Big Earv threw his gun aside and drew back before swinging hard across the room. After rocking back and forth a few times, he launched himself toward the man below. Big Earv crashed on top of the control panel, forcing the hostile to move from his position. He drew his gun and trained it on Big Earv.

      Just before he fired, Hernandez unloaded, hitting the man three times, twice in the head and once in the chest. Before he could fire at Big Earv, he fell face forward, already dead when he hit the ground.

      Big Earv jumped to his feet as the missile continued to move upward. He scanned the panel and searched for anything to help him abort the launch. After a few seconds, he found a switch and flipped it. Moments later, the missile began to retreat, returning to its horizontal position.

      A wide grin spread across Big Earv’s face. He looked up toward the balcony at Hernandez, who flashed the thumbs up signal to Hawk.

      “So, do you believe me now?” Big Earv asked over the coms.

      “I put my hands in the holes,” Hernandez said. “I’m a believer.”

      Big Earv laughed and inspected the panel before placing a call to Morgan.

      “The missile site is secure,” Big Earv said.

      “I’ll let the president know,” she said. “Good work.”

      Big Earv strode over to the man who’d been busy on the panel earlier in an attempt to launch the missile. He looked at the man’s hand and removed a ring, studying it for a few seconds.

      “Well, would you look at this?”
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      KRITINIA, GREECE

      HAWK RAISED HIS HANDS in the air and took a step back. The guard gestured for Hawk to place his weapon on the floor. Two other armed men entered the room, followed by a man in a white suit with a cane. With a smug smile, he sauntered closer to Hawk and Blunt.

      “So this is the infamous Brady Hawk,” the man said. “The man, the myth, the legend—and now a captive of mine. Seems too good to be true.”

      “I’ve found that when something sounds too good to be true, it’s because it isn’t true,” Hawk said.

      The man looked around the room and held his hands out. “Are you suggesting that perhaps you aren’t being held captive right now?”

      Hawk said nothing.

      “Because from the looks of things, you aren’t going anywhere,” the man said as he arched his eyebrows.

      “What do you want?” Hawk asked.

      “I want to start a war, but your little outfit seems intent on thwarting those plans at every turn.”

      “I’m sorry,” Hawk interrupted. “Who are you again?”

      The man placed his hand on his chest and lowered his head for a moment. “I’m sorry. How inconsiderate of me to not introduce myself. My name is Augustus Granger. Perhaps Senator Blunt here didn’t have a chance to fill you in.”

      “Augustus Granger? That name is familiar to me.”

      “It should be since I used to work with your father at Colton Industries,” Granger said.

      “It’s a long story, but maybe you haven’t heard that Tom Colton wasn’t my real father,” Hawk said.

      Granger sighed and he placed his hand on his heart, feigning relief. “I sure am glad to hear that because Tom Colton and I go way back. I’d feel a twinge of guilt over killing his son, but now you’ve relieved me of that burden.”

      “Based on how you operate, I doubt you have much guilt at all. People who try to start wars don’t exactly have much of a conscience.”

      Granger twirled his cane as he walked closer toward Hawk, stopping and then whacking him in the side of leg. Hawk went to the ground on his knees, surprised by the blow.

      “Maybe you’re right, Mr. Hawk. I felt nothing just then when I hit you. But don’t worry. I’m not here to torture you. I just want you to do what I ask you to do.”

      “I’m willing to do anything—within reason—as long as it means Senator Blunt here is released from custody.”

      Granger circled his two captives. “I like how you’re thinking, Mr. Hawk. The problem is I just don’t trust you anymore. You see, you already had your chance to do what I asked, but you failed.”

      “What are you talking about? I broke Edgar Vaughn out of prison like you requested. You’re the one who didn’t uphold your end of the bargain.”

      Granger chuckled and shook his head. “Of course you did, Mr. Hawk. But did you not think that I might know the true identity of the Widowmaker, too? That’s right. I know what you did in Paris, so pardon me if I’m hesitant to give you the opportunity to make up for your blunders.”

