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      BLACK FOREST | GERMANY

      Brady Hawk mopped his brow and then glanced down at a picture of the target. With a full moon overhead, he didn’t need to use his flashlight. Hawk raised his binoculars and peered through them at the small farmhouse nestled into a hill deep in the heart of the Black Forest. A single light lit the kitchen, where a man in a white tank top sat at a table devouring a bowl of soup as he read a book. After a grueling hike, Hawk had found Burt Painter.

      “Take a look,” Hawk said as he handed the binoculars to Alex.

      His wife and partner at the Magnum Group nodded in agreement. “That’s him alright. That tattoo on his left bicep is distinct.”

      Hawk took the binoculars back one last time to confirm. The red dragon with a bow drawn was unusual, but it was the Latin phrase “Ad honorem et gloriam” etched beneath the art that ensured they’d found their man.

      Hawk slung his rucksack over his back and stood. “Ready?”

      Alex nodded. “Let’s find out what this bastard knows.”

      The pair worked their way closer to the house, careful to avoid the floodlight sensors. After a couple of minutes, they split up to take their positions—Hawk at the back and Alex at the front. He listened for the broken glass and then waited for the flash bang to go off. The moment it did, he kicked in the back door and was met by Painter charging toward the exit. Hawk dropped low and then launched upward, driving his shoulder into Painter’s chest and knocking him backward.

      Painter landed on his back and groaned as he looked up at Hawk.

      “I don’t know what you want, but I don’t know anything,” Painter said, raising his hands in the air in submission.

      “I’m sure you’ll forgive me if I don’t take your word for it,” Hawk said. “Anyone participating in a quiet coup to take over the most powerful country in the world doesn’t get the benefit of the doubt. I’ll be the one to decide if you don’t know anything.”

      Painter bit his lip and shook his head slowly. “Look, I’m not bothering anyone all the way out here. There’s no need for this heavy-handed approach. I don’t even have access to the internet. I’ll answer your questions if you promise to leave me alone.”

      Alex joined Hawk. “So, in less than a minute you’ve gone from ‘I don’t know anything’ to ‘I’ll answer all your questions.’ Sounds like maybe you know quite a bit.”

      Hawk gestured toward the kitchen with his gun.

      Painter eased to his feet and kept both hands in the air until he sat down at the kitchen table.

      “I don’t know how you found me,” Painter said, “but I can assure you that you just went through a lot of trouble all for nothing.”

      Hawk dug a folder out of his rucksack and tossed it down on the table. He spun a chair around so that he was facing the back of it before he straddled it and sat.

      “Look, I—I think you must have me mistaken for someone else,” Painter said.

      Hawk licked his thumb before opening the folder and then leafing through the pages of several documents found inside. He picked one page out and held it up so Painter could see it.

      “That’s not you?” Hawk asked. “Because it sure as hell looks like you.”

      Painter squinted as he studied the image on the page. “I guess that’s probably me.”

      “That’s you meeting with several members of The Alliance in a top-secret meeting among high-level operatives,” Alex said, joining the interrogation with her weapon still trained on him.

      “I mean, that’s me, but I don’t remember meeting with those people,” Painter said.

      “How convenient,” Hawk said. “I thought you just told me that you would answer all our questions.”

      “Technically, I did answer the question,” Painter said. “I—I don’t remember it.”

      Hawk sighed and continued to sift through the documents about Painter’s sordid past as a double agent working for the CIA. Painter had been involved in helping the CIA overthrow two elections in South America. According to the dossier, Painter was recruited in Bogota to help with The Alliance. He’d used his skills as a trained assassin to kill several key military officials who were working to uncover the identities of those involved in The Alliance. And of the seventy-five names who were uncovered as affiliated with The Alliance, Painter was one of a handful that escaped the initial sweep from the FBI and CIA’s joint task force—until now.

      Hawk eased across the table a picture of a man who’d been shot twice in the head. “You remember killing Ron Maize?”

      Painter leaned forward to look at the picture. “I can’t recall ever seeing this man, let alone killing him. But, if you know a lot about me, Mr.—”

      “My name’s not important,” Hawk said. “But nice try.”

      “Okay, but if you know a lot about me, you know I’ve killed plenty of people while working for the agency. That’s not the case anymore since I’ve retired and moved all the way out here.”

      “You know you can’t outrun your past?” Hawk asked.

      “I have nothing to run from. I did what I did in the service of my country.”

      “That’s odd,” Alex said. “You do all these things for your country, but when you finish serving it, you leave to live in the middle of the Black Forest.”

      Painter drummed his fingers on the table and shrugged. “What can I say? I came here on a couple of assignments and fell in love with the country.”

      “That’s a nice story, Mr. Painter,” Hawk said. “But I’m not buying it.”

      “Whatever,” Painter said. “You can choose to believe me or not. I can’t be any clearer when I say that I’m not affiliated with The Alliance, though I am familiar with the organization.”

      “Very familiar, according to all the documentation we have of you interacting with them,” Alex said.

      Hawk noticed Painter’s hand trembling. “Are you okay? Seems like you’re a little nervous.”

      Painter shook his head. “I’ve got a medical condition that’s left me like this. In fact, it’s time for me to take my last pill before I got to bed. Would you mind?”

      Painter nodded toward a small container of pills on the kitchen counter. Alex grabbed it and tossed it to him.

      “Thanks,” he said. “But I also need water.”

      Alex scowled. “Where are your glasses?”

      “They’re—here, just let me get them,” he said.

      Alex backed away from the kitchen but kept her weapon trained on him.

      “Don’t get cute,” Hawk said. “She’s a pretty good shot. The last guy who tested her hit the ground with a bullet hole through his head where his right eye used to be.”

      “No need for all that,” Painter said as he retrieved a glass and filled it with water from the faucet. “I hope you’ve taken into account that I’m being cooperative.”

      As Painter eased back to his chair at the kitchen table, Hawk noticed his captive eyeing the wall.

      “What’s so interesting behind me?” Hawk asked.

      “Nothing. I just thought I saw a flash outside,” Painter said. “It’s probably nothing.”

      “You sure you weren’t sizing up the weapons on the wall?” Hawk asked, referring to the display of crossed axes and a pair of medieval-era shields.

      “Oh, that?” Painter said with a chuckle as he pointed at the display. “I have an affinity for knights and castles, also another reason I retired to the Black Forest.”

      “Well, there’s no knight about to ride up and save you, Mr. Painter,” said Hawk, who noted the same Red Dragon emblem embossed on the head of the axes. “So, I suggest you start being more cooperative and forthcoming about your involvement with The Alliance.”

      “How can I be more forthcoming when I don’t know people associated with that organization? Do you want me to lie?”

      “Actually, the truth would be a good place to start,” Alex said.

      Painter grinned. “The truth is that you made a big mistake in coming here. Oh, and—you’re about to die, compliments of the order of the Red Dragon.”

      Seconds later, Hawk heard the roar of a truck approaching the house. Before he could react, gunfire rained down on them, bullets ripping through the wooden siding and pinging all over the kitchen. He dove to the floor as shattered glass tinkled around him.

      “Alex! You okay?” Hawk shouted, his head still buried.

      “Doing fine,” she answered from across the room. “You?”

      “Never been better.”

      Hawk noticed Painter’s feet remained firmly planted beneath the table.

      Did the American assassin summon these men? Or was this The Alliance remnant cleaning up its mess?

      Hawk couldn’t be sure, but he quit pondering the how and the why a group was attacking them from outside when he noticed Painter’s feet move quickly. By the time Hawk slid out from underneath the table, he saw Painter clutching one of the axes and rushing toward Alex.

      Hawk pumped six shots into Painter. He collapsed to the ground, falling on the axe’s blade and ending any chance that Hawk would get any meaningful answers. Not that Hawk cared in the moment. There was a line where protecting your partner was more important than completing the mission, especially when your partner is your wife and the target is about to hack her with an axe.

      Hawk wormed along the floor to Alex, who had her weapon trained in front of her.

      “Easy,” he said. “I took care of him.”

      Alex craned her neck around the corner to see Painter’s dead body. “With an axe? Really?”

      “We’ll talk about it later,” Hawk said. “But we need to get the hell outta here.”

      “Lead the way.”

      “We need a distraction first,” Hawk said. “I’m not about to lead us into an ambush.”

      “Got any grenades?”

      Hawk dug into his rucksack and produced a pair of them. He kissed one of them and smiled. “Never leave home without them.”

      They discussed their plan and wasted no time springing into action. Hawk stayed low as he hustled to the second floor. After sneaking up to a window facing the front of the house, he unlocked it and pushed it open. Then he launched both grenades in succession before hustling back downstairs. The two explosions sent the men scurrying, silencing their guns for a moment.

      Hawk peeked out the back door and saw one man left to guard the back exit.

      “Just one?” Alex asked.

      Hawk nodded.

      “Amateurs,” she said. “I’ll take him.”

      Hawk watched her take aim before squeezing the trigger.

      “Coast is clear,” she announced.

      “Let’s roll.”

      They raced outside, sprinting deep into the woods. As they ran, Hawk heard the men resume their firing on the farmhouse.

      “Don’t stop,” Hawk said.

      After ten minutes, they stopped by a creek. Hawk strained to hear, but the night was quiet again.

      “Who were those guys?” she asked. “And how’d they know he was in trouble?”

      “Two questions I don’t know the answers to,” Hawk said. “And unfortunately, I’ve now got more questions than I had before we got here, starting with the order of the Red Dragon. You ever heard of them?”

      Alex shook her head. “It’s new to me. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned about trying to shut down The Alliance, it’s that they’re as ruthless as they are unpredictable.”

      “Let’s get home,” he said. “We need to get this thing figured out fast.”
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      WASHINGTON, D.C

      Charles Bullock gripped the lectern in front of the Capitol steps. He took a deep breath and scanned the area. The last time he’d been there, he was making an announcement on behalf of President Young. But plenty had happened since then—and it wasn’t the type of developments that cast him in a good light either.

      Bullock had resigned while serving as President Young’s vice president in an effort to mitigate damage from the affair he’d had years ago. But in the American spirit, he’d made a political comeback. He joined Norris’s ticket, not as damaged goods, but as a master foreign policy strategist. It served Norris well in the general election, bolstering the duo. But with Norris gone, Bullock was left to assume the highest office in the land and buoy a flagging economy and a country that seemed to be under constant assault by outside forces.

      He exhaled as he glanced at his notes, ready to speak, ready to lead—and ultimately ready to answer what would undoubtedly be a barrage of hostile questions.

      Bullock looked up and smiled. “Sometimes, you just never know what life is going to bring—but you better be prepared for it. And that’s why I’m here today.”

      He delivered the most stirring speech of his life, one he refused to let any staffer write. Speaking with passion and emotion, Bullock laid out his plan for the last year and half left on Norris’s term and what he hoped to accomplish beyond that. Instead of dancing around the indiscretions of his past and the fallout from them, he addressed them head on.

      “I know I’ve made mistakes in the past, big mistakes too,” Bullock said. “But that doesn’t mean I haven’t learned from them and grown. There are always things we wish we could go back and do over again, but that’s never a choice. We have to pick up the pieces and figure out a way forward that will make us wiser and stronger so we don’t repeat foolish mistakes. And I believe I’ve done that, so much so that I believe all Americans will be proud that I’m their president by the end of this term. No matter what the future brings, I want the next eighteen months to be some of the most prosperous and peaceful this nation has ever known.”

      Had there been an audience of regular citizens, they would’ve burst into applause. But the press corps remained stoic. As soon as Bullock made it clear that he was finished, the journalists there all raised their hands in hopes of getting called on to answer one of his questions.

      Here we go.

      Bullock called on the first reporter and held his breath. Instead of getting a question about the direction Bullock wanted to take the country, the reporter asked him about his divorce.

      “How do you intend to get the American people to trust you after your admitted infidelity?” the reporter asked.

      Bullock locked eyes with the reporter. “That was a long time ago, something I will regret all the way to my grave. Unfortunately, it meant the end of my marriage with Cori, but she’s been gracious and supportive of my political endeavors moving forward. Our marriage ended, but she’s one of my biggest supporters when it comes to leading the country in a healthy direction.”

      The next three questions were all about his marital infidelity. Bullock was sincere in his regret, wishing he’d had more self-control. But he was young and foolish, drunk on his position as a young U.S. senator when he couldn’t resist a buxom blonde after one drink too many at a bar one night. That encounter led to the woman becoming pregnant, which, when it became public, was the catalyst for Bullock’s resignation as Young’s vice president.

      Bullock weathered the initial barrage of questions before getting to answer inquiries about the topics he was most passionate about—helping restore America to prominence on the global stage. He laid out his plan for the country, delivering a stirring response that raised a few eyebrows from cynical journalists. In the moments after the press conference, social media collectively sung the praises of Bullock, as people from both sides of the political aisle celebrated a president who cared more about the country than his image.

      As he rode back to the White House, Bullock’s press secretary glowed. “If I didn’t know any better, I would’ve bet that you’ve been through something like this before. You didn’t make a single misstep the entire time you were on stage. From a PR standpoint, it was incredible.”

      Bullock shrugged. “I’m glad you were impressed. But I’m less concerned about that and more interested in how hopeful people feel. We need everyone believing we can turn this around, not just my party.”

      “At this point, I’d say everyone is cautiously optimistic,” she said. “The bar is pretty low after what Norris did to the country.”

      “I guess that’s a win then, right?” Bullock asked.

      “We couldn’t call it anything else,” she said.

      Bullock clapped and laughed. “Then I guess we couldn’t have hoped for a better outcome.”

      “You were incredible,” she said with a wide smile.

      Bullock didn’t say another word until they reached the White House. Once there, he was ushered by several Secret Service members to a small basement conference room where Morgan May was waiting for him.

      “Morgan, thank you so much for flying out here to meet with me,” Bullock said.

      “Well, Mr. President, did you really think I was going to turn down your invitation?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve been rebuffed before.”

      “Sir, I’m just glad you haven’t axed our program, if I’m being completely honest.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that under my administration,” Bullock said. “If there’s one thing I’ve realized in my short time here, it’s that the Magnum Group works miracles behind the scenes. And there’s nothing I’ve seen that would warrant shuttering the program. I mean, if I’m being totally honest, I wouldn’t be here without you.”

      “We weren’t trying to make you president,” she said. “But Norris was like a ticking bomb. He continued to let the American people down until it exploded, something I know you won’t do.”

      “I’m glad someone has faith in me.”

      “If anything, I think you’re going to inspire this country to great heights.”

      “That’s kind of you to say,” Bullock said, “though I feel like you’re just blowing smoke up my ass at this point.”

      “That’s not something I would do,” Morgan said. “I believe that you have the ability to turn this country around. All you have to do is stay focused.”

      “And you’re thinking, easier said than done,” he said.

      “I never said that.”

      “But you were thinking it.”

      Morgan shook her head. “My goals aren't different than yours. I want peace and prosperity for every American. And if I didn’t think you could do it, I wouldn’t be here urging you on. And to be completely frank, I think we’ll make a great team.”

      “That depends.”

      “On what?”

      “If you can continue to operate quietly in the shadows,” he said. “The existence of Magnum is something I want to stay a secret. Do you understand?”

      “Of course,” Morgan said. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. Now, I know you didn’t call me all the way out here to tell me what you think about Magnum.”

      Bullock smiled and pushed his thick glasses up on his nose. “Morgan, there’s a reason I like you. You never want to beat around the bush.”

      “No, sir,” she said. “Time is too precious. Besides, we’ve got enemies of the state to catch.”

      “Well, that’s what I wanted to talk with you about. And if I could’ve done this over the phone, I would have. But I feel like you need to hear this from me in person.”

      “Hear what?”

      “I know that part of the secret of your team’s success is the autonomy you have, but I really want you to focus on something for me—for this administration and for this country.”

      “Whatever you want, sir. Just give us the marching orders.”

      “I want you to hunt down every last person with any connection to The Alliance,” Bullock said. “We need to make this a top priority so nobody else gets any ideas about attempting a subversive takeover of the American government. It’s just sickening to me that so many people were involved in this.”

      “I agree, sir,” she said. “However, we still don’t know just how deep things went. We had a list with over seventy people who were involved—and we’ve captured most of them. I have operatives hunting down one guy right now who suddenly moved to Germany. They’re not going to get away. My only fear is that we’ve just barely scratched the surface with who’s behind The Alliance.”

      “You think more people are involved?”

      She nodded. “We have to be aggressive or else the trail may grow cold over time. Plus, we don’t want to create a sleeper cell situation. We want them rattled and scared.”

      “Sounds like you’re doing this already and have a firm grasp on how to handle things.”

      “We’re trying, sir.”

      “Very good. Based on what you’re telling me, this probably goes without saying, but please make this your top priority.”

      “We won’t rest until we’ve flushed them all out.”

      Bullock offered his hand, which she took as the two shook. “Good luck, Morgan. It’s been a pleasure. You come by that fiery personality honestly.”

      “You knew my uncle, I take it.”

      Bullock chuckled. “I used to play cards with J.D. all the time. He had the best poker face of anyone I ever played with.”

      “That’s Uncle J.D. But I’ll let you in on a little secret—it’s the only face he’s got.”