      “Based on what I heard coming out of the Kremlin, you might still get your way,” Hawk said.

      Granger shrugged. “Sure, it’s a possibility, but what I wanted was a sure thing, something you robbed me of when you decided to play hero. So, we’re going to try this again, only this time I’m going to up the stakes because apparently you were rather cavalier with the senator’s life. But I’m not so sure you’ll be that way when it comes to your wife’s life.”

      Hawk glared at Granger. “You’re making a big mistake.”

      “No, it’s you who’s already made one, Mr. Hawk. And my men are storming her boat as we speak. Come. Let’s take a walk.”

      Granger strode into the hallway, his guards directing Blunt and Hawk to follow. For a moment, Hawk wondered if he could overtake one of the guards and eliminate the other two in order to even the odds with his captor. But it was too risky, especially with the potential of Blunt getting caught in the crossfire.

      They followed Granger down the hall into a more comfortable room, one with a conference table in the middle and a television on the far wall. Hawk eased inside the room, prodded to continue by one of the guards using the barrel of his gun.

      “Sit,” Granger said, tossing a small black box to Hawk. “Enjoy the show.”

      Hawk grimaced as he looked at the device in his hand. Granger’s men had found the jamming device and destroyed it, re-opening communication.

      The lights dimmed, making it easier to see the screen. The first-person view on display showed a man and a colleague skipping across the water toward a boat anchored a hundred meters off shore.

      “This is the boat your wife rented,” Granger said. “We have people everywhere on this island. And we know exactly what she’s doing.”

      Hawk shifted his attention back to the screen as the guard pulled up to the boat and climbed aboard.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” the guard said.

      Hawk felt his stomach churning. He wasn’t sure he could watch.

      Please don’t be there, Alex.
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      KRITINIA, GREECE

      ALEX CROUCHED LOW AS she noticed two armed men racing toward her boat on a raft equipped with an outboard motor. She didn’t have much time and needed to make a quick decision. Running was a good option, given her ability to navigate the rough seas longer and farther than the hostiles could in their barely sea-worthy vessel. But that meant abandoning Hawk. However, she refused to accept that as the option that would produce the optimum outcome. Yet if she wanted that, she would have to stay and fight. Then there was John Daniel to consider. She took a deep breath as she contemplated what to do next.

      She tucked one gun into the back of her pants and wrapped her hand firmly around another weapon before hustling toward the back of the boat and disappearing into the water.
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        * * *

      

      HAWK WANTED TO LOOK away, but he had to see how the situation was going to play out, hoping that Alex had kept her promise to run. The live footage from one of the guards continued to appear on the screen. He announced their intention to board the ship with a bullhorn as the other guard navigated them closer.

      “This isn’t how I envisioned our partnership going years ago,” Granger said. “I really hoped we could work together. But it became clear to me early on that you weren’t the kind of guy who would agree with what we’re trying to do here.”

      Hawk grunted. “And you want me to believe that you find this type of persuasion distasteful?”

      “It’s certainly not what I prefer.”

      “The world isn’t your oyster,” Hawk said.

      “Not yet.”

      They turned their attention back to the screen when one of the guards started talking.

      “The deck is clear,” he shouted.

      The feed showed the other man descending below deck and into the kitchen. He inspected the room, lifting up cushions on the benches and couches to see if he could find Alex. But she wasn’t there.

      “Still nothing here,” he said.

      Then he continued to the bedrooms and proceeded to search them all, finding nothing.

      “Where the hell did she go?” the other man asked.

      The lead guard hustled back up the steps to the deck and surveyed the area. “Well, she didn’t just disappear.”

      “Maybe she’s swimming for shore,” the other man suggested.

      The footage showed a scan of the area around the boat. There wasn’t the slightest sign that Alex was escaping by swimming. But it was clear she wasn’t around.

      Hawk exhaled, relieved that she’d decided to leave, even if that meant dire consequences for him.

      Granger studied Hawk for a moment. “You look relaxed. What do you know about where she went?”

      Hawk shrugged. “I’m watching the same feed you are.”

      “Where’d she go?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. I didn’t even know what kind of boat she rented.”

      Granger pushed a button, activating his coms. “Blow it up.”

      “Copy that,” the guard said.

      The two men began securing explosives all around the vessel.

      “I hope for her sake that she really is gone,” Granger said as he glanced at Hawk.

      Hawk shook his head. “For your sake, you better hope she isn’t.”

      A gunshot coming from the footage arrested their attention. Hawk stared at the screen as the man hustled around the boat.

      “Do you see her, Timo?” he asked.

      As he rounded the helm, the scene came into view. The other guard was limp and careening headfirst into the water. The guard looked around in a panic, searching for where the shots were coming from. He apparently never saw them as he fell headlong into the water, blood streaming out of his chest before the feed became filled with static and then went out.

      Granger jammed his cane into the ground and started cursing.

      A wry grin spread across Hawk’s face. “I warned you.”
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        * * *

      

      ALEX CLIMBED OUT OF the water and began inspecting the boat, removing all the explosives attached to the helm and throwing them into the water.

      She glanced over the side at the bodies of the two men floating lifeless in the water.

      “I’ll have to apologize to Washington for the two extra bodies,” she said aloud. “But I’m not done yet.”

      She picked up her phone and placed a call. Then she piloted the ship out of sight before jumping on her computer and hammering away on the keyboard.

      In the distance, thunder rumbled.
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      KRITINIA, GREECE

      HAWK STUMBLED FORWARD, PUSHED in the back by one of the guards. Blunt grunted as he shuffled along, unable to keep up with the pace demanded by another guard. Irked by Blunt’s slow pace, Granger used his cane to whack the former senator in the back.

      “Knock it off,” Hawk said. “He’s going as fast as he can.”

      “Somehow I doubt that,” Granger said.

      Hawk lunged toward Granger and pinned him against the wall before delivering a vicious head butt. The attack happened so fast that the guards couldn’t respond quick enough to prevent it. They pulled Hawk off Ganger, his white suit now stained with crimson as blood dripped from his nose and forehead.

      “You’re going to pay for that,” Granger said.

      “When you’re broke, getting threatened with debt is meaningless. I’ll never be able to pay your exorbitant demands, nor do I care anymore.”

      Granger pulled out his gun and jammed it into Blunt’s head. “What about now?”

      “No, no, no,” Hawk said. “Don’t do that.”

      “See,” Granger said as he shoved his gun back into its holster. “You’re not completely broke. And you’re going to do exactly what I ask you to do or else your friend here will suffer the most severe consequences.”

      “Hard for me to do anything in here,” Hawk said.

      “I’m going to let you go,” Granger said. “You’ll have forty-eight hours to kill President Karelin or else Blunt will die. It’s just that simple.”

      “Don’t do it,” Blunt said. “Just let this madman have me. I’m not worth starting a war over, and I’ve had more than my share of fishing.”

      Hawk shook his head. “I’m not going to let this guy kill you.”

      Granger, blotting his bleeding forehead with his handkerchief, offered a weak smile. “Would you look at that? Someone cares about the old man. It’s why we took you in the first place. And your friend is so loyal, he’s going to assassinate a world leader for you.”

      Blunt shrugged. “I didn’t hear him say he was going to kill anyone for me—did you?”

      Granger locked eyes with Hawk. “If you fail to complete your mission, I’ll just find someone else who will finish it,” Granger said. “And you’ll both be dead.”

      As they continued to walk down the corridor back toward the prison cells, everyone’s cell phone buzzed with an emergency alert.

      “What is it?” Granger asked.

      “It’s a tsunami warning,” one of the guards said.

      “A tsunami? Here?”

      “The alert says there was an earthquake in the Mediterranean and that we should seek high ground immediately,” the guard said.

      Granger waved dismissively at the report. “I’m sure we’ll be fine.”