      Bullock waited until Morgan left the room before opening a folder containing information from the morning’s security briefing. There was plenty of unrest everywhere. He only hoped that Morgan and her team were up to the task of stopping it.
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      LANGLEY, VIRGINIA

      Robert Besserman put on his earmuffs and safety glasses before picking up his Sig Sauer P228. He pushed a button, activating the pulley that carried a paper target to the back wall of the shooting lane. He took a deep breath before firing. A head shot was followed by a cluster in the target’s center mass area. After placing his gun on the shelf in front of him, he brought the target back to inspect it more closely.

      A slow clap behind him garnered Besserman’s attention.

      “You keep shooting like that and one day they might let you go out in the field,” Mallory Kauffman said.

      Besserman offered a wry grin. “You’d think they’d let the CIA director do whatever the hell he wanted to do, wouldn’t you?”

      “Blame it on the young ’uns infiltrating our ranks these days,” she said.

      “I would if I could,” Besserman said. “But I’m the one hiring them.”

      She nodded at the target. “Still, if even half our agents could shoot that good in the field, we’d have fewer problems around here.”

      “We have problems?” Besserman asked with a grin. “I hardly noticed.”

      Mallory’s face fell. “Unfortunately, that’s why I’m down here, sir, searching for you in the bowels of the agency.”

      “Oh, you’re serious.”

      “Very serious, sir. Is there somewhere we can talk privately?”

      Besserman holstered his weapon and ushered her out of the range and up to his office. Mallory was his top analyst at one point but had been relentlessly climbing the ladder, convincing him that one day she’d probably have his job. But her intuition about situations and people proved valuable time and time again. Besserman knew that if she had something to say, he’d better listen.

      After he shut the door, they both retreated to the corner of his office where there were four chairs arranged in a square, angled in toward one another with a glass coffee table in the center. He gestured for her to sit down and waited before picking a seat diagonally across from her.

      “So, what’s going on, Mallory? You never act like this unless it’s important.”

      She tapped her pen on the arm of her chair, her eyes drifting downward. “You know I have the utmost respect for you, sir, right?”

      “I never had any reason to think otherwise,” he said. “Why do you—”

      “We’ve got a major problem, sir. And it’s not something we can fix overnight as much as I want it to be.”

      “Don’t be so cryptic, Mallory,” he said. “Just spit it out.”

      “Okay, I don’t know any real delicate way to put this, so I’m just going to say it as plainly as possible—we have a mole in the agency.”

      “You’re sure about this?”

      She nodded. “I’d stake my entire reputation on it.”

      “Just by saying it out loud, you’re doing exactly that,” Besserman said.

      “It’s possible I could be wrong, but I know I’m not. There are some odd coincidences. And you know what I always say about coincidences—”

      “There’s no such things as coincidences, only clues,” he said, mimicking her cadence.

      “Exactly.”

      “So, you think you’ve found a clue?”

      “Check this out,” she said before dropping a folder on the table.

      Besserman picked it up. “Tell me what I’m looking at here.”

      “I like to look for patterns because, you know, I’m psychotic and have nothing more interesting to do in my spare time.”

      “I guess your venture into the world of online dating didn’t go so well, did it? What was that guy’s name you were going to go out with—Chad, was it?”

      “I’d rather not get into the utter disaster that is my dating life. It’s almost as depressing as knowing that someone within the agency is dishing out secrets to outsiders.”

      “Foreign agents?”

      “I’m still investigating that part,” she said. “But so far I’ve been able to rule out that the pattern of information sharing I detected is related to some type of interagency sharing. At this point, it’s difficult to believe it could be an action taken with altruistic intent.”

      Besserman stood and paced the floor. With clenched fists, he growled and punched at the air.

      “Just when I thought we had this place operating at a high level of competence and security, I learn about this.”

      He sighed and put his head down, pondering how to move forward.

      “So, do you know who the mole is?” Besserman asked.

      “Based on the time and location of the information that went outside the walls of this building, I’ve narrowed it down to about three or four different officers.”

      “Three or four? That’s a wide net to cast.”

      “I wish it was between two guys so we could easily set a trap. But we can still do that, it just takes a bit more thought on how to do it.”

      “Based on the classified information that’s being disseminated, who do you think it’s going to? Someone within another terrorist group? A foreign government?”

      “I wish I could tell you more definitively, but my initial findings are a bit shocking, which is why I’m really reticent to pass them along.”

      Besserman stopped and locked eyes with her. “Tell me what you know, Mallory. Just because you haven’t completely solved the case yet doesn’t mean I’m going to be disappointed in you. For goodness sake, you’ve cracked a case that nobody even knew existed.”

      “And we need to keep it that way.”

      “Agreed,” Besserman said.

      He skimmed the report before he raised his index finger in the air and hustled back to his desk.

      “Are you on to something, sir?” Mallory asked.

      “Maybe,” he said. “But I want to know who you think is on the receiving end of all this information first.”

      “Based on what we know about how they operate, I believe it’s someone within The Alliance.”

      “But I thought—”

      “That they had been eliminated? Think again.”

      “So, what was that recent sting about that arrested all those members of The Alliance?”

      “A smokescreen,” she said. “The leaders of The Alliance have isolated themselves so much from the rest of the organization that it’s hard to determine its structure.”

      “But you think you have a good idea of who might be the mole?”

      “Like I said, I think it’s between three to four guys.”

      “Okay,” he said. “I think we can work with that.”

      “What’d you have in mind?”

      “All we need to do is lay down a little honey in our trap and wait for one of them to make a mistake.”
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      LOS ANGELES

      Hawk rolled down his window and craned his neck to see if he could figure out what was causing the traffic delay. Other drivers honked their horns and shouted to anyone who would listen. A fellow curious driver trudged back down the road to his car.

      “Can you tell what’s causing this mess?” Hawk asked the man.

      The man shook his head and sighed. “Another Rob Reiner flop in the making.”

      “A movie production? In the middle of rush hour traffic?”

      The man glanced at Hawk’s license plate and shrugged. “Welcome to L.A.”

      He’d almost forgotten that he still had Montana plates on his car, something natives didn’t always find endearing.

      “At least he didn’t tell me to get the hell outta town,” Hawk said to Alex, who was unbothered by the delay as she worked on a Sudoku puzzle.

      “We’ll eventually get to the office,” she said, her eyes still fixed on the page.

      “Yeah, but you know how Morgan hates it when we’re late.”

      “I’m sure she’ll excuse us when she finds out it’s Rob Reiner’s fault. I’ve heard her rant about that guy’s films.”

      Hawk tapped on the steering wheel before pursing his lips. “Think Bollywood does this kind of stuff to Mumbai traffic?”

      “I doubt you’d be able to tell there were extra delays there,” Alex said as she etched a number into one of the squares. “Mumbai traffic always moves like a lava flow going uphill.”

      “This is reason number four hundred and sixty-two why I love living in Montana.”

      She chuckled and put her puzzle book down. “If you’re being honest, you’d say it’s the number one reason why you love living in Montana—that and the fact that you don’t have people on top of you all the time.”

      “It is nice, isn’t it?” he said with a faint smile on his lips.

      “If only we spent more time there.”

      “Well, we took some well-deserved time off for the past few months until Magnum started identifying the handful of operatives from The Alliance who’d escaped. After that came to light, you knew we couldn’t stay away forever.”

      “You can’t stay away forever,” she said. “I’d be content to fight against these people from the comfort of our ranch behind my computer.”

      “You know it’s not that easy.”

      She sighed and returned her attention to her puzzle. “Unfortunately, I’m well aware that that’s the case.”

      Traffic started moving again and a half-hour later, they were walking into the Magnum Group’s headquarters. Dr. Z, the organization’s head of technology, squinted as he stared at the ceiling while wriggling a controller with his thumbs.

      “Is everything all right, Dr. Z?” Alex asked as she joined him in staring at the ceiling.

      “It’s absolutely perfect,” Dr. Z said. “I’ve just created my smallest drone yet, and I couldn’t be prouder.”

      “I don’t even see anything,” Hawk said.

      “That’s precisely the point,” Dr. Z said with a wry grin.

      “What are we looking at anyway?” Alex asked.

      Dr. Z ignored her question as he navigated the small device out of the air and onto his hand. The drone resembled a small fly, one that was barely large enough to make any noise as it flitted around. The life-like movements would’ve made it hard to distinguish from a real fly.

      “Would you like to see my new summer line of gadgets?” Dr. Z asked. “I can assure you that it’s enough to make the CIA’s Directorate of Science and Technology insanely jealous.”

      Hawk glanced down the hall and saw Morgan standing at the end of it, tapping her watch.

      “We’d love to,” Hawk said. “Maybe after our meeting with the director. We’re already running a bit late.”

      “Before you leave, let me give you two a little something,” Dr. Z said before he depressed a small device that looked like a pocket knife into each of their hands.”

      “Doc, I hate to disappoint you, but we’ve both got pocket knives,” Hawk said as he studied the object.

      “Not like this, you don’t.”

      Alex furrowed her brow. “What’s this do, Dr. Z?”

      “It’ll help you get into lock pick,” he said.

      “I don’t need another device to help me do that,” she said. “We’re both quite capable of—”

      “Maybe so, but how long does it take you? Thirty seconds? Forty-five seconds? One minute? Two?”

      Alex didn’t answer.

      “Try three seconds with this device,” he said as he pulled another device out of his pocket and approached the door. Pulling out one of the steel rods hidden inside, he placed it against a deadbolt lock on a nearby janitor’s closet. After a couple of seconds, a short click followed and the lock released. He gave it a quick tug and the door opened up.

      “Incredible,” Alex said as she slipped the device into her pocket. “This will definitely come in handy.”

      Hawk patted Dr. Z on the back. “Oh how I’ve missed you, Dr. Z.”

      Dr. Z laughed softly as he resumed his concentration on his new drone.

      Hawk and Alex thanked him before hustling down the hall toward Morgan, who was standing at the entryway to the conference room and looking at her watch.

      “I was about to send a team out to look for you,” she said.

      “Just save your lecture about us not being on time,” Hawk said. “It was Rob Reiner’s fault.”

      “Was he filming another movie in the middle of downtown during rush hour?” she asked with a scowl.

      “Does a one-legged duck swim in a circle?” Alex said.

      “I do loathe that man. Never has a Hollywood director got so much mileage out of such vanilla filmmaking.”

      “You didn’t like The Princess Bride?” Hawk asked.

      “We can discuss the merits—or lack thereof—of Reiner’s films later,” she said. “We’ve got a conference room packed and waiting for you.”

      Hawk and Alex walked in to a mock ovation, one started by Big Earv.

      “They’re finally here,” he said.

      “It wasn’t my fault, guys, honest,” Hawk said with his hands raised. “Or Alex’s either.”

      “Nice save,” Alex said before giving him a quick elbow jab to the ribs.

      “All right,” Morgan said as she stood at the head of the table, “let’s get down to business.”

      Morgan leaned forward on the table before flipping open a folder and removing a document.

      “You’ve all read Hawk and Alex’s report on the mission to Germany,” she said. “And unfortunately, it didn’t quite go as planned. Thankfully they both got out alive, but Burt Painter didn’t live long enough to divulge the truth, though he did suggest that there’s another hierarchy within The Alliance, which we should all find very troubling.”

      “Hawk, do you think Painter was telling the truth?” Big Earv asked.

      Hawk shrugged. “It’s not easy to say, but my initial take was that he was believable, yet I can’t completely discount the idea that he said that just to send us scurrying down another rabbit hole.”

      “We certainly can’t discard that possibility,” Morgan said, “especially since President Bullock called me out to Washington to tell me in person that he wants the destruction of The Alliance to be our top priority. It’s why I’m willing to take an unprecedented risk after a possible lead that Mia brought to me.”

      Mia, the former black hat hacker knowns at Helenos-9, eased to her feet.

      “I’ve asked Mia to tell us about this potential lead to get your feedback on it,” Morgan said. “Mia?”

      “Thanks, Director,” Mia said with a weak smile. “As you all know I have a sordid past, especially when it comes to my involvement with the—how do you say it?—underbelly of the internet?”

      “That’s definitely one way to put it,” Morgan said, gesturing for Mia to continue.

      “A few days ago, I received a letter from one of my contacts named Yuri Nikintin,” Mia said. “If that name sounds familiar to you, it’s because Nikintin was arrested a couple of years ago for hacking a Latvian power plant in protest of the country’s decision to integrate nuclear power into their future plans. Nikintin had an uncle die in the Chernobyl disaster and developed a reputation for his cyber protests.”

      “More like cyberattacks,” Morgan said, wagging her finger.

      “I’ve known Nikintin for a long time and he’s mostly honorable in his intentions,” Mia continued. “And he discovered that I’d abandoned my black hat role in favor of working secretly for the U.S. government. I’m not sure how he found out, but apparently the news has spread. Anyway, he said that he knew we were hoping to dismantle The Alliance and that he has valuable information on The Alliance that would help us achieve our goal.”

      “What’s the catch?” Alex asked.

      “The catch is that he’s only going to give us that information if we break him out of prison.”

      Hawk shook his head. “Are you serious about this, Director?”

      Morgan nodded. “That’s why I said the move would be unprecedented. I fully expected this to be an unpopular decision with this team, but we need to do something.”

      “This is too risky,” Big Earv said. “What if he’s just using us to get him out of prison? A man rotting in prison would say anything to get someone to free him.”

      “I’ve considered that,” Mia said. “But I just don’t think Nikintin would do that. He’s got a lot to lose if he screws me over.”

      Alex shook her head. “He’s got nothing to lose since he’s scheduled to spend the rest of his life behind bars. I doubt he cares more about his relationship with you than regaining his freedom.”

      “If you knew him, you’d think differently,” Mia said.

      Hawk interlocked his fingers as he placed his hands on the table in front of him. “Count me as a cynic, but I’m willing to be proven wrong, especially if this helps us achieve our goal of shutting down The Alliance.”

      The rest of the people in the room seemed to come around to Hawk’s point of view, even Dr. Z, who said he could inject something into Nikintin in case he was trying to dupe Mia and the team. Only Big Earv remained a staunch skeptic.

      “Then it’s settled,” Morgan said. “Hawk and Alex, you’ll leave first thing in the morning on the jet for Latvia.”

      “Can we delay it by a couple of days?” Hawk asked. “We need to see John Daniel.”

      Morgan winced but relented. “Okay, two days. I’ll have the jet pick you up in Montana.”

      Hawk and Alex thanked Morgan before she dismissed the team.

      “You sure about this?” Alex asked in a hushed tone as they walked out of the office.

      “No,” Hawk replied. “But the director had already made up her mind. Besides, I thought Dr. Z had a good suggestion about how to handle Nikintin’s movements. He’ll have a tough time evading us if his intentions aren’t noble.”

      “If you say so,” she said. “I’ve just got a bad feeling about this.”

      “Let’s hustle home,” Hawk said. “I’m stoked to spend a couple of days with John Daniel.”

      “That makes two of us,” she said.
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      WASHINGTON, D.C

      President Bullock removed his reading glasses and tossed them on his desk. He squeezed his eyes shut and then rubbed his temples with his fingertips. With an endless parade of virtual headaches caused by the ineptitude of his predecessor, Bullock had quickly learned that real headaches would inevitably follow.

      When Bullock initially found out that he would be taking over the presidency, he was intent on bringing in his own staff. He wanted to eliminate any lingering effects of a poorly handled administration and move forward. But it wasn’t that easy. After uncovering a plethora of problems, he decided the issue wasn’t in the implementation of the administration’s standards, but the sabotage conducted within. Norris made his time in office far more difficult than it should’ve been, a well-documented fact. But aside from his own issues, he was also battling cancerous outside forces that led to his ultimate downfall. Emma Washburn, his chief of staff, was not one of those problems. If anything, Bullock determined after meeting with her that she was the only reason there was any semblance of a functioning executive branch.

      An aide announced Emma’s arrival to Bullock’s office.

      “Emma, you truly are an angel,” Bullock said as he greeted her with a firm handshake. “You really don’t have to do this.”

      “It’s my pleasure, sir,” she said. “Besides, I’d planned on serving in this office for eight years under Norris. Finishing out my first term isn’t inconveniencing me in anyway. If anything, it’s bringing a bit of stability into my life when the past few months have been nothing but holding on for dear life as one storm after another swept over us.”

      “And you did a remarkable job of hanging on.”

      “Still feels like I’m hanging on, if I’m honest.”

      Bullock gestured for her to sit down. “Please, let’s talk about things and make sure that we’re on the same page. We need to right this ship, but not at the expense of your talents. I need you right now. This office needs you right now. This country needs you more than its citizens will ever know.”

      Emma offered a thin smile. “That’s awfully kind of you to say, sir. Given the ashes that are still smoldering from the Norris administration, I’m also not sure your statement is believable.”

      “I mulled my decision over for days before uttering a word about it. I didn’t want any outside voices influencing my decision. If I was going to keep you, I wanted to own it, daring anyone to speak out against it.”

      “And you found my serving during the last administration adequate?”

      Bullock nodded.

      “That makes one of us,” she said. “I’d never felt so out of my depth in my life.”

      “You only felt that way because everything you did was designed to fail. There was no support from the president or encouragement from his cabinet, at least as far as I recall. It was just a slow and steady descent to make you the fall guy. Only problem is Norris didn’t count on stumbling as bad as he did. Before he could accuse you, it was too late.”

      “Again, that’s your perspective on everything. It’s hard for me to accept that I was never culpable for any poor outcomes while I was serving.”

      “I interviewed several top bureaucrats in Washington who’ve endured the past five or six administrations. They all assured me that not only were you competent, you were also the best chief of staff any president during their time had. With a ringing endorsement like that, it’s hard to kick out such a person.”

      Emma’s cheeks flushed red. “Okay, okay,” she said. “I’m not going anywhere. You don’t have to pay me any more compliments. Just tell me what you want me to do.”

      “As if the next eighteen months aren’t going to be bumpy enough in trying to regain the public’s trust, I’ve got an election to win too,” Bullock said. “I’ve got a vision for this country, albeit a slightly different one than Norris and one that I intend to be devoid of any scandals. If anyone accuses me of wrongdoing, I want there to be no doubt by both my friends and enemies alike that such accusations are outright lies.”

      Emma chuckled. “Sir, I can do a lot of things to help your office run more smoothly, but I’m definitely not capable of controlling what others think.”

      Bullock wagged his index finger. “You’re missing my point. If we operate above reproach, no one will believe any lie lobbed at me in an attempt to cast my administration in a bad light. I know it’s a tall order, but I’m confident that if there’s anyone in this godforsaken city who can pull it off, it’s you. Emma Washburn, military hero, former secretary of state, American icon.”

      “If you don’t stop, sir, I might think I should run against you.”

      Bullock paused as his face fell. He had considered that she would make a great president. And for a moment, he couldn’t tell how serious she was.

      “You look like you just saw a ghost,” she said. “For the record, I’m only joking with you. I don’t envy anyone sitting behind that desk.”

      Bullock laughed nervously. “You had me going there for a second. And, by all means, if you feel compelled to run, I welcome the competition. I’d just rather know now than later.”

      “The presidency is a hard pass for me,” she said. “Besides, I’m not sure what my future holds beyond this term. I hope you understand that while I’m willing to create a bridge between the previous administration and yours, I’m not able to commit to anything beyond the next eighteen months.”

      “But you’re at least open to it?”

      “If I love it and believe in what you’re doing, I’ll probably be itching for another four years. However, if I hate it…”

      She let her words hang, the implication perfectly clear.

      “Fair enough,” Bullock said. “Then let’s get started.”

      “You have something specific you want me to do?”

      “With the election ramping up and me not being a traditional incumbent, nothing about this is going to be easy. It’s going to take a significant amount of energy to secure the party’s nomination. And then after that, I’ll probably have Phillip Putnam waiting for me in the general election.”

      “You think the Massachusetts governor is going to be your opponent?”

      “If I had to bet right now, that’s where I’d put my money.”

      “So, where do you see my role in all of this?”

      “I want you to hire a campaign manager for me.”

      “But, sir, I—”

      “Look, it’s not going to be as difficult as you think,” he said. “I’ve already got someone picked out. I just need you to vet them for me.”

      “Why? So you have a scapegoat in case things fall apart?”

      He scowled. “Nothing like that. I just want a person I trust to speak with this candidate and determine if he’s the right person for the job.”

      She folded her arms and exhaled slowly. “So, who do you have in mind?”

      “The man, the myth, the legend.”

      “Please don’t say it,” she said.

      “None other than Zippy McMillan.”

      Emma closed her eyes and slowly shook her head. “You said it.”

      “He’s going to be great,” Bullock said. “Just talk to him and tell me he’s going to be great.”

      She sighed. “I’ll always tell you the truth, sir. And I can tell you right now that hiring Zippy would be a mistake.”

      “Just talk to him first, okay? We need to win this election—and if that means hiring Zippy, then let’s hire Zippy.”

      “Sounds like you just want me to rubber stamp your decision, no?”

      “Just talk to him, Emma. And keep an open mind.”

      “I’ll do my best,” she said.

      Once she left the room, Bullock pumped his fist. Getting Emma Washburn on board wasn’t easy, but she’d be working her magic in no time to restore integrity to the presidential office.

      It’d have to be that way if he was going to balance out the tactics that Zippy McMillan was sure to bring to his campaign.
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      LANGLEY, VIRGINIA

      Besserman chewed on the temple tips of his glasses as he studied the report spread out on his desk. Mallory Kauffman’s research had uncovered a mole within the agency, but it was the information she determined that was being shared that he found the most curious. Every piece of leaked information was related to financial movements.

      Over the past six months, one of the biggest cases the agency had been working on was figuring out how certain bad actors in the Middle East with loose ties to The Alliance had been able to move large sums of money without getting detected. Every major bank—the type large enough to handle sizable transfers—had a system in place to detect suspicious transfers. Yet several groups that had been involved in illegal activities had no traceable record when it came to funds. Either they were being bankrolled by a generous benefactor or they’d been able to circumvent the system designed to catch sketchy money transfers. The agency’s investigation had found the latter had been occurring, but they’d been unable to catch the groups involved despite laying multiple traps.

      There were other patterns that Mallory caught as well, specifically related to the way the U.S. exchanged money with foreign countries. Whoever the mole was, he was sharing that type of information as well. Not only was the mole interested in helping someone keep their money safe, but he was also interested in stealing it too if the opportunity arose. While Besserman was troubled that someone in the agency had either been co-opted by The Alliance or was willingly working for them, he felt confident he could expose the mole.

      A knock at his door interrupted his plotting. He glanced at his watch and realized his next appointment had arrived. It was Mallory.

      After he welcomed her, they sat down to discuss the situation.

      “Have you had a chance to read everything yet?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Excellent work, too. I think we’ll be able to catch this person. Have you been able to narrow down the list of suspects any further?”

      “I know I told you it could be three or four people, but I was able to rule one of those people out.”

      “So, it’s down to three then?”

      “As long as my investigation is correct,” she answered. “But I’d feel more comfortable if we could set a trap that any of them could walk into.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that,” Besserman said. “And I’ve got an idea.”

      “Let’s hear it.”

      “After a recent heist overseas during the transfer of several hundred million dollars, I want you to head up a team that will be analyzing the best way to physically hand over a half a billion dollars from the Federal Reserve branch in Kansas City to Dubai.”

      “You want me to ask for volunteers?”

      “More or less. Our mole won’t want to miss out on an opportunity to get prime information on how to easily steal all this money.”

      “But isn’t this the type of thing the bureau typically handles?”

      “Sure,” Besserman said. “But let’s pitch it as a joint task force designed to squelch theft of U.S. funds abroad to make it more plausible. This team will analyze different options and develop a security protocol for every step of the money’s journey. Think you can get a few bureau agents to play along?”

      “It’ll definitely be easier than finding a good man to date.”

      Besserman smiled. “This is great work, Mallory. I can’t stress how vital you are to the agency’s success. I’m telling you, one day you’re going to be in this chair.”

      “I appreciate the kind words, sir, but I’m just doing my job.”

      “Keep it up,” he said. “Now, put out an agency-wide memo and you handpick the team.”

      “And what if our suspects don’t volunteer?”

      “Describe the opportunity as the kind that would appeal to all of them. Write it in a way that any ambitious analyst would be a fool to pass up.”

      “Consider it done.”
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        * * *

      

      LATER THAT AFTERNOON, Besserman was shooting at the range when Mallory strolled up to him.

      “Are you stressed, sir?” she asked.

      Besserman’s gaze remained locked on the target. He squeezed the trigger, firing five shots. After he removed his ear muffs, he activated the pulley that brought the target back to him.

      “I recently read a report that said if law enforcement agents visit the range more frequently then they might be stressed out.”

      He turned toward her with a wide grin on his face. “Do you see this? Does this look like the shooting of a stressed person?”

      “You put a smiley face on the target,” she said. “There’s definitely something going on here.”

      “Yeah, fantastic shooting is going on. Think you can beat that?”

      “Sir, I didn’t get hired because of my shooting prowess. I’m an analyst, remember?”

      “Of course you are, but I don’t want you analyzing me,” he said. “Just because I’m at the range a lot, it also might mean that I just enjoy shooting. Not everything needs to be analyzed.”

      “But are you stressed?”

      “Since taking over the agency, I’m not sure there’s a time where I haven’t been stressed out about something. It’s the nature of the job. The trick to thriving is learning how to turn your stress into the kind of energy that results in positive outcomes.”

      “Well, you’ll be happy to know that we have a positive outcome regarding our efforts to catch the mole.”

      “All of your suspects volunteered?”

      She nodded. “And enthusiastically, I might add. Within minutes after posting the request, all three had volunteered and were inquiring about positions on the team.”

      Besserman clipped a new target to the pulley and flipped the switch, sending the silhouette of a man from the waist up to the far wall of his shooting lane.

      “That is great news,” he said before taking aim.

      Besserman emptied all his bullets and brought the target back. He admired the cluster of bullet holes around the target’s heart. Mallory craned her neck to inspect his shooting.

      “That’s pretty much me right now,” she said. “It’s how I feel after getting spurned after a couple of dates with every man that I think has real potential.”

      “Oh, don’t worry, Mallory. You’ll find a good man sooner or later.”

      “More likely to be later.”

      “Hang in there,” Besserman said. “In the meantime, we’ve got a mole to catch. Send me those names. I’ve got something I want to do before your first task force meeting.”

      “I’m on it,” she said as she turned to walk away.

      Besserman replaced the target and took aim again, this time recording two center mass hits to every single head shot.

      “You think you’re so clever,” Besserman said. “You’ve got another thing coming.”
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      CUSTER-GATLIN NATIONAL FOREST | MONTANA

      Hawk whipped his fishing line into the calm waters of East Rosebud Lake. He tugged the brim of his hat low on his brow to help him fight off the glare of the sun reflecting off the surface. He let his lure sink for a few seconds before slowly reeling it back in. Glancing down at John Daniel, Hawk saw his son mimicking almost everything he was doing, including mindlessly sticking his tongue out of the corner of his mouth as he concentrated on the throw.

      “Nice cast, Son,” Hawk said, kneeling. He drew in a deep breath of the fresh Montana air, happy they could go camping as a family with his aunt and uncle. Hawk was also a little disappointed his work limited such excursions.

      The boy beamed as he looked up at his father. “I’m doing it just like you, Dad, right?”

      “Almost,” Hawk said.

      John Daniel furrowed his brow before he realized what Hawk was referring to. A split second later, the rod flew out of John Daniel’s hands and sped away from shore. Hawk didn’t hesitate to react, diving in after it. He sliced through the chilly glacial waters, scanning the area in front of him for the rod. As the fish darted another way and then another in an effort to free itself of the hook lodged in its mouth, Hawk continued his pursuit until he drew close enough to the handle. He reached out only to come up empty when the fish changed direction again.

      A few seconds later, Hawk dove down a few feet, only this time when he grabbed for the rod, he used both hands. His firm grasp halted the fish’s escape but didn’t stop its fight. Hawk returned to the top and swam on his back, kicking his feet while holding fast to the rod. Amidst the splashing, he could still hear John Daniel’s cheers from the shore.

      When Hawk reached shallow water, he stood and walked backward until he returned to the shore. He handed the rod to John Daniel.

      “Time for you to reel this sucker in,” Hawk said before tousling his son’s hair.

      John Daniel growled as he slowly reeled in the line. In the distance, Hawk watched the fish continue its fight for freedom, launching into the air and twisting as it tried to spit the hook out of its mouth. After another half-minute of fighting, the fish went airborne again and dislodged the lure in the process.

      John Daniel didn’t realize he’d lost until the line reached the shore with no fish attached to it. He burst into tears and tossed his rod on the ground.

      “Uncle Quinton wouldn’t have lost that fish,” John Daniel said as he raced away. “It’s all your fault, Dad.”

      Hawk winced, surprised by how painful the dig was, even if it wasn’t true.

      “He’s blaming that on me?” Hawk said aloud.

      Quinton trudged over to Hawk. “It happens.”

      Hawk glanced at his uncle. “Yeah, but did you see what I did just to get his rod back?”

      Quinton hiked his pants up and shrugged. “Kids are fickle, especially at his age. You just never know how they’re going to react.”

      “He certainly thinks you hung the moon.”

      “That tends to happen the more you show up in a kid’s life.”

      Hawk scowled. “What are you suggesting?”

      “Oh, Hawk, don’t go getting your panties in a wad. I don’t mean any disrespect, but I’ve been filling in for you while you’re off saving the world. We’ve developed a special bond. And I somehow still manage to catch the brunt of his disappointment sometimes. He’s only six years old—”

      “Almost seven.”

      “There’s not that much difference, to be honest. But he’s just now learning that the world can be a cruel place sometimes. He’ll be back in your arms in a few minutes. Just give him a minute.”

      “Maybe we shouldn’t be doing this,” Hawk said.

      “Doing what?”

      “Traipsing all over the world. What happens if he turns out to lose his father just like I did?”

      “We’ll take good care of him,” Quinton said. “But, you know that’s always a risk every time you go out—and sometime we’re all too aware of.”

      “And I appreciate that, but there’s a part of me that wonders what we’re doing to him.”

      “All the time you took off and spent with him has meant a lot to him,” Quinton said. “He knows that you’re sacrificing to help keep others safe.”

      “It’s not really fair to make him sacrifice too.”

      Quinton shook his head. “There isn’t any other way. The type of work you do can’t be done from the comfort of your home. That kind of life is a luxury—and it’s made possible because of people like you who are willing to go out and do the real work, the hard work.”

      Hawk kicked at a few loose rocks on the shore. “And Alex and I couldn’t do it without all the help you and Aunt Becky have given us.”

      Quinton threw his arm around Hawk’s shoulder. “We’re happy to help. Besides, we still feel young and we retired early. What else have we got to do?”

      “I’m sure raising your nephew’s son wasn’t at the top of your list.”

      “Look, don’t beat yourself up over the decisions you’ve made,” Quinton said. “The older you get, the more you’ll see how every decision you make results in the sacrifice of something. You’re either sacrificing comfort, income, family, pleasure, or whatever for something else—or maybe your sacrifice results in more of one of those things. You make your decision and you learn to live with it.”

      “I’m not sure we can really live with being gone from John Daniel like this in the future.”

      “Well, figure out a way to make it work for what you and Alex want. I’m sure your director will understand.”

      Hawk shook his head as he stared back out across the water. “I don’t know. Seems like there’s danger lurking around every bend these days.”

      “As good as you are at what you do, are you really convinced that someone else couldn’t do the job as well as you?”

      Hawk arched an eyebrow. “I’m not sure you fully understand all that I do.”

      “Just talk to your boss. Maybe she’ll be sympathetic. You never know until you try.”

      Hawk sighed. “Thanks for the talk. And thanks again for all your help. You have no idea how much we appreciate it—and how you help us do some very important work that everyone the world over benefits from.”

      Quinton shook Hawk’s hand. “Good luck. Now, I’m gonna go find John Daniel and see if he’s ready to roast some hotdogs by the campfire.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      THE FOLLOWING AFTERNOON, Hawk and Alex both leaned against the split-rail fence and waited for Morgan’s helicopter to arrive.

      “Have you ever considered that Morgan only keeps us around because she likes to ride horses out here?” Alex asked with a wry grin.

      “The thought has crossed my mind,” Hawk said. “But I’d like to think that she still finds that we add value to her team.”

      “Of course we do,” she said. “But I’m not sure she’d miss us if we left.”

      Hawk locked eyes with Alex. “Do you want to leave?”

      She looked off toward the horizon. “Kind of, but not really. It’s hard to explain. It’s just that—”

      “John Daniel,” they both said in unison.

      Her mouth fell agape as she glanced back at Hawk. “You too?”

      “Yeah, I talked with my uncle about it the other day when we were camping. I’m not sure how much longer I want to keep doing this, not because I don’t want to, but because I don’t want John Daniel to grow up without us around much.”

      “We’ve had this conversation before, but I’m feeling it more than ever right now,” she said. “The fact that I missed John Daniel learning how to read really gets me.”

      “I agree, but I’m still torn.”

      “We took a lot of time off after the last mission, but maybe we can see if Morgan would be open to letting us work on select missions.”

      Hawk nodded. “It’s worth presenting to her to see what she’ll say. I know we don’t want to, but we can still walk away whenever we want.”

      “Yes, we can. But it’s curious that she wanted to come out here again—other than to ride horses. Something must be up.”

      John Daniel ran up to Hawk with his baseball glove and a ball. “Can we play catch, Dad?”

      “Of course,” Hawk said.

      They tossed the ball back and forth for a few minutes before Hawk heard the humming of Morgan’s helicopter in the distance. Moments later, it appeared over a mountain and circled around the property once before landing in an open space near Hawk’s barn.

      Once the blades slowed, Morgan stepped out of the aircraft. She embraced Alex and shook Hawk’s hand.

      “Can we go inside and talk?” Morgan asked.

      They strode across the yard before settling into a trio of rocking chairs on the front porch. Alex had prepared a pitcher of lemonade, which was sitting on an old wooden barrel along with a few glasses.