      One of the other guards shook his head. “We need to get out of here immediately. I’m not going to drown in here.”

      “We’re already on high ground,” Granger said. “We’re in a damn castle on an island. We can’t get much higher than this.”

      “With all due respect, sir, we’re underground and this leaky structure will be filled up with water before you know it. Now, you can take your own chances, but I’ll be damned if I’m gonna stay down here to die.”

      The guard started to walk away. Granger pulled out his weapon and shot the man in the head. Then Granger looked at the other two guards.

      “Anyone else want to argue?” Granger asked.

      Their phones buzzed again with another alert.

      “Sir, this emergency alert says we have less than five minutes before the wave strikes the island. We need to move immediately or else we’re all going to die.”

      Granger growled and lowered his weapon. “Fine, we’ll go ride out this wave. And then we’re getting back to business as soon as possible.”

      Hawk stepped over the guard’s dead body as they hustled along the corridor. They raced up to the battlement and all searched the horizon for the impending wave.

      Instead, they found themselves surrounded by a team of six operatives, weapons trained on Granger and his men.

      “Told you that you’d better hope Alex was on that boat,” Hawk said as he and Blunt walked over toward the men.

      Alex appeared from around the corner, a wide grin on her face. “I told you I wasn’t going to leave you.”

      “You were in danger,” Hawk said. “We could’ve both been killed.”

      She shook her head. “I had it under control the whole time. Got a little help from Besserman too.”

      Alex nodded at the leader of the group who detained Granger and his men. Three other guards were already bound and sitting in the castle courtyard.

      Then Alex hugged Blunt, who mustered a smile for the first time since Hawk had seen him again. “I thought they were going to do something horrible to you. I’m so glad you’re all right.”

      “They did do something horribly to me,” Blunt grumbled. “I lost about a week of fishing.”

      “At least we didn’t lose you,” Alex said.

      “Well, I’m most grateful that you thought enough of me to come save me,” Blunt said. “Now, does anyone have a cigar?”

      Alex pulled one out of her pocket and handed it to him. “I bought this in Paris just for you. I already trimmed the end for you, too.”

      “You’re the best, Alex,” he said, tousling her hair. “Now, let’s get the hell outta here.”
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      RABAT, MOROCCO

      MORGAN MAY CAST A sideways glance at Tom Fowler, who stood at the security checkpoint with a clipboard in one arm, his other in a sling. She took the clipboard from him and then signed in.

      “You gonna be all right?” Morgan asked, nodding at Fowler’s shoulder.

      Fowler sighed. “It’s healing up nicely, but no thanks to your guy Brady Hawk.”

      “It’s never a good idea to threaten him.”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard about his massive body counts.”

      “Not this time,” Morgan said. “I mean, you’re still alive, aren’t you?”

      Fowler rolled his eyes. “Right this way, Miss May.”

      He led her through a gate and down a long corridor. Then he handed her off to another guard who took her the rest of the way to an interrogation room.

      “Ma’am,” the man said as he opened the door and gestured for her to go inside.

      Morgan marched inside and found Augustus Granger sitting across the table. He wore an orange jumpsuit and his hands were secured to a bar in front of him.

      “Mr. Granger, welcome to the fifth circle of hell.”

      He winced as he pulled at his handcuffs. “It’s not so bad.”

      “Is that so?” she asked. “I hear that you prefer to wear white suits and twirl your cane around while trying to incite world wars. Doesn’t look like much of that is happening here today.”

      “I’ll be back before you know it. Mark my words.”

      Morgan chuckled. “I seriously doubt that. In fact, you’re probably going to die inside these walls.”

      “So, that’s how you open? Telling me I’m going to die here, yet you come with your hat in hand, wanting to know information?”

      “Who said I want to know anything?”

      “I can see it on your face,” Granger said. “You’re not here to find out how I’m doing. You want to know about my network.”

      “Not really,” she said. “The Sectarians are already grounded before they even had a chance to take flight.”