      “Dad, watch this,” John Daniel said before he launched a ball up into the air and then caught it before it hit the ground.

      “Great job,” Hawk said, clapping to reinforce his approval.

      John Daniel grinned before he skipped off to the barn.

      “He’s getting so big,” Morgan said as she took a glass from Alex. “They do grow up fast, don’t they?”

      Hawk nodded. “It’s hard to believe sometimes.”

      “So, what’s so important that you felt the need to come out here?” Alex asked. “If you want to ride horses with us, all you have to do is ask.”

      Morgan shook her head. “No, I’m afraid this is more business than pleasure.”

      “Is everything all right?” Hawk asked.

      “Not really,” Morgan said. “And I won’t beat around the bush any longer. I went to the doctor last week—an oncologist.”

      “Oh, Morgan,” Alex said, placing her hand on her boss’s arm.

      “They’re not sure how serious it is, but the doctors said all indications point toward a small mass they found being cancerous.”

      “I’m so sorry, Morgan,” Hawk said.

      “Is there anything we can do for you?” Alex asked.

      “Thanks, but nothing right now,” Morgan said. “However, I want to make sure you guys are on board moving forward. It’s going to take the whole team really pulling together to make this work. And I’ve been feeling lately that you might not be as committed as you were initially.”

      Hawk sighed and stared out at John Daniel chasing a chicken across the yard. “We’re wrestling with what to do right now. With the boy growing up and needing us more present in his life, Alex and I aren’t sure we can continue at the pace we’ve been going.”

      “I understand,” Morgan said. “But I hope you also understand that we may need to part ways after this assignment. I need everybody on board and fully engaged, especially considering some of the missions we have facing us.”

      “I’m not sure that we’re ready to say one way or another right now, but it’s definitely something we’ve both been mulling over,” Hawk said.

      “Take your time, but after this mission, I’m going to need an answer.”

      Alex patted Morgan on the arm. “You didn’t have to come all the way out here to ask us this.”

      “Of course I did,” Morgan said. “I never miss a chance to inhale the fresh Montana air. And besides, if I’m going to die soon, I want to spend what time I’ve got left making sure I’m handing off a functioning and competent program. And I also want to ride horses.”

      Hawk chuckled. “We can definitely help you with riding horses. I’ll get Dusty and Tucker saddled up.”

      Hawk lumbered toward the barn and started prepping the horses. He couldn’t quit on Morgan—and he knew Alex couldn’t either.

      “Hey, John Daniel,” Hawk called. “Come give me a hand with the horses.”
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      PRINCEVILLE | KAUAI ISLAND | HAWAII

      Emma Washburn admired one of the handcrafted lures hanging from a rack inside the shack for Captain Brian’s tour guide company. A framed picture purportedly of founder Brian Armel, a goofy man who held a strong resemblance to Bob Denver from Gilligan’s Island, hung over the doorway. She wondered if anyone else believed that Captain Brian was a real person instead of just a brand to build on. To her, the picture was as much on the nose as was the “three-hour tour” listed in the company’s brochure.

      The portly native islander behind the counter cleared his throat. “Can I help you?”

      Emma looked up and smiled. As soon as their eyes met, she could tell he was trying to place her, as if he knew her from somewhere. The security detail that usually accompanied her was missing, making her identity a little bit more difficult to figure out.

      “Do I know you?” he asked.

      “I doubt it,” she said. “This is my first time on this island.”

      The man stroked his chin. “You look really familiar to me. Are you here filming a movie?”

      Emma cocked her head to one side and gave a hint of grin. “Casting a line into the waters, are we?”

      “No, no, no. I don’t hit on customers. I just—”

      “It’s all right,” Emma said. “I get that a lot, probably because I have a familiar face.”

      “I’m not sure that’s it,” the man said, unwilling to let the subject go.

      “While you mull over our previous encounter, I was wondering if you could point me in the direction of Zippy McMillan.”

      “He’s out on the dock prepping for a chartered fishing trip. If you hurry, you can catch him, though I don’t think there’s time to get you on board for it.”

      She waved dismissively at him. “I just wanted to ask him a couple of questions, nothing that should take too long.”

      “Help yourself,” he said, pointing toward the door. “You best hustle. Zippy didn’t get his nickname for being late all the time.”

      Emma thanked the man for his help and strode toward the door. The truth was, Zippy was born Augustus but hated the name. He adopted the nickname his junior high basketball coach gave him for the way he weaved in and out of opposing defenses. But Zippy never missed an opportunity to grow the legend of his name.

      When she walked onto the dock, she noticed Zippy releasing the last rope from its cleat. She called out to him, arresting his attention. He quickly rewrapped the rope and walked toward her.

      Zippy lowered his sunglasses and removed the long-ash cigar from his mouth. “As I live and breathe.”

      “Don’t get too excited,” she said. “We’re not here to make you the ambassador stationed in Bali.”

      “Damn,” Zippy deadpanned. “You know more than one way to rip a man’s heart out.”

      “You never had a chance—on either of your dreams,” she said.

      Zippy rubbed his ample gut. “I understand, but I’m not willing to give up my love for butter-soaked lobster and barrels of beer.”

      “You might not be my dream man, but you are a cardiologist’s dream.”

      Zippy offered his hand as the two shook cordially.

      “Isn’t that the ultimate goal? To be desired by someone? And if it’s the cardiologist for me, then I guess I’ll take it. Lord knows my four ex-wives didn’t want me for very long.”

      Emma chuckled. “Believe it or not, I made a special trip out here to tell you about someone who does want you.”

      Zippy put his cigar back in his mouth and scanned the area. “Where’s your security detail?”

      “I left them in Washington.”

      “Then you have time to join us on this expedition?”

      “You sure it’s all right with your customers?” she asked.

      “As long as the beer is cold, they won’t care. Just a bunch of old college buddies already too lit to recognize you or to care if I add you to the manifest.”

      “Then I’m game,” she said. “But I want to catch a fish.”

      “Something tells me that it’s not the kind that swims in the water.”

      “No, I definitely want to reel in one of those too.”

      “You’re gonna need a little luck today,” he said. “It’s really windy out there.”

      Zippy helped Emma into the boat before untying and shoving off.

      “Hope you boys don’t mind, but I invited this young woman to join us on this trip,” Zippy said.

      “That’s fine by me,” said one of the men, who’d already taken his shirt off and exposed his back carpeted with thick black hair. Emma noted that he probably would’ve appreciated some of it staying on top of his head.

      “Me, too,” one of the men said. “I’m sure I could use a massage while reeling in a big fish.”

      Zippy scowled. “None of that, boys. You behave or you can swim back to shore. Understand?”

      The men all nodded before Zippy turned his attention back to Emma.

      “Would you like to play DJ for the trip?” he asked, offering his phone.

      She accepted and quickly scrolled to a Bob Marley playlist.

      He continued puffing on his cigar, the ash still growing. “You think this is all we listen to in the islands? Reggae music? A steady diet of Bob Marley?”

      “I know the truth, but you gotta play it up for the tourists,” she said, nodding at the four men at the front of the boat. They were all swaying as they belted out the lyrics to “No, Woman, No Cry.”

      “And they’re not even drunk yet.”

      “That’s debatable. The man with the rug on his back has already shotgunned three beers since I’ve been here. And the other guy who wants a massage looks like he needs more help to stand up.”

      Zippy laughed. “This is the part they don’t tell you about during the job interview. But I love it.”

      “Do you really? Because if not, there’s someone in Washington who could really use your help.”

      Zippy peered over the top of the windshield. “You might want to hold on. It’s about to get bumpy.”

      He grabbed the radio and started talking.

      “Take a seat, gentlemen. We’re about to experience some turbulence. Please make sure all your belongings are stored securely in the overhead bins as items may shift during the flight.”

      They all laughed and turned around, pointing at Zippy.

      “The more I watch you do this, the more I think that I’m never going to be able to convince you to leave,” she said. “But then again, I also think that this is all just a facade—and that deep down, you want back in the game.”

      Zippy took a long drag on his cigar before the ashes finally dropped. “If there’s one thing I learned during my time in Washington, it’s that your first instinct is usually the right one.”

      “You’re gonna make this difficult, aren’t you?”

      “Take a look around, Emma. I live in one of the most beautiful places on planet earth. And I get paid to live out my retirement fishing every single day.”

      “Don’t forget that your utopian existence includes babysitting pretentious assholes who are hammered halfway into your trips and puke on your boat. Bet they don’t mention that in the job interview either, do they?”

      Zippy shrugged. “Every job has its share of less than desirable tasks. And if you want me back in Washington, there’s a long list of those for me there, starting with traffic and dinner parties.”

      “You run political campaigns—and quite successfully too, I might add. Of course there are going to be things you don’t want to do. But being a glorified bus driver along the Napali Coast, as appealing as it may be to you, is a vast waste of your talents.”

      Zippy said nothing as he maneuvered the boat into choppy waters. He attacked the waves, resulting in a rhythmic slapping against the hull. This went on for ten minutes before they reached calmer waters. He slowed the vessel and dropped an anchor near a reef.

      “You guys ready to get some lines in the water?” Zippy shouted toward his customers.

      “Hell, yeah,” hairy back said before shotgunning another beer.

      “Zippy, Bullock really needs you,” Emma said. “And this country really needs him. All I’m asking you to do is consider it. And it wouldn’t be forever. Just take a break and then you come back to all this.”

      Zippy opened up one of the storage bins and one by one pulled out rods for all the men. “The sooner you grab a rod and crack open a cold one, the more you’ll enjoy this little excursion. I’m not coming back, and I think you know why.”

      “You’re really gonna make me tell Bullock this bad news?”

      “If he wants me bad enough, he can come out here himself. That might be the only thing that makes me change my mind.”

      “Then don’t be surprised when Air Force One shows up here,” she said. “You know how he can be when he gets his sights set on something.”

      “It’s that dogged determination that makes me admire the guy. It also makes him annoying as hell sometimes.”

      “I won’t beg, but I think I’ve made Bullock’s wishes well known.”

      “That you have,” Zippy said. “Now, I’m sorry you’ll be going back to Washington without a catch to show for it, but there’s still time. Bait your hook and get your line in the water. We’ve got plenty of time to kill.”
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      LANGLEY, VIRGINIA

      “What do you think?” Robert Besserman asked as he motioned toward the pile of manila folders sprawled across his desk. He leaned back in his chair, arms crossed, and waited for Mallory Kauffman to respond.

      She chewed on the end of her pen and thought for a moment.

      “Anything jump out at you?” he prodded.

      “Well, I’ve known these three since they first entered the agency,” she said, separating the trio of files from the other two. “I’m sure they’d all like to be higher up than they are at this point in their careers, they all strike me as loyal officers who are simply working hard to get ahead.”

      “And the other two?”

      “That’s where I’m having a little bit of a problem. They’re both suspicious in my mind. But I’m having a hard time saying why. Mostly just intuition at this point.”

      “Fair enough,” Besserman said. “I’ll do a little more digging on these two and see if I can decipher which one of these two might be our culprit.”

      Mallory stood. “Good luck, sir. And if you need anything else, you know where to find me.”

      Besserman waited until she was gone before he began to pace the floor. While he didn’t fear making weighty decisions, the “what if” always nagged at him. And this wasn’t the type of decision he wanted haunting him for years to come. If he was going to take a risk by luring the mole out into the open, he’d have to be sure that he was getting the right person. Otherwise, the results would be disastrous for him professionally and, most importantly, for the country.

      He dipped into his special bourbon stash hidden in the bottom of his desk drawer. After pouring himself a glass, he placed the two folders Mallory had selected as possible moles and began another read-through of each document.

      Carter Jenkins, a well-decorated officer in his late thirties, was the name on the first file that Besserman read. Jenkins had served in the Middle East and worked on a task force with several European agencies to flush out burgeoning terrorist leaders. In fact, Jenkins had been responsible for the capture of Ahmed Nazir, a ruthless arms dealer from Oman. There was little to suggest that Jenkins was the type of officer to be co-opted by The Alliance. Based on his actions and snippets lifted from his reports, he firmly believed that using government agencies endued with broad power was the most effective way to handle threats to democracy and freedom.

      However, there was something that sent up red flags for Mallory.

      Jenkins was serving on an operation in Germany when he went missing for two days. In the aftermath of the mission, he explained that he was staking out the flat of a Russian man suspected of murdering a Belgian emissary. Another officer was dispatched to check on Jenkins, who was nowhere to be found. Jenkins’ car was in the vicinity, but no Jenkins. When questioned about the event, he explained it away by saying he had to get a coffee from the corner to help him stay awake. Jenkins was missing for fifteen minutes, according to the other officer’s report. However, what made Mallory suspicious of Jenkins was the fact that the man’s flat he was watching was working with The Alliance.

      Besserman shifted to the other folder. Michael Tristan also had a stellar record. But his red flag came as a result of his connection to Burt Painter. According to Tristan’s original application, Painter had been instrumental in bringing him into the agency. And even though the two men never worked together, they both attended Georgetown University and pledged the same fraternity. It wasn’t much to go on, but Mallory said it was a cause for concern.

      Besserman didn’t agree.

      The more he compared the files, the more Besserman was convinced that Jenkins was exactly the type of operative he would recruit if searching for someone to spy on an agency. Jenkins had an impeccable record and was clearly good at his craft.

      Besserman drained the rest of his drink before he closed both folders and dialed Mallory’s number.

      “I need you to call Carter Jenkins and let him know I want him to go on a special op with me tomorrow,” Besserman said.

      “Jenkins?” she asked. “That’s curious.”

      “Why? He wasn’t your first pick?”

      “I would’ve put my money on Tristan being the mole, but I didn’t want to influence you.”

      Besserman smiled. “I could be wrong, but I want to test him out first. The last thing I want to do is actually give the mole something his handlers could use against us in any way, shape, or form. I just need to be sure it’s him.”

      “I’ll make the call, sir.”

      Besserman hung up and interlocked his fingers behind his head. Maybe he was wrong, but he had time—and he was going to find out for certain before he moved ahead with his plan.
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      DAUGAVAPILS, LATVIA

      Hawk squinted as he stared at John Nelson, the CIA contact who had agreed to brief the Magnum Group operatives. Nelson had spoken in plain English, but Hawk questioned whether he’d heard the man accurately.

      “Excuse me,” Hawk said, “but did you say there was a moat around the prison?”

      Nelson nodded. “Welcome to Latvia.”

      “Should we storm the castle with swords and spears?” Alex asked.

      “Cute,” Nelson said. “But you shouldn’t joke around about the prison here. It’s one of the most difficult to escape for a variety of reasons. And to be very frank, when I heard that someone wanted to attempt what you want to do, I thought whoever it was had to be insane.”

      Hawk shrugged. “I’ve been called worse.”

      “This isn’t a game, Agent Hawk. The prison system here revels in the fact that it’s allowed to push inmates to the limit. There’s no watchdog organization that’s going to report them, nor would the people care if they did. To the common citizen here, if you did the crime, whatever you get is what you deserve.”

      “Are you suggesting that if we’re caught, it’d be hell on earth?” Alex asked.

      “Something like that,” Nelson said. “Just know that you shouldn’t count on the State Department to broker a deal on your behalf. One of our best officers is still locked up after instigating a bar brawl.”

      “But a moat?” Hawk asked. “There’s really water between the outside of the prison and the rest of the world?”

      “I know it’s incredible, but they really want to make sure their prisoners are secure while they’re reformed,” Nelson said. “It’s a wild concept when compared against America’s prison system, but whatever they’re doing is effective. Their recidivism rate is one of the lowest in the world.”

      “Maybe we should bring this up with Bullock,” Alex said.

      “I’m not here to pass judgment on our country’s system, but it’s hard to argue with the results Latvia gets with the way it does things,” Nelson said.

      “This conversation is going to be moot in twenty-four hours because we’re not getting caught,” Hawk said. “You understand?”

      “I just wanted you to be aware of the consequences,” Nelson said.

      “Message received. Now, how do you recommend us breaking out our target?”

      Nelson scratched his beard and leaned back in his chair. “Like I said, I’d never try this, but I’m confident I’ve got a plan that would work.”
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        * * *

      

      LATER THAT NIGHT, Hawk crouched low in the brush and studied the movement of the guard in the tower on the corner of the prison yard. Amid the moonless sky overhead, the only light in the tower was the glowing ebb and flow glow from his cigarette. The tower on the opposite end was empty and Hawk wasn’t sure why.

      The back of the prison, which fronted the Daugava River, was separated from the water by grassy wetlands and a moat, which wrapped around the entire facility. The building, a 19th century relic, had been retrofitted with modern prison security features. However, the outside of the structure looked the part of a building that was nearly two centuries old. It was in desperate need of a paint job and the roof atop the three-story building looked like it had been in disrepair for at least one of those centuries.

      “I’ve got one thing to stay before we begin,” Hawk said over the coms. “These people won’t take me alive because there’s zero chance I’d spend a night in that hell hole.”

      “Like I said, they’ve got a low recidivism rate in Latvia,” Nelson said. “But conditions aren’t a deterrent at this facility.”

      “Why not?” Alex asked.

      “This prison is for life sentences, which is what you’d receive if you get caught.”

      Hawk peered through his binoculars again. “This hacker better be worth his weight in intel.”

      “Is everyone in position?” Nelson asked.

      Alex, who was in a small fishing boat trolling along the Daugava River, responded first. “All systems go here.”

      “Ditto,” Hawk said.

      “Then it’s time to ride,” Nelson said.
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        * * *

      

      NELSON ROLLED DOWN his window as he approached the guard gate, his catering truck brimming with prison warden Guntis Olijar’s favorite pastries.

      “This isn’t on my delivery schedule,” the guard said in Latvian.

      “Perhaps you should be the one to tell Mr. Olijar’s that you denied a truck full of ābolu plātsmaize, which I believe is his favorite.”

      Nelson had learned about Olijar’s love for the Latvian dessert of apple flatbread from a magazine interview. According to other prison officials, Olijar’s obsession was a well-known fact, especially when it came from Tecto Bakery, the name and logo Nelson had plastered onto the side of the delivery truck.

      The guard grunted and waved Nelson inside.

      Moments later, Nelson backed up to the loading dock. He unrolled the back door and started handing trays of pastries to the kitchen staff. The men joked about not having to make breakfast in the morning, consumed with the task and oblivious to Nelson slipping into the mechanical room and affixing a small transmitter box onto the internet cable.

      “Getting a signal yet?” Nelson asked over the coms.

      “Coming in strong and clear,” Alex responded.

      When Nelson exited the closet, one of the guards glared at him.

      “What are you doing in there?” the guard asked.

      Nelson swallowed hard. “I had to use the restroom. Wrong door.”

      “I’ll escort you,” the guard said.
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        * * *

      

      ALEX WAITED a few minutes before proceeding. Her first order of business was to open the cells in hopes of creating a prison riot. According to Nelson, riots were common at the prison, especially since all of the inmates understood that they would serve life terms there. A riot meant a chance at freedom—and he was convinced it wouldn’t take much to spark hope.

      Once she got the signal from Nelson that he’d left the facility, she hacked into the prison system and initiated the sequence that opened all the doors, except for Nikintin’s. She turned on all the lights and opened every door inside the facility—and held her breath.

      Come on, you thugs. Do your thing.

      She watched on closed circuit cameras as the prisoners stumbled out of their cells, some half asleep. Others stormed out, demanding to know why their sleep had been interrupted. And then there were the opportunists, the ones who realized before everyone else that this was their opportunity to escape. Those were the convicts who sprang into action.

      Once it dawned on everyone what was happening, the prisoners came alive. They ripped batons out of the guards’ hands and began beating them. Other guards were overwhelmed, their guns confiscated. It was a free-for-all riot that left the guards in disbelief and the prisoners charging toward the door.

      “You’re up, Hawk.”
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        * * *

      

      HAWK SLOSHED through the puddles at the base of the prison. A waterway system that ran beneath the facility was utilized for refreshing the moat when the levels dropped. The gate was padlocked.

      He removed a pair of bolt cutters from his rucksack and snipped the lock open. However, when he went to open the gate, it didn’t budge.

      “Alex, any chance you can give me a hand here?” he asked. “The gate won’t budge.”

      “I wish I could,” she said. “There’s nothing in the controls that allows me to open those gates.”

      He sighed and cursed beneath his breath. “Nelson, I thought you said this was a fool-proof plan.”

      “The plan is flawless,” Nelson said. “Put your back into it.”

      Hawk placed his foot against the iron bars and wrapped his fingers around the gate. He yanked and tugged, but it didn’t budge.

      “I’m gonna put a boot up your ass if we can’t get this gate open,” Hawk said.

      “We’re running out of time,” Alex said. “I can’t release all these thugs, but they’re gonna do it on their own if I don’t close all the doors again.”

      Hawk tried again. Still nothing.

      “This isn’t working,” Hawk said.

      “It sure isn’t,” said a man as he stepped out of the shadows on the other side of the waterway.

      His gun was trained on Hawk, who raised his hands.

      “This isn’t what it looks like,” he said.

      “It looks like you’re trying to get in, which is exactly what I thought would happen the second I knew someone had hacked our system,” the guard said. “Don’t make another move.”

      Hawk remained frozen, quickly running through his options, which seemed to be dwindling by the second.
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      PRINCEVILLE | KAUAI ISLAND | HAWAII

      The sun had yet to peek above the horizon as President Bullock ambled along the deck with a pair of Secret Service agents in tow. However, dawn’s first light was sufficient for Zippy McMillan as he inspected his boat. He glanced at his phone, buzzing with an incoming call from Emma Washburn.

      He stopped and answered it.

      “Have you spoken with him yet?” she asked as he answered.

      Bullock stared off into the distance and sighed. “Not yet. What’s this about?”

      “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “Damnit, Emma. I wouldn’t have flown all the way out here if I wasn’t sure that this is what I wanted. Is there something I should know?”

      “Nothing new, sir. I just—I just think you should reconsider.”

      “So Zippy has baggage and a closet full of skeletons, which makes him no different than anyone else in Washington. I’m not concerned.”

      “If that’s your decision, I’ll respect it. I just want to go on the record as saying that I think it’s a mistake.”

      “You might be on the record with this, but I want you to put aside any reservations you might have and cooperate completely with him and the campaign he’ll be leading. Understand?”

      “Message received,” Emma Washburn said before Bullock ended the call.

      He pocketed his phone and instructed the two agents to remain there. Bullock straightened his tie before resuming his march toward Zippy.

      “Got room for me and the rest of my posse?” Bullock asked.

      Zippy froze for a moment. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but you sound an awful lot like the president.”

      “As far as I’m concerned, I always sound like myself,” Bullock said.

      Zippy turned around and his eyes widened. “As I live and breathe—the skipper meets the gipper.”

      “Not for long,” Bullock said. “At least, if you’re a man of your word.”

      “I tell no lies, except maybe when it comes to these fishing excursions. I discourage taking photos while clients are out there in the boat. Some stories are best told rather than shown, if you know what I mean.”

      Bullock walked over to the edge of the dock and offered his hand to Zippy. “It’s so good to see you after all these years.”

      Zippy joined the president on the dock and they shook. “It’s hard to pull me away from this place.”

      Bullock put his hands on his hips and scanned the area. “I can’t hardly blame you. Shuttling drunk men across the water to fish around reefs has quite the magnetic draw.”

      “And in Washington, you get to herd trouble-making bureaucrats and entitled politicians to some mutually agreed upon resolution that irks all of Americans,” Zippy said. “At least the view is better out here.”

      “I think we can agree that both our jobs have their perks and challenges. But some can be far more rewarding, both in nature and in your bank account.”

      “Now if I didn’t know any better, Mr. President, I’d think you were trying to hire me away from Captain Brian’s.”

      Bullock signaled to his Secret Service guards that he was still okay. “Don’t pretend like you don’t know that’s why I’m here. I need you, Zippy, and I need you more than ever right now. More than that night we got into a fight with the Sigma Chis, more than that night we outran the campus police after pranking Professor Gregory, more than that night Stephanie was killed by a drunk driver.”

      Zippy squinted as he pursed his lips. “I didn’t realize Emma would actually convince you to come out here.”

      “You know it goes against my personality to come with my hat in my hand to anyone, but I wouldn’t be here unless I felt you were of great consequence to my administration’s future. If you’re not on board, I’m not sure I’ll be able to make a convincing case on my own to voters that I should stick around. I need a master strategist like you to be able to sell the story that my time as vice president provided me with the valuable experience necessary to lead the country—and yet I’m nothing like Norris, the man I was elected with. And I think you’re the only person who can pull that off.”

      “I’m also the only one who knows the best reefs to fish around in Kauai.”

      “That’s information that can be passed along, if you feel so inclined,” Bullock said. “But your genius at running campaigns isn’t so easily found in Washington. That’s why this is different. Now, are you going to make me beg?”

      “I think by the sheer fact that you’re standing here right now with a posse of Secret Service agents huddled on the shore, you are begging.”

      “So, what are you gonna do? Will you help me?”

      “Possibly, but I have some terms.”

      “Name them.”

      “I want you to hire a puppet.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I said I want you to hire a puppet.”

      “A puppet?”

      “I’ll help you, but I don’t want to be the face of the campaign.”

      “You want to be the Wizard of Oz?”

      Zippy snapped and smiled. “Now you’re catching my drift. I want to be the man behind the curtain that nobody pays attention to.”

      “You do recall that eventually someone pulled the curtain back on him, right?”

      “Not before he’d worked all his magic. All I need is some time in the shadows and then it won’t matter if I’m found out.”

      Bullock furrowed his brow. “What are you so concerned about?”

      “I just don’t care to be back under the microscope,” he said. “Let someone else with more energy and passion be the face of your campaign.”

      “Do you want your involvement kept a secret?”

      “While that would be nice, I have to be realistic. Secrets are impossible to keep in Washington. I mean, if the Kennedy family couldn’t keep secrets, nobody can.”

      “If this is how you want to proceed, these terms are acceptable. And don’t worry about the money. You’ll be well compensated.”

      Zippy shrugged. “I’m not doing it for the money—I’m doing it for you.”

      “And this country.”

      “And this country, of course.”

      Three men shuffled along the dock toward Zippy’s boat, singing an Irish drinking song. One of the men lugged a case of Bud Light on his shoulder, while the other two waved large bottles of liquor in the air. Two Secret Service agents stopped them a safe distance from the president.

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

      “I’m gonna have to pass, but maybe we can do this another time. When can I expect you in Washington?”

      “Give me a couple of days to get my affairs in order here, and then I’ll be there ready to get you re-elected.”

      “Take care, Zippy, and thanks.”

      Bullock strode back along the dock, his head down to avoid any long stares from the curious fishermen.

      “Did they recognize me?” Bullock asked the agents.

      “No, sir. We told them you were Captain Brian. They ate it up.”

      “Good,” Bullock said. “We don’t want any wild rumors getting started on the internet. Now, let’s get outta here.”

      Bullock grabbed his phone and dialed Emma’s number.

      “What’d he say?” she asked.

      “He’s in, but he doesn’t want anyone knowing he’s in charge of the campaign. He just wants to stay in the shadows.”

      “That should be a red flag for you, sir. What’s he hiding?”

      “He says he just doesn’t want the attention.”

      “I’d still be careful,” Emma said. “There’s something suspicious about all this.”

      “I think your intuition is wrong on this one, but I wasn’t calling to consult you on this. I just wanted to inform you so you can begin making plans.”

      “You’re the boss.”

      “We’ll talk when I get back. In the meantime, see if you can find someone to be the face of the campaign. I want to hit the ground running when I get back.”

      Bullock hung up. Emma’s comment bugged him, not because he thought she was being insubordinate, but because he thought deep down she was right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      CIA SAFE HOUSE | PRINCE WILLIAM NATIONAL FOREST

      Robert Besserman cradled his cup of coffee as he stared out the window adjacent to the front door. The cozy cabin tucked away in a thick patch of pine trees atop a ridge provided a perfect view of the wildlife in the ravine below. Nearly two years had passed since he’d last visited this safe house—and he wondered why he’d waited so long to return.

      In the kitchen, Carter Jenkins stood hunched over a stove, using a spatula to push around a pan teeming with scrambled eggs.

      “Think that’ll be enough for everyone?” Besserman cracked as he shuffled over toward the stove.

      “I’m not exactly the best at judging food amounts,” he said. “My mother always said that it was better to have leftovers than not enough.”

      “Just think two to three eggs per person,” Besserman said. “Eighteen eggs is a bit much for three people, not to mention that you’re going to dry out your eggs.”

      “I’m sorry, sir. I don’t have much experience making scrambled eggs.”

      “It’s hard to screw up, unless you overcook them, of course. Now, how’s the bacon looking?”

      Jenkins squinted. “Bacon? Did you ask me to make some bacon?”

      “Jenkins, there are some things that should go without saying,” Besserman said. “At least you didn’t screw up the coffee.”

      Besserman grabbed a pan and started frying up a packet of bacon.

      They both worked for a few minutes in silence before Jenkins spoke.

      “Sir, I hope you don’t mind me asking you this, but I’ve been working at the agency a while now, but I’ve never made a special plate of eggs and bacon for someone we were holding for questioning. Is this standard protocol that I missed in training?”

      Besserman chuckled. “Not at all. I just wanted eggs and bacon—and I figured we shouldn’t be rude to our guest.”

      “Guest?”

      “The less hostile you talk about your captive, I’ve found that the less hostile they are with me during questioning. Treat them how you want them to be treated.”

      “But did you read the file on this guy? He got caught conspiring with the Chinese to bomb the White House. I’m not sure we’re obligated to make him a hot breakfast. Maybe stale toast?”

      “Again, do you think treating him in a hostile manner is going to get us the results we want?”

      “Probably not, but I’m not sure this guy is going to say much of anything.”

      Besserman shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out.”

      After finishing the bacon, Besserman carried a plate to the prisoner’s room.

      “What’d he say?” Jenkins asked.

      “He said the eggs were a little dry because you overcooked them.”

      Jenkins narrowed his eyes and shook his head slowly. “So ungrateful.”

      Besserman grinned as he sat down and ate breakfast with Jenkins. When they finished, Besserman retrieved the plate from the prisoner’s room and cleaned up the kitchen.

      “When are we going to interrogate the prisoner?” Jenkins asked.

      “Soon enough,” Besserman said. “But I need to do a little bit of work first.”

      “Anything I can help you with while we wait to interrogate this guy?”

      “Not really. I’m dealing with some issues regarding our approach to flushing out any remaining operatives from The Alliance. Have you worked on that task force in any sort of capacity?”

      “No, sir, but I am aware of them.”

      “Yeah, I’ve just been going through some files, trying to determine who might be left and if they’re capable or not of reviving The Alliance.”

      “We’ve got some smart people at the agency, sir. I’m sure someone will figure it out.”

      “Probably, but I’m not going to rest on my haunches regarding this one. The longer they go without being caught, the more likely they’ll be able to restart the organization.”

      “It never stops, does it?”

      Besserman shook his head. “But that’s why I need to think, so I’m going to venture out for some fresh air.”

      “You’re going to leave me here alone with him? Isn’t that against protocol?”

      “It can be,” Besserman said, pointing at Jenkins. “And I appreciate you trying to keep me honest even though I am the director. However, there are exceptions, starting with when the guest is chained to the floor and the door is locked. He’s not going anywhere even if he was walking around freely in his room. And in that case, it’s okay for me to get out and take a little walk. A mental health break, if you will.”

      “Need me to do anything?” Jenkins asked.

      “Since I’m gone, stay out of the guest’s room and relax. I’ll be back in about a half-hour.”

      Besserman went over to his computer and tapped on the keyboard before exiting the house. The truth is, he needed to test Jenkins. Was the operative someone who had been co-opted by The Alliance? That was the question Besserman needed answered.

      If Jenkins wanted to get into the director’s files and find out what he knew, there was never going to be a better opportunity. Besserman announced his intention to be gone for a half-hour. No one was there to catch Jenkins. And if there was anyone there who had the capability of hacking into Besserman’s computer and then covering his tracks, Jenkins was the guy. He had ample time to do everything he needed to do.

      As a result of the agency’s secretive nature regarding safe houses, there wasn’t any Wi-Fi nor were there any security cameras. What happened in the safe house stayed there.

      But Besserman had other ideas. He wanted to see every move Jenkins made. It’s why the director had arrived the night before and rigged a makeshift security camera in the blinds, giving him every possible angle of the living room and his bedroom. If Jenkins had any plans to get into the director’s computer or personal belongings, Besserman would know about it.

      Besserman used his cell phone’s Wi-Fi coverage to transmit images from the hidden cameras to his phone. For forty-five minutes, Besserman trudged along a series of trails that crisscrossed the Prince William National Forest floor. If Jenkins needed extra time, Besserman wanted to give it to him.

      Near the end of Besserman’s walk, he found a clearing and walked near the center. He threw his head back and basked in the sunshine. When he opened his eyes, he noticed a fawn bounding across a brook. The animal paused and stared at Besserman before darting away.

      Besserman glanced at his phone, studying the image streamed to his phone. Fortunately, there was nothing to see. As he skimmed the footage, all Besserman saw was the boring image of Jenkins sitting on the couch while reading a book.

      He dialed Mallory’s number.

      “He’s clean,” Besserman said.

      “Nothing?”

      “He didn’t as much as move once he sat down on the couch. Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. My computer hasn’t been touched. I’ve gotta think that he’s not our guy.”

      “That’s interesting,” Mallory said. “Are you sure you didn’t tip him off somehow?”

      “There’s no way,” he said. “I even left a few file folders out in the open on my desk. At the very least, he could’ve leafed through those.”

      “And he wasn’t tempted?”

      Besserman sighed. “Maybe he was, but he never acted on it. I think Tristan is our guy.”

      “Good to know,” Mallory said. “But I’d still proceed with caution.”

      “Always,” Besserman said before ending the call and returning to the safe house.

      Besserman knew his litmus test wasn’t foolproof, but if Jenkins had any ties to the remnants of The Alliance, he wouldn’t have passed up the chance to find out what the director of the CIA knew.

      It’s gotta be Tristan.

      When Besserman returned to the safe house, he found Jenkins reading a novel.