      “I think coming within a whisker of setting the world on fire hardly means we didn’t get off the ground.”

      “In a manner of speaking, it was. We only needed two days to dismantle your organization from the inside out. In the event that you ever get out of here, it’ll take years to rebuild your contacts, let alone get access to the finances you need to even get close to making something like this happen again. But getting out of here is the biggest if of all. So, you might as well get comfortable here.”

      “Again, you think that’s going to make me want to help you?”

      “How’d you sleep last night, Mr. Granger? Did you like that cot that had a poor excuse for a mattress? Did you like the smell? I heard it was rancid.”

      “What are you gonna do about it?”

      “I can get you upgraded,” Morgan said. “Your stay here can become much more comfortable, but that’s entirely up to you and how much you want to share with us.”

      Granger looked at the floor and bit his lip. He waited a few moments before responding.

      “I want a comfortable bed, a recliner, and access to books.”

      “Sounds reasonable.”

      Granger nodded. “So what do you want to know?”

      “Let’s start with The Sectarians.”

      Granger spent the next half-hour explaining how he’d managed to resurrect the group, encouraging key players who wanted to profit off of the chaos to join the newly-revived version of the organization.

      “So you just woke up one morning itching to stoke the flames of a smoldering conflict between Russia and the U.S.?” Morgan asked.

      “Well, I was already a part of something that was doing that—it was just taking far too long.”

      “The Alliance?” Morgan asked.

      “They move far too slow for my tastes.”

      “Yet they still have a chance to do something dastardly, while you are done.”

      “I know, I know,” Granger said as he turned his gaze toward the floor. “Slow and steady wins the race.”

      Morgan leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “So, what is The Alliance doing that’s slow and steady? How are they going to upend the world?”

      “No idea. I wasn’t connected with them long enough to learn how. I just knew one person affiliated with the leadership, though I’m not certain he’s high up on their food chain. But he’d know who is involved.”

      “Got a name for this guy?”

      “Yeah,” Granger said, “but I suggest you be careful with him. He knows a very dark secret about your president. I saw two federal agents try to take him out one day but failed.”

      “And what exactly does he know?”

      “Not sure, but I can tell you it’s the kind of thing that could bury a president or turn democracy on its head.”

      “A name, please.”

      “You might be surprised,” Granger said. “His name is Logan Proctor.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Granger. I’ll see that you get a new bed for tonight.”

      “And a recliner and books?”

      “Maybe later,” Morgan said. “We don’t want to spoil you.”

      Granger shouted at her as she left the room. But she wasn’t paying him any attention.

      Morgan had a phone call to make.
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      LOS ANGELES

      WHEN THE MAGNUM GROUP team regrouped a week later, Hawk and Alex had been home to unwind and spend time with John Daniel. His uncle had taught him how to drive an ATV while Hawk and Alex were on their latest mission. Alex was not ready to ride shotgun with John Daniel, but Hawk decided it had to be less dangerous than what he’d just faced and volunteered to ride. News of John Daniel’s newest skill had already spread throughout the team by the time Hawk and Alex arrived in Los Angeles for a debriefing.

      Morgan entered the room and took her chair at the head of the table. “What’s new, everyone?”

      “We were just discussing John Daniel’s driving exploits,” Mia said.

      Morgan laughed. “Most people don’t get to experience the terror of teaching their kids to drive until they’re sixteen or so. But a decade earlier than that? Exponentially more frightening.”

      Hawk shrugged. “I guess it’s all relative. When you face a half-dozen hostiles on a ridge and you have six bullets left and no cover, riding shotgun with a kid who’s still learning to read ranks lower on the list of things that scare the shit out of me.”

      “I declined the offer to ride with John Daniel,” Alex said.

      “Somewhat surprising but still understandable,” Hawk said. “He still has trouble coloring inside the lines. Hugging a ridge could prove to be a challenge.”