      “You find a good book?” Besserman asked.

      “I’m a sucker for a good Ken Fite novel.”

      “The Homeland is a good one,” Besserman said. “But can I tear you away from that for a moment?”

      Jenkins closed the book and locked eyes with Besserman. “What’s up?”

      “I need your help.”

      “With what exactly?”

      “Think you can help me catch a mole?”
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      DAUGAVAPILS, LATVIA

      Hawk didn’t lose eye contact with the guard despite the barrel of his gun poking through the gate’s bars. Saying anything, even in code, might tip off the guard that there were more people involved in the attack on the prison.

      “How long are we going to stand here like this?” Hawk asked.

      “As long as it takes,” the guard said.

      Hawk glanced to his left, hoping to draw the guard’s attention away from him. The plan worked. As soon as the man looked in the same direction as Hawk, he slid to his right and then grabbed the man’s weapon. Hawk yanked hard on the gun, wrestling it free from the man’s hands and pulling it through the bars. The guard’s attempts to stop the theft resulted in him banging his head against the bars. Stunned, he stumbled back a few feet before falling to the ground.

      Hawk trained the weapon on the man. “It’s your turn not to move.”

      The man eased back a few feet.

      “Move again and I’ll shoot.”

      “I don’t believe you,” the guard said with a snarl.

      “You’re living on my good graces right now,” Hawk said. “I suggest you stay there.”

      The man drew in a deep breath. Before he could get a word out, Hawk fired two shots at the man’s head, killing him instantly.

      “You can’t say I didn’t warn you,” Hawk said.

      The man’s eyes remained open, staring into the abyss, a casualty of his arrogance and disbelief that Hawk would follow through on his threat.

      Hawk placed the gun on the ground before grabbing hold of the gate. With one final tug, the gate came free and swung open.

      “I’m in,” Hawk said over the coms.

      He quickly changed into the guard’s clothes before hustling along the waterway of the prison’s underbelly. After a minute, he couldn’t see much of anything, unsure of where to go.

      “A little help here, Alex,” Hawk said. “I can’t find an access route to the surface.”

      “Turn to your right,” she said. “There’s a staircase to the first floor after about fifty meters from your position.”

      Hawk followed Alex’s instructions and located the way to the main floor. Once there, none of the guards gave him even a second glance. They remained preoccupied with the riots occurring in every corner of the facility.

      “I’m in,” Hawk said over the coms.

      “Go to the second floor,” she said. “Cell block two-twelve.”

      Hawk took the steps two at a time, putting a shoulder into a few of the inmates as they escaped. They laughed as they raced passed him, amused by the way he ignored them. But Hawk didn’t care. Nikintin was the lone person he was concerned with.

      The chaos had provided sufficient coverage for Hawk. He’d yet to encounter a guard who even gave him a second look for moving in the opposite direction as everyone else. It was almost as if the guards had decided that survival trumped everything else—even keeping the prisoners on the grounds.

      “You need to hurry,” Alex said. “I just picked up a message that the Latvian army has dispatched several troops to control the situation and get the prisoners back under control.”

      “Copy that,” he said.

      Once Hawk reached the second floor, he located cell number 212.

      “I’m here,” he said over his coms.

      “Working on it right now,” she said.

      Nikintin smiled broadly as he stared at Hawk. “You’re American, aren’t you?”

      Hawk nodded.

      “You’re the ones who did this, aren’t you?”

      Hawk stroked his chin. “Do you have the document?”

      Nikintin nodded but didn’t move. “If you think I’m going to give it to you before I’m free, you’re out of your mind.”

      “Suit yourself,” Hawk said before spinning on his heels and heading back toward the exit.

      “Wait,” Nikintin shouted. “I’ll show it to you.”

      Hawk watched as Nikintin produced a piece of paper that he’d hidden inside his right shoe.

      “This is it?” Hawk asked.

      “Everything’s on there, I swear.”

      “This looks like gibberish,” Hawk said. “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

      “It’s a code. You must believe me.”

      “I have the other half, but you need to get me out of here before I’ll let you see it.”

      Hawk scowled before a voice crackled over the coms.

      “Did you get proof?” Alex asked.

      “Kind of,” Hawk said.

      “What do you mean, kind of? That’s a yes or no question. Answer it.”

      Hawk looked down the corridor at another guard charging toward him. He rushed the man before sticking out his arm and clotheslining him.

      “He has a piece of paper with coded phrases all over it, but he’s not letting me look at the key he’s created.”

      “Do you believe him?” she asked.

      Nikintin groaned as he attempted to get up.

      “Maybe, but I can’t be sure,” Hawk said. “It’s like anything else. I think it’s legitimate until it isn’t.”

      “What choice do we have at this point?” Alex said. “We’ll bring him back with us. If he was just trying to get us to free him, we’ll put a quick end to him for making us risk our lives to save such a lowlife.”

      “I’ll be happy to pull the trigger,” Hawk said. “Getting out isn’t going to be easy.”

      “Hurry,” she said. “The Latvian army is on their way.”

      Hawk yanked Nikintin by the arm, dragging him toward the stairwell. They both hustled down a few flights until they reached the bowels of the building.

      “Where are we going?” Nikintin asked.

      “Based on the information you’ve provided so far, I suggest you keep your mouth shut and be grateful that I’m here with you. If at any point I believe that you’re playing us, I’m authorized to shoot you and leave your body floating in the river. Am I clear?”

      Nikintin nodded.

      “Good,” Hawk said. “Now, let’s keep moving.”

      They raced through the water, hurdling the guard’s dead body drifting aimlessly through the waterway. Once they passed through the gate, Hawk shut it and grabbed Nikintin by the arm.

      “I’m very serious when I say this,” Hawk said. “But I want you to run as fast as you can toward the shoreline. We have a boat waiting for us. If you don’t comply and veer to one side or the other, I will shoot you. Understand?”

      Nikintin nodded. “I’m sticking with you.”

      “Good. Let’s go.”

      They raced along the marshland, leaping over several bogs. However, they came to a half in front of one side of the moat.

      “What is this?” Nikintin asked.

      “It’s a moat,” Hawk said. “Jump in and we’re almost back to our boat—and your freedom.”

      Nikintin just stared at the water.

      “What’s the matter?” Hawk asked. “We don’t have time for this. Just jump.”

      “I—I can’t swim.”

      Hawk furrowed his brow. “There’s never been a better time to learn.”

      “But you don’t know what’s in there.”

      “It’s water and it’s wet. Now, stop fooling around.”

      “You don’t know, do you?”

      Hawk wasn’t interested in Nikintin’s mind games. He shoved Nikintin into the water and watched him disappear. A few seconds later, Nikintin resurfaced, arms flailing as he shouted to Hawk about something.

      Instead of waiting around, Hawk canon-balled into the water with a big splash. He swam a few meters over to Nikintin, who continued to beat at the water in an effort to stay afloat. Hawk wrapped his arm around Nikintin’s neck and dragged him to the edge of the other side of the moat.

      Nikintin’s eyes widened as he struggled to reach the shore. “He’s going to eat us.”

      “Who?” Hawk asked.

      “The monster in these waters.”

      “There’s no monster,” Hawk said. “It’s just a legend used to scare inmates here.”

      Nikintin shook his head furiously. “That’s not true. I’ve seen it with my own eyes.”

      “It’s a psychological trick,” Hawk said. “They just want you to think there’s a monster.”

      “With my own two eyes, I saw a man eaten by the monster.”

      “Genius,” Hawk said as he treaded water. “They brainwashed you into thinking that the only way out was through a channel of water patrolled by a monster. And apparently, it worked.”

      “It’s not a trick,” Nikintin said. “I swear on my mother’s grave.”

      “Your mother’s still alive,” Hawk said. “Don’t play games with me.”

      Nikintin shook his head. “My biological mother has been dead for years.”

      Hawk reached the side of the moat and began to climb out.

      “You can’t leave me here like this,” Nikintin said.

      “I know you’re lying,” Hawk said. “There’s no monster down there.”

      “I’m going to die,” Nikintin said frantically. “If the monster doesn’t get me, I’m going to drown.”

      Hawk sighed before scrounging around inside his rucksack and producing a rope. He lowered it to the water’s surface, giving Nikintin the opportunity to latch on.

      “Got it?” Hawk asked.

      Nikintin flashed a thumb’s up sign before Hawk slowly pulled in the rope. However, as he methodically yanked the Russian hacker toward the surface, Hawk noticed something out of the corner of his eye. The floodlights now scanning the marshland for escapees cast a hard glare off the glassy eye of a reptile slicing through the water in Nikintin’s direction.

      Hawk refused to panic, maintaining eye contact with Nikintin until he was ashore. As he rolled his leg over onto the shore, a crocodile leaped into the air, clamping down its row of sharp teeth into the humid air.

      Hawk cursed under his breath as he realized that Nikintin had been telling the truth.

      “See,” Nikintin said. “I wasn’t lying.”

      “Not about this,” Hawk said. “But the rest remains to be seen.”

      A siren wailed in the distance as floodlights continued to crisscross the marshland that extended from the back of the prison to the Daugava River.

      “You ready for us?” Hawk asked over the coms.

      “Get your ass over here fast before we’re found out,” she said.

      “It’s a little late for that,” Hawk said as he hustled with Nikintin.

      In the distance, Hawk heard dogs braying.

      “Get as close as you can to the shore,” Hawk said. “We don’t have a second to waste.”

      Hawk and Nikintin raced toward the shore and splashed into the water. They only had to slog through about ten meters of water before they reached Alex and climbed into the boat. As they did, bullets started to pepper the water around them.

      “Let’s go,” Hawk said. “We’ve got a code to break.”
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      WASHINGTON, D.C

      President Bullock tapped his lips with his forefinger while reading his national security briefing. While serving as the vice president, he reviewed these reports daily—and he found them about as entertaining as reading a cookbook aloud. As long as no impending danger was highlighted, he long ago determined to let his aides who were experts in such matters to handle the minutiae of security issues. It’s also why he jumped at the opportunity to toss aside the document when he heard a knock at his door.

      After beckoning his assistant to enter, Bullock was informed that Emma Washburn had dropped by to see him.

      “Send her in, of course,” he said.

      Emma entered the room, her trademark bun hairstyle tenuously held together by a pencil. A couple of brown tendrils hung in front of her eyes. She blew her hair aside and huffed as she lugged a stack of papers into Bullock’s office.

      “You look pretty frazzled, Emma. Rough commute this morning?”

      She grunted. “Not all of us get to live and work in the same building. Don’t judge.”

      Bullock had worked with Emma long enough to know she was clearly upset about something.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Have you heard from anyone yet?” she asked as she cast a sideways glance at him.

      “Heard about what? Don’t keep me in suspense.”

      “Once I tell you, you’re going to wipe that smile off your face and replace it with your patented glare.”

      “My glare is patented?”

      “It belongs in the hall of fame for glares. Whenever I enter the White House, my top goal is to avoid that glare. If I do, I know I’m doing a good job, maybe even a great job.”

      “If you don’t hurry up and tell me what’s going on, I’m definitely going to give you a glare.”

      “Unfortunately, I’m going to get one from you no matter what I do today.”

      Bullock glared at her.

      “See, there it is,” she said. “I haven’t even mentioned the part that’s going to warrant the glare and you’re giving it to me.”

      “Out with it, Emma.”

      She sighed. “Okay, so you know how several media outlets have written about the existence of The Alliance and identified some of the leaders?”

      “Of course. It’s why I’m living in the White House now. Go on.”

      “As you may recall, Lester Parham is one of the more prominent figures in the organization, who, by the way, is still at large after he resigned.”

      “They still haven’t caught that bastard?”

      “No, sir,” she said. “It’s only a matter of time before he resurfaces though. He’s too much of a narcissist to stay hidden in the shadows forever. But, again, that’s not the real problem.”

      “The suspense is killing me.”

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath before continuing. “You can’t say that I didn’t warn you about this, but one of my aides found this video of Zippy McMillan meeting with Parham just a couple of weeks ago.”

      Emma picked up her tablet and handed it to Bullock.

      “Just press play to see the video.”

      Bullock displayed an array of emotions starting with shock before moving to horror then disgust.

      “Where’d you get this?” he asked, his eyes narrowing.

      “It was sent to me anonymously.”

      Bullock handed the tablet back to Emma before pacing the floor. “So, where did this take place and is this out in the public yet?”

      She shrugged. “Not sure on either account. I had a staffer with access to some high-powered search capabilities try to find it, but nothing.”

      “So someone is just waiting to pull this out and use it against us?”

      “Maybe. Or it could be someone friendly to the administration trying to warn us. Either way, it’s important for you to address this.”

      He stopped and sighed. “This doesn’t really prove anything, does it? I mean, there’s no audio of their conversation, is there?”

      “If there is, it’s not embedded in this footage.”

      “Then this could just be two acquaintances having a conversation about the good ole days.”

      “Do you want to leave that up to the media’s interpretation, which will undoubtedly be what the general public sentiment becomes?”

      “I can’t make decisions based on what-if scenarios. I was fully aware of Zippy’s issues before all this. You warned me—and I decided it was worth the risk.”

      “And do you still feel that way?”

      “Seeing how I’m not as bothered by this now as I when I first saw it, yes. I still think hiring Zippy is worth the risk.”

      Emma’s phone buzzed with another message, which she promptly read—and her face fell.

      “What is it now?” Bullock asked. “Please tell me this has nothing to do with Zippy.”

      She looked up at Bullock and didn’t say a word.

      “Oh, come on. Are you serious?”

      “Look, I tried to tell you that—”

      Bullock held up his index finger. “Tell me what he did.”

      She held out her phone so he could read the message.

      “An ongoing investigation?” he asked.

      “Might explain why he’s hiding out on the other side of an island in Hawaii taking clients fishing instead of sticking around in Washington.”

      “Give me some time,” he said. “I need to figure out how I want to handle this before anything we’re doing goes public.”
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      CULVER CITY, CALIFORNIA

      Hawk checked his rearview mirror as his SUV rumbled up the dirt road leading to the Inglewood oil fields just outside of Los Angeles. Alex provided directions from the passenger seat, while Nikintin bounced along in the backseat, staring blankly at the scenery.

      “Is this normal protocol?” Nikintin asked. “It feels like you’re taking me somewhere to kill me and dump my body.”

      Hawk chuckled. “If we wanted to kill you and hide your body, we would’ve dumped you into the Pacific Ocean on the flight home.”

      “Seems like a strange way to treat a person who has provided you with valuable information,” Nikintin said.

      “If what you provided remains encoded, it’s worthless,” Hawk said.

      “If you can’t crack the code, that’s not my fault,” Nikintin said. “I upheld my end of the bargain, as you Americans like to say.”

      Alex eyed him cautiously. “My only question about all this is how you knew the files you had were from The Alliance if you can’t crack this code.”

      “I guess I don’t know for sure, but that’s what I was told by my contact,” Nikintin said.

      “Does this contact have a name?” Alex asked.

      “Semiprime Twenty-Four,” he said.

      “Is that his name or his online handle?” she asked.

      “None of us hackers know anyone’s real name. It’s a level of security we all have and respect.”

      “Yet you know Mia’s name,” Hawk said as he glanced in the rearview mirror.

      “That’s because we met and she told it to me once. But that’s before I knew who she really was. I knew her brother and thought he was the real brains behind the operation. It wasn’t until a few years later that I learned she was the actual hacker and he was just the front man.”

      “That seems curious, even for her,” Hawk said.

      “What can I say—maybe she thought she could trust me. It’s something we all need after spending all day on the internet pretending to be someone else. Or maybe she just thought I was a handsome fellow.”

      “It doesn’t matter now,” Hawk said. “But I just find it curious, that’s all.”

      “Take it up with her. I mean, I gave her my name. So, we’re trusting each other. You shouldn’t be worried.”

      “You’re a black hat hacker,” Hawk said. “You’ll have to earn my trust.”

      “Likewise—you’re a fed.”

      Hawk shook his head. “That right there proves you don’t know as much about me as you think you do.”

      “But Mia works for—”

      “Don’t presume to think you know who she works for,” Hawk said. “All you need to know is that for now, you work for us.”

      Hawk watched the oil derricks pumping relentlessly from atop the city as they continued their climb. Then he took a peek in the rearview mirror and noticed Nikintin fidgeting with his hands, tapping his feet.

      Nikintin spoke again. “Why are we meeting all the way up here again?”

      “Our boss likes the outdoors,” Hawk said. “Just relax, will ya?”

      A few minutes later, they arrived at the predetermined location. Morgan and Mia were already there, both standing near the edge of a ridge overlooking the valley. They turned around upon Hawk’s arrival.

      When Nikintin got out of the vehicle, Hawk zip-tied the hacker’s hands together.

      “This is unnecessary, ” Nikintin said. “Where am I going to go?”

      “Standard protocol,” Hawk said. “Now stop your whining or I’ll deliver you back to the officials in Latvia where you can be hands free in that hell hole of a prison.”

      Nikintin ended his brief protest with silence.

      Hawk and Alex ushered Nikintin over to Morgan and Mia. The derricks groaned as they continued to pump oil.

      “Quite an office you’ve got here,” Nikintin said before glancing at Mia. “Nice to see you, Mia. And thanks for this.”

      “I would say thanks for what you sent us, but it was almost more trouble than it was worth,” Mia said.

      “We can return him now,” Hawk said. “He’s been a real pain in the ass.”

      “No, no,” Morgan said, holding out her hands. “We were able to get something out of this, but before I tell you about it, I wanted to address Mr. Nikintin.”

      Nikintin smirked. “I will accept the reward you wish to bestow upon me for the present I gave you.”

      “Not so fast,” Morgan said. “I have a few questions for you.”

      “You have a captive audience,” Nikintin said, raising his tethered hands in the air. “What do you want to know?”

      “I want to know where you got this information from,” Morgan said.

      “Like a magician, a good hacker never reveals his secrets.”

      “I need to know this was obtained from a good source and not designed to send us on a wild goose chase.”

      Nikintin shrugged. “I can’t comment on the motivation behind the person who gave me the files because I can’t read minds. However, the person who got the information to me is a person I trust and someone who was concerned about my welfare. They saw it as a way for me to leverage my way out of that rat-infested prison. And for that—and for you and your team as well—I’ll be eternally grateful.”

      “That’s vague and not going to cut it for me.”

      “What do you mean?” Nikintin demanded. “Part of my acceptance of the information was a promise not to reveal my source.”

      “In that case, call them,” Morgan said as she dangled her phone in front of Nikintin.

      “You think I just have their number on the tip of my tongue?”

      “If it’s someone who was willing to risk everything they did to help you escape, I have a feeling it’s someone dear to you—and I’m willing to bet you do know their number.”

      “That’s crazy.”

      Morgan shrugged. “We can always deliver you to Latvian officials. I’m sure they’d be happy to have you back.”

      “Okay, you win. It was Anton Kovalchuk.”

      “The Moldovan Menace?” Mia asked.

      “Yeah, though he’s actually from Belarus. Guess he just liked keeping his location a secret—and maybe he’s a little partial to alliteration.”

      “Call him,” Morgan said. “Now. I want to know you’re not bullshitting me.”

      Nikintin entered Kovalchuk’s number and pressed enter.

      “Don’t worry,” Morgan said. “It’s a pre-paid phone. He won’t be able to track us.”

      After a couple of rings, the fellow hacker finally answered.

      “Anton?” Nikintin asked.

      “Yuri,” Kovalchuck said before speaking in Russian, “did you make it out?”

      “Your plan worked. I’m safe for now.”

      “Where are you?”

      “I’d rather not say, but I appreciate you sending me that information.”

      “Anything for you, comrade.”

      “I just want to know where you got it from?”

      “What for?” Kovalchuk asked slowly. “That’s a strange request.”

      “I—I just want to know that it’s legitimate.”

      “Of course it is. I met a man I suspected of being in The Alliance, so I hacked his personal computer and found those files. You know I’m usually a fan of the bad guy, but those people need to be stopped.”

      “Not my job,” Nikintin said, “though I do know some people who want to make that happen.”

      “Wish them good luck for me—and call me if you have any other questions,” Kovalchuk said. “I’m just so happy that you were able to escape.”

      “I’ll forever be in your debt.”

      Nikintin ended the call and handed Morgan the phone. “Satisfied?”

      Morgan put her index finger to her ear and held up her hand. “Just a moment.”

      Hawk watched closely as Nikintin rocked back and forth from one foot to the other while awaiting Morgan’s response.

      “Good news, Mr. Nikintin,” Morgan said. “Your story checks out as far as we can tell. Anton Kovalchuk was located in Belarus when you called him. And, according to my source, his location is one we’ve traced back to the origin of numerous hacks on federal government servers.”

      Nikintin shot Hawk a look. “I thought you said you weren’t feds.”

      “We’re not,” Morgan said with a scowl. “But we do have sources there.”

      “Okay, okay,” Nikintin said. “I have trust issues myself.”

      “You’ve upheld your end of the deal,” Morgan said as she fished a knife out of her pocket and cut Nikintin’s bindings. “You’re free to go.”

      “You’re going to just leave me here?” Nikintin asked. “Just abandon me in a foreign country with no documentation or money?”

      “Would you prefer that we return you to Latvia?”

      “No, but—”

      “The deal we made with you was an exchange of breaking you out of prison for useable information against The Alliance,” Morgan said. “We both fulfilled these terms. I’m not sure what else you were hoping for, but there’s not a better country for you to be left in than the United States. Besides, you’re resourceful. I’m sure you can figure something out.”

      Nikintin sighed. “I’m a hacker, not an operative.”

      “We’ll give you a ride back to the city,” Hawk said. “Then you’re on your own.”

      “I need more than that,” Nikintin said. “I need—”

      Morgan smashed him in the back of his head, sending him collapsing to the ground. He was out cold.

      “What was that all about?” Hawk asked with a faint smile.

      “I never had any intention of letting him go,” she said. “I just wanted to see how much he’d complain. The truth is we’re going to keep him sedated and blindfolded while we transport him back to the Magnum headquarters.”

      “Were you lying earlier?” Hawk asked.

      “About what?”

      “About his information being legit?”

      “I was telling the truth,” Morgan said. “I just have a hunch that he’s not telling us everything and I want to keep him around for a few more days and see if he sticks with his story.”

      “Fair enough,” Alex said.

      Hawk and Alex toted Nikintin back to their vehicle and placed him in the back seat. They walked back over to Morgan and Mia.

      “Now what’d you find out?” he asked.

      Morgan produced a folder from her briefcase and handed it to Alex. “I want you to talk with the man in this profile.”

      Hawk opened the folder and moved closer to Alex so they could look at the document together. “Dr. Paul Decker?”

      Morgan nodded. “Familiar with that name?”

      “Can’t say that it rings a bell.”

      “He’s flown mostly under the radar these past few years, but he’s definitely someone the agency and other organizations have been watching.”

      “What’s the rundown on him?” Alex asked.

      “Everything you’ll want to know is in there, but he’s known as The Alchemist,” Morgan said. “However, he’s anything but that. There’s nothing altruistic about what he does. He’s more akin to personified evil than he is anything else.”

      Hawk arched an eyebrow. “And yet I’ve never heard of him?”

      “That’s how he likes it,” Morgan continued. “He experiments on vulnerable people groups, mostly in third world countries where he makes big promises on relatively benign outbreaks, gathering large groups of frightened people who are uneducated and desperate.”

      “For example?” Alex said.

      “Currently, he’s in Cambodia running tests on indigenous tribes,” Morgan said. “Apparently, there was an outbreak of whooping cough, and he swooped in with his team to provide relief for the sick. Seems like a regular good Samaritan, right?”

      Hawk nodded. “So, what’s really going on?”

      “We’re not sure, but we have intel that he’s up to something nefarious,” Morgan said. “He’s done this several other places, though it’s been difficult to pin anything on him.”

      “But you’re certain he’s affiliated with The Alliance?” Hawk asked.

      “He was one of the few names we were able to decipher,” Mia said.

      “Most of the people seemed like low-level logistics personnel,” Morgan added. “Others look like they’re aliases. So, we’re just trying to sort through it all. But Decker’s name is one we recognized right away.”

      “What’s our next move?” Hawk asked. “Are we going to Cambodia?”

      “Fortunately, you don’t have to,” Morgan said. “Dr. Decker is still a well-respected researcher and medical expert who’s speaking at a conference in Singapore later this week. It’s much easier to reach than his current facility in the middle of the Cambodian jungle.”

      “What do you want us to do with him?” Alex asked.

      “Talk to him and see what you can learn,” Morgan said. “We’re not sure how deep his connection is to The Alliance, but if it’s still active and there’s a remnant still functioning, we need to know about it so we can put a stop to it. The fact that Decker’s name came up is more than a little troubling given his past.”

      “And what about Nikintin?” Hawk asked.

      “Deliver him to HQ,” Morgan said. “We still have plenty of business left with him.”

      Hawk and Alex shuffled back to their car where they found Nikintin waking up.

      “What happened?” Nikintin asked.

      Hawk shrugged as he opened the door to the backseat. “You hit your head.”

      “What?”

      Hawk grabbed Nikintin by the hair on the back of his head and slammed him hard against the side of the car, knocking him out again.

      Alex climbed into the passenger side and patted Hawk on the leg as he joined her.

      “I’ve always wanted to go to Singapore,” she said.
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      LANGLEY, VIRGINIA

      Besserman worked a silver dollar through his fingers as he studied the fake plan Mallory had devised for him. While he was convinced that Carter Jenkins was clean, Besserman decided to hedge his bets and keep the truth about the operation a secret. If everyone believed the operation was real, there wouldn’t be a chance of anyone tipping their hand as to its legitimacy.

      Besserman’s assistant buzzed him to let him know that Mallory had arrived for her appointment. She glanced at his hand with the silver dollar as she sat down.

      “Working on another magic trick?” she asked.

      He chuckled. “Nothing serious. Just looking for something to spice up the next party I attend.”

      “Tales of espionage and danger too blasé for your crowd?”

      “Only when I can’t share them, which is always. But if I could say, ‘For my next trick, I’m going to make an evil dictator disappear,’ I wouldn’t have to mess with coins.”

      “But you can make evil dictators disappear,” she said.

      Besserman smiled as he stood. “It’s not as easy as you think.”

      As he paced the floor, he templed his fingers.

      “Did you get a chance to look at my new proposal?” she asked.

      “Everything looks perfect,” he said.

      “But you said there was a problem in your email.”

      He stopped and crossed his arms. “Not with your proposal, but maybe with the way we plan to execute it.”

      “Too simple?”

      “How long have we been dealing with The Alliance now? A couple of years, right?”

      “Something like that.”

      “And they always seemed to be a step ahead of us—until they weren’t.”

      “We decimated their organization.”

      Besserman stroked his chin. “At least, that’s how it appears.”

      “You think they’re still capable of wreaking havoc and achieving their end game of becoming a shadow government?”

      “What’s stopping them?”

      “The obvious—they don’t have the personnel.”

      “But here’s the thing. Personnel isn’t a problem when you can coerce and cajole anyone in any position through various means of blackmail to doing your bidding. The Alliance would only need a handful of people with the ability to expose key people, especially those desperate to hold onto power. They’d fold like a cheap suit when any pressure is applied.”

      “You think they’re still an active threat even though they’re much leaner?”

      “Exactly,” Besserman said. “You have to think about their next move as if they were a business. You don’t just close up shop because of market conditions—you adapt.”

      “But we’re not even sure if Michael Tristan is working for The Alliance,” Mallory said.

      “True, but again that’s why I’m suggesting we don’t just pin something on him and move on. We let him go and see where he takes us.”

      She cocked her head to one side. “So we’re just going to scrap the plan?”

      “No, no, no. We still need to confirm that Tristan is our guy.”

      “If not him, then who?”

      “I don’t want to rule anyone out at this point. You gave me a list of the people you suspect the most, but just because you thought it was between Tristan and Jenkins doesn’t mean it couldn’t be someone else.”

      “Use the op to identify the mole but don’t take action,” she said. “Is that what you’re saying?”

      “Now you’re tracking with me.”

      “Then we’ll proceed as planned.”

      “Except for the arrest,” he said.

      “And when do you plan on bringing the rest of the team up to speed?”

      “I don’t,” he said. “We’re just going to run the op and see where it takes us.”

      Mallory stood and gathered her papers. “You’re the boss. I’ll make it happen.”
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      SINGAPORE

      Hawk pressed down on his fake mustache to make sure it was affixed. He examined his new facial hair in the mirror, rotating his face to see how it looked from different angles. After a few seconds, he leaned in close and squinted.

      “Don’t worry, honey,” Alex said as she patted him on the back. “Nobody will be able to tell it’s glued on.”

      “I don’t know why you insist on me wearing this style,” Hawk said. “Only Tom Selleck can get away with a mustache like this.”

      “On Magnum P.I., Tom Selleck could get away with whatever he wanted. He drove a Ferrari and lived on a sprawling estate in Hawaii. Do you think anyone really cared about his mustache?”

      “I ride a horse and live on a large ranch in Montana,” Hawk said. “Does that mean nobody would care about my mustache?”

      She shook her head. “If you try to grow one of those things, I’ll shave it off in the middle of the night. I’m not kissing your lips if they’re surrounded with bristles. If I have to shave my legs, you have to shave your face.”

      “You’ll get no argument from me on this one,” Hawk said, raising his hands in a gesture of surrender.

      “Good because I wouldn’t listen to it anyway. Now, let’s get going, Mr. Shepherd.”

      “Ready when you are, Miss Merton.”

      Hawk glanced down at the lanyard already draped around his neck. He chuckled to himself over his picture, which portrayed him with a white mustache while wearing a white lab coat.

      He was attending as Mr. Liam Shepherd, a pharmaceutical sales rep for Dunwell Pharmaceuticals. The founder of the company, Braden Dunwell, had a father who worked for the CIA years ago. As a way of honoring his father, Dunwell approached the agency about allowing officers to use his company to create aliases when working with doctors and medical researchers. Dunwell Pharmaceuticals had a well-respected name in the pharmaceutical world and were known for their handsome acquisition payouts to researchers. Anyone who refused to speak with a Dunwell company representative would be considered foolish.

      Hawk turned toward Alex and offered his arm. “You know Dunwell has a cream you can put on your legs that suppresses the growth of hair follicles.”

      “Not a chance.”

      “Isn’t that every woman’s dream, not to have to shave their legs ever again?”

      “While it might be inconvenient, it’s not that high up on my pharmaceutical wish list. Besides, would you want to smear a cream all over your face every night?”

      “I’m partial to my five o’clock shadow.”

      She patted him on his face. “Now you see how some mild inconveniences are worth it, right?”

      “I can’t tell you how inconvenient this thing is that’s attached to my lip. I can’t believe anyone would buy this.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m sure Dr. Decker won’t suspect a thing.”

      A half-hour later, they strolled into the conference center teeming with attendees milling around the lobby. Researchers and doctors alike stood in front of their displays, eager to speak with anyone who wanted to engage with them over their work.

      Hawk unfolded his brochure and checked his watch. “We’ve got about ten minutes before the main session with Decker begins.”

      “I just spotted him sitting in a chair next to the doors,” Alex said, nodding in Decker’s direction.

      “Let’s see if we can corner him.”

      Hawk and Alex had heard the stories about Decker, but they were little more than rumors. Decker was highly regarded in epidemiological circles and revered by the entire pharmaceutical industry. Although he’d never landed a deal with Dunwell, Hawk imagined it would result in a financial windfall for Dunwell if he did. But the mission was to simply make contact and build a rapport with Decker. There would be plenty of time to establish his level of involvement with The Alliance. Ultimately, Hawk and Alex wanted to find out if he was actively working with a remnant of the organization or if it was a now defunct relationship. That information would determine how they would proceed. However, Decker’s shady past and his genius-level skills made him a potential danger that could advance The Alliance’s objectives—and all without requiring much personnel either.

      According to the Magnum Group file, Decker was fifty-six years old, though his full head of thick brown hair would’ve led Hawk to believe the doctor was at least a decade younger. He wore a tight blue Oxford shirt, a tie that was loosened for the moment. He peered over the top of his glasses at his tablet.

      “Is this a bad time, Dr. Decker?” Alex asked, taking the lead.

      Decker looked up at her and smiled. “Depends on what for. If you want to debate the overall effectiveness of RFLP while tracing new outbreak strains, probably not. But if you just want me to sign a copy of my latest book, I can probably do that.”

      “What if it’s neither of those options?” Alex said as she offered her hand.

      “I suppose I can make time for you, Miss—”

      “Merton,” Alex said. “Sophie Merton with Dunwell Pharmaceuticals. And this is my colleague Liam Shepherd.”

      “Charmed,” Decker said as he maintained eye contact with Alex. “Now, what did you want to talk about?”

      “I had a few questions about what you’re working on these days,” she said.

      “Of course,” he said as he stood. “If you can walk with me and talk, that’d be great. I need to get a cup of coffee before my next session in a few minutes.”

      “After you,” she said, gesturing toward the coffee bar.

      Hawk trailed behind Alex, who was in lockstep with Decker.

      “We hear that you’re working on some new vaccines,” Alex said.

      Decker nodded. “It’s the way of the future. With all the new vaccine technology available to us, I’m convinced we might be able to extend the average person’s lifespan by ten or fifteen years.”

      Alex drew back, eyes wide. “That’s impressive. Do you have preliminary studies you’d like to show us on some of your vaccines that you’re currently working on?”

      Decker, distracted by something to their left, held up his index finger. “Hold that thought.”

      He rushed over to a woman who was choking. Without wasting a moment, he hustled behind her and performed the Heimlich maneuver. A small crowd encircled Decker and the woman as he forced her to cough up a small sausage. After a few tense moments, she ejected the food from her mouth. Everyone started to clap and cheer. A couple of EMTs rushed over to inspect the woman and give her something to drink. After a routine checkup, they released her. She turned around and hugged Decker, catching him off guard.

      “Oh, well, you’re welcome,” he said. “Glad I could help.”

      “Help?” the woman said. “Dr. Decker, you literally saved my life.”

      “That’s what I’m supposed to do,” Decker said.