      “Yet here you are,” Morgan said. “In fact, here we all are. And that’s thanks to everyone in this room. Big Earv for stopping the attack on the secret nuclear facility beneath Fort Totten. Mia for providing support during the operation in Paris. Hawk, Alex—I think your role speaks for itself.”

      “Don’t forget Dr. Z,” Hawk said.

      “Of course not,” Morgan said. “He contributed in a major way as well, but he’s not here today.”

      “We’re playing golf with him later today,” Hawk said. “I’ll let him know he was recognized.”

      “Well, I just wanted to let you know about the fallout from this latest operation to get my uncle safely home. First of all, I’m forever indebted to all of you. Uncle J.D. has been reunited with his boat and is cruising around looking for a good fishing spot somewhere in the Caribbean. He wanted me to thank all of you, first for even recognizing that he’s still alive and secondly for risking all that you did to save him. He said it wasn’t necessary and to leave him if it happens again, but he’s grateful nonetheless.”

      “We’re never leaving him behind,” Alex said.

      “Well, it may not be feasible in the future, but I’m thankful for all your contributions to making that happen. However, this venture exposed some other dark secrets in Washington, including that of Senator Terry Davis. Yesterday, Davis announced his resignation, effective immediately. He’s apologized to the president but said he was coerced and agreed to work with the FBI to catch those involved.”

      “Anything else happen with Besserman?” Hawk asked.

      “Aside from being fully reinstated, he told me that Norris apologized to him for doubting his loyalty. Apparently, they’ve made amends and are moving forward with Besserman still leading the CIA. Besserman was still miffed about how the whole thing went down, but he’s trying to be a bigger man and forgive.”

      “And your conversation with Augustus Granger?” Big Earv asked.

      “We’re still sorting through all the information he gave us, but based on everything he told us, The Alliance is alive and well, continuing its secretive plot to disrupt longtime institutions. We still need to pursue all the leads he gave us, including some cryptic comments he made about the president.”

      Alex’s eyes widened. “Like what?”

      “I’m still investigating these, but will reveal them to the team soon. I’d tell you now, but I don’t want to start throwing out accusations without some sort of proof.”

      “I understand,” Alex said.

      “Good. But I must warn you all that we still have plenty of work to do, hard work. And it’s going to require all of you giving your all to address the threat The Alliance makes against this country. This is a slow grind, but we must be persistent in chipping away at uncovering all the things they’ve worked so hard to keep hidden. Understand?”

      Every team member nodded. Hawk realized they were all in. The Alliance was already doomed—their leaders just didn’t know it yet.
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        * * *

      

      LATER THAT AFTERNOON, Hawk teed his ball up on No. 4 at Torrey Pines golf course in La Jolla and then surveyed his upcoming shot. Alex stood behind him on the tee box, leaning on her driver. Dr. Z eased up next to her and held his finger to the wind.

      “Make sure you keep it in the fairway,” Dr. Z said.

      Hawk stopped and smiled. “It doesn’t matter where this shot goes, you’re going to be able to find it for me with that contraption of yours.”

      “It’s pretty good, but it doesn’t work miracles if you hit into the Pacific,” Dr. Z said as he tinkered with his golf ball tracking device.

      “Are you ready?” Hawk asked.

      “The stage is all yours.”

      Hawk addressed his ball and then drew back to hit it. A thunderous crack echoed across the landscape as the ball hooked left. The prevailing wind didn’t help either, blowing the ball over the side of the canyon and into the Pacific Ocean.

      “So, Doc, am I gonna be able to find that ball?” Hawk asked.

      Dr. Z shook his head. “Even technology has its limits. When you hit a ball that poorly, nothing’s going to help you. Nothing. It’s gone forever.”

      Alex snickered but didn’t say anything.

      Hawk grimaced. “Thanks for the confidence booster, Doc.”

      “Of course, Agent Hawk. Any time.”

  To continue reading in the Phoenix Chronicles series, order A BRIDGE TOO FAR now. Or to read more novels from the Firestorm world, check out the Brady Hawk series also available on Kindle Unlimited.
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