      She hugged him again before asking if she could pose for a picture with him, which he happily obliged.

      Decker glanced at his watch before turning back to Alex. “I wish we could continue this conversation, Miss Merton—”

      “Sophie,” Alex said. “Please, call me Sophie.”

      “Okay, Sophie. Can we put a pin in this conversation and resume it after I’m done lecturing? I truly am interested in discussing what I’m doing with you and Leman.”

      “Liam,” Hawk corrected.

      “Whatever,” Decker said before returning his gaze to Alex. “So, what do you say? Want to continue this following my meeting?”

      “I’d be honored,” Alex said.

      Hawk and Alex took seats along the back row of the auditorium and waited for Decker to begin his session.

      “What do you think?” Alex asked.

      “I think he’s nothing like the monster described to us in the report we received,” Hawk said. “I’m about ready to make him John Daniel’s godfather.”

      “He saved a woman’s life and then continued on his day like it was no big deal. Incredible.”

      “I’m still suspicious,” Hawk said. “But maybe a little less so after meeting him.”

      “I agree. I would consider myself cautiously optimistic at this point.”

      “And if he is still connected with The Alliance, maybe he’d be ready to turn on them.”

      “Unless they have something on him,” Alex said.

      Hawk sighed and shook his head. “Why do you always throw a bomb and run?”

      “Why would I stick around to see it explode?” she asked with a wink.

      Decker quieted the crowd as he began his session. For the next forty-five minutes, Decker discussed the role of science in dealing with disease and how epidemiologists are finding creative ways to provide a longer life, something he said every human deserves.

      As he was winding down his talk, a man stumbled through the double doors from the back, coughing and sneezing. He clung to the handrail before collapsing near the front.

      “Are you okay?” Decker asked the man.

      He staggered back to his feet and pointed a finger at Decker before muttering something in Khmer, the Cambodian language.

      “What did he say?” Hawk asked Alex in a hushed tone.

      The man in front of them turned around. “I know Khmer. He said, ‘My name is Darany. This man did this to me.’”

      “Did what to him?” Hawk asked.

      Then the man turned around and looked at the audience, revealing a grossly disfigured face. He raised his hands, which appeared to be scarred and partially withered.

      Dr. Decker nodded toward a pair of security guards, who hustled over to Darany.

      Then he blurted out something again.

      “What did he say then?” Hawk asked his new translator pal.

      “He said, ‘Dr. Decker did the same thing to his entire village.’”

      Before the security guards reached Darany, he collapsed.
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      WASHINGTON, D.C

      President Bullock strode down the hall, ushered by a host of Secret Service agents. As they reached the last door on the right, one agent stepped out of the room and indicated that it was safe to enter. Bullock patted the man on the back and went inside.

      Seated in a chair in the corner of the room was Zippy McMillan.

      “Is all this cloak-and-dagger business necessary?” Zippy asked as he stood and shook the president’s hand.

      “You’re the one who wants to keep what we’re doing a secret,” Bullock said as the two men sat down across from each other. “I’m not ashamed of you.”

      “I just don’t want to be answering questions from the media every day. That gets to be a tedious task fast.”

      “That’s why I have a whole team to talk to the media daily. I’ve got more important things to do, such as running the country.”

      “And before you can do that, you need to get elected.”

      Bullock snapped his fingers. “Exactly. And that’s why I wanted you—and nobody else—to run my campaign.”

      “Did you get a chance to look at the proposals I sent you?”

      “If that’s not a winning strategy, I don’t know what is. We stay above the fray by focusing on what I’ve done and how the country has benefitted from it.”

      “The country doesn’t have much of an appetite for mudslinging this election cycle. The voters do that all on their own. And if you don’t get down in the mire with your opponent—or your opponents’ supporters—you’re going to look more presidential every day.”

      Bullock smiled. “You see, this is why we’re going to make a great team. We’re on the same page about everything.”

      Zippy wagged his finger and shook his head. “Almost everything.”

      “Something wrong?”

      “Yeah,” Zippy said as he shifted in his seat, “I’m not sure Carl Kapler is the right guy to run point on the campaign.”

      “I’ve known Kapler for several years now, and I’ve only known him to be a standup guy who’s incredibly professional, not to mention very good at what he does.”

      “He’s also not going to like taking orders.”

      “That’s not what he told me,” Bullock said. “I made my terms clear about what his role would be as the face of the campaign. This is an incredible opportunity for him and he recognizes it as such. I don’t think he’s going to sabotage himself and buck against your direction.”

      “You’d be surprised what people will do when given just a little bit of power.”

      “When I talked with him, he was excited about the prospect of working with you.”

      Zippy shrugged. “Did you expect him to say anything else? Of course he’s going to say that. He wanted the job and would’ve spit shined your shoes if you asked him to. Everyone in this town is trying to get ahead in one way or another and no matter how much of a rising star Kapler might be within the party, he’s not immune to succumbing to his ego.”

      “We’ll figure out a way to make it work,” Bullock said. “Besides, I’ve got a press conference in twenty minutes where I’m going to introduce him as the new campaign manager and officially announce my intention to run for president.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Zippy said with a sigh. “I can tell you that a fractured campaign is never a winning campaign.”

      “If you need help keeping Kapler in line, you just let me know. We’re a team and we’ll all be working together—and that includes me as well.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that or else I’m out.”

      “I understand,” Bullock said. “However, before we begin, there’s one small issue I wanted to discuss with you in case it ever arose in the media.”

      “Look, that DUI I got several years ago shouldn’t be a problem, especially as far as skeletons in the closet go in this town.”

      “My team found that, but I’m not concerned with that. It might reflect that you had poor judgment one night after indulging yourself, but it’s not a deal breaker for me or the press. However, I do have some questions about your relationship with Lester Parham.”

      “What about it? Parham was a well-respected general. Why would you have questions about that?”

      “It was just two weeks ago. Surely you’re aware that Parham abruptly resigned and has vanished.”

      Zippy shook his head. “I’m in my own little world in Hawaii. I don’t read the newspaper or listen to the radio.”

      “It’d be hard to miss that since Parham’s disappearance was all over the news.”

      “Sorry. I missed it.”

      “And what did he talk with you about?”

      “He just asked me about retired life and the best places to live in relative obscurity.”

      “And what’d you tell him?”

      “I told him if he doesn’t live in an exclusive resort somewhere on an island in a gated community, he’s never going to be able to enjoy the privacy he wants for retirement.”

      “He didn’t mention that he’d resigned?”

      “I think he said something about wanting to ride off into the sunset, but that’s about all he said about it.”

      “The FBI is actively searching for him, though that isn’t public knowledge.”

      “So, you’re concerned about getting raked over the coals for my private meeting with Parham?”

      “You do see how this could be a problem, don’t you?” Bullock asked.

      “I suppose someone could try to make something of it, but this is the Washington press corps we’re talking about—they could implicate me as a spy if I sat on a park bench and read a newspaper.”

      “I’m just doing my due diligence.”

      “Of course. Now, is there anything else?”

      “What about your dalliance with Evana Bahar several years ago?”

      Zippy’s eyes widened. “How did you—”

      “Look, that’s not important. The fact that I know about it means others could know about it as well,” Bullock said as he leaned in close. “Evana was a known terrorist, an enemy of the state.”

      “It’s a long story, but I can assure you that it’s not as nefarious as it might appear.”

      “I’m not concerned with how it might appear, just that it never sees the light of day.”

      Zippy exhaled slowly and set his jaw. “Do you want to work together or not?”

      “Of course I do. I just want to make sure I don’t end up getting blindsided.”

      Zippy stood and put his hands on his hips. “Look, Charles, you’ve got nothing to worry about. I would never put you in a compromising position.”

      “I know you’d never do it intentionally,” Bullock said as he rose to his feet. “But I need to navigate these waters carefully. If you stay out of the limelight, I think we’ll be all right.”

      “Fine by me.”

      “The only person who needs to know you’re involved in this campaign is Kapler.”

      Zippy motioned as if he was zipping his lips closed. “From your mouth to God’s ears. You won’t get any complaints out of me.”

      “Excellent,” Bullock said as he offered his hand. “Just lay low and keep feeding us winning campaign strategies—and everything will run smoothly.”

      “Roger that.”
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        * * *

      

      AN HOUR LATER, Bullock joined his communications team for a press conference to officially announce his bid to pursue the office of the presidency. Carl Kapler stood behind Bullock as he delivered an emphatic statement.

      “And in closing, I want to let you all know that I’m turning over the reins of this campaign into the competent hands of Carl Kapler, whose expertise on how to construct a winning strategy is what I expect to deliver us a victory eighteen months from now.”

      Bullock smiled as he stepped back from the podium. His spokesperson addressed the media and started taking questions.

      The first reporter to raise his hand was Gavin Cox.

      “Mr. Cox,” the spokesperson said.

      “Mr. President, I would like to get a statement from you regarding the recent report about your hiring of Zippy McMillan,” Cox said. “Can you address that and explain why you would hire him?”

      Bullock narrowed his eyes as he looked at Cox. “Did you just hear what I said?”

      “I’m asking for a comment on the report that Zippy McMillan is actually the one running your campaign,” Cox said.

      “And I just announced that Mr. Kapler is taking over my campaign,” Bullock said.

      “So, Kapler is replacing Zippy?”

      “Zippy was never in charge of the campaign.”

      “That’s your statement?”

      “The fact that you’re asking me this is absurd,” Bullock said. “Who else has a serious question for me today?”

      Dozens of hands went up around the room as a few reporters shouted out questions. Eager to move on, Bullock remained on the podium, hands gripping the side of the lectern. He pointed at another reporter and gestured for him to ask his question—anything to move on.
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      PHILADELPHIA

      Carter Jenkins sat in his car and stared at the house across the street. The house, a relic from over a hundred years ago, still cost twice what he’d saved for retirement—and he was planning on living comfortably in Bali once he left the agency. Though his final exit was still a decade away, Jenkins had amassed a small fortune while working for the agency. Overtime pay and moonlighting for other government organizations supplemented an already healthy salary. But it was worth it. He couldn’t keep up the rigorous pace the agency expected him to carry out.

      He picked up his binoculars and zoomed in on Michael Tristan. Jenkins’ fellow CIA officer made his way inside the estate of Victor Langdon, a man with known ties to The Alliance.

      Jenkins picked up his phone and dialed Besserman’s number.

      “You know what time it is?” Besserman asked.

      “By my watch, it’s eleven-thirty,” Jenkins said. “I figured you’d still be up—or you’d send me straight to voicemail if you didn’t want to hear what I had to say.”

      Besserman sighed. “I just turned out the lights five minutes ago.”

      “Well, I hope this was worth disturbing your sleep.”

      “It’d better be. You know I told you that I only wanted you surveilling Tristan. Nothing else beyond that.”

      “I heard you loud and clear, but I’m guessing you might want to revamp your directive after what I saw.”

      Besserman groaned and paused before responding. “What’d you see?”

      “Didn’t you send Tristan here to inspect the U.S. Mint?”

      “That’s right. It was a simple assignment, one that didn’t have much room for him to get into trouble.”

      “That’s where you made a terrible assumption,” Jenkins said. “Never underestimate a man on a mission with means, motive, and opportunity.”

      “He’s stealing from the mint?”

      “Give Tristan credit where it’s due. He isn’t that stupid.”

      “Then what’d he do?”

      “I followed him to the mint and everything there seemed to be above board.”

      “Why the call?”

      “Because he’s not at the mint anymore. He’s at the residence of Victor Langdon.”

      “Langdon? Really?”

      “Yeah. I wouldn’t lie to you, boss. You want me to send you surveillance photos?”

      “You have them?” Besserman asked.

      “I’ve got a truck load of them.”

      “Send me whatever you’ve got.”

      “They’re incoming,” Jenkins said as he maneuvered through his phone to find a few of the pictures he snapped. He texted the images to his boss.

      Jenkins waited for a few moments until the images were delivered.

      “Sonofabitch,” Besserman said. “We all thought Tristan was on the take, but not like this.”

      “Langdon’s reputation as a meddling financier of illicit activity is troublesome, to say the least.”

      “Based on what I saw, this doesn’t appear to be the first encounter between Tristan and Langdon.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Besserman said.

      “I know you said you only want me to observe, but wouldn’t you think this would warrant a different approach? If Tristan is meeting with Langdon, we can’t just let them continue meeting like this without any consequences. Who knows what they’re planning?”

      “Unfortunately, I think you’re right.”

      “Would you like for me to handle this?”

      “With utmost discretion,” Besserman said.

      Jenkins smiled. “That’s what I was hoping you’d say.”

      “And Jenkins?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You need some type of backup. Don’t you dare go in there alone.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      Jenkins ended the call and sat tight for a moment. Then he heard shouting and saw Victor Langdon with a gun trained on Tristan.

      Jenkins got out of the car and hustled straight for the house.
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      SINGAPORE

      As the paramedics worked on Darany, Hawk watched Dr. Decker. He stepped out of the bright lights illuminating the stage and shuffled into the shadows. Another man approached Decker in the wings and they had a brief conversation. Then Decker left, heading in the opposite direction.

      “Want to go after him?” Alex asked.

      “Whatever we do, I don’t think we should do it alone,” Hawk said. “But at this point, I’d rather hear more from Darany.”

      “Are you sure? Doesn’t look like he’s going to be able to speak with us for a while.”

      “At the very least, we need to get more details about his village. It might give us some insight into what Decker’s planning.”

      Alex sighed and shook her head as she looked at Darany convulsing on the floor. “If Decker’s responsible for what happened to this man, this is a troubling omen for what The Alliance might have in store.”

      “If it’s related, which is why we need to speak with Darany.”

      As attendees gasped, Hawk looked back over at the commotion on the floor to see Darany now strapped to a stretcher and being carried up the steps.

      “Let’s follow him,” Hawk said. “Nobody is going to tell us what hospital he’s been taken to.”

      “And what are we going to do when we get there? Interview him? You going to learn Khmer along the way?”

      Hawk tapped his new translator friend on the shoulder. “Would you like to help us out?”

      “What do you need?” the man asked. “And how much does it pay?”

      “How’s a thousand dollars sound?”

      “Depends on what you want me to do,” the man said with a grin.

      “We need you to translate a conversation with Darany.”

      “Did you happen to see him collapse?”

      “We’re going to follow him to the hospital and ask him a few questions,” Hawk said. “If you decide to refuse our offer, I understand.”

      The man shrugged. “If it’s just a few questions, I guess so.”

      Hawk offered his hand. “Liam Shepherd with Dunwell Pharmaceuticals, and this is my colleague Sophie Merton.”

      The man introduced himself as Elliott Hix, a PhD student from Paris who’d served in Cambodia with the Peace Corps where he learned Khmer.

      “If you’re going to help, we need to move,” Hawk said.

      They all hustled up the steps and caught up with the paramedics. After a brief inquiry, they informed Hawk they were taking Darany to East Parkway hospital.

      Twenty minutes later, Hawk and Alex entered the hospital lobby with Hix and began asking about Darany. His name didn’t mean anything to the woman at the desk, but the description of Darany arrested the woman’s attention.

      “He’s on the third floor,” the woman said. “Visitors are limited to twenty minutes.”

      Hawk barely heard her parting shot as he was already focused on getting up to the third floor as quickly as possible. Alex and Hix kept pace, their steps almost in lockstep with Hawk’s.

      Once they reached the third floor, Hawk asked the triage nurse about Darany’s whereabouts.

      “He’s at the end of the hall, but not available now,” she said. “You can stay in our waiting room and I’ll have a doctor let you know when he can receive visitors.”

      “How much longer do you think it will be?” Alex asked.

      “He’s already been stabilized so not much longer.”

      They thanked the woman before heading to the waiting room.

      After a few minutes, Hawk’s eyes widened as he saw a familiar figure in a white coat striding past them and toward the end of the hall.

      “Did you see that?” Hawk asked Alex.

      She nodded.

      “See what?” Hix asked.

      “Dr. Decker,” Hawk said. “He just walked past us.”

      Hawk darted toward the door and craned his neck to look down the corridor just in time to see Decker enter Darany’s room.

      “We’ve got a problem,” Hawk said as he turned back toward Alex.

      They both rushed over to the triage nurse at the desk. “Can you tell me who Darany’s attending physician is?”

      She peered over the top of her glasses at the clipboard on her desk. “It looks like it’s a Dr. Decker.”

      Hawk clenched his fist and slammed it down on the counter.

      “Is something wrong?” she asked. “That’s who the paramedics listed when they brought your friend in.”

      An alarm started buzzing from the end of the hallway.

      “Excuse me,” the nurse said as she bolted out of her seat and rushed in the direction of the noise. Two other nurses joined her, frantically running toward the room.

      “He’s coding,” one of the women shouted.

      Hawk and Alex hustled after them.

      “What are you doing?” Hix asked. “I thought we’re supposed to stay here.”

      “Sit tight,” Hawk shouted over his shoulder. “We’ll be back in a minute.”

      By the time they reached the room, a medical team was hunched over Darany trying to decide what steps to take.

      Decker wasn’t anywhere to be found, but another doctor gestured for another nurse to get the paddle. The team tried to jumpstart Darany’s heart, an exercise that lasted about a minute. But it failed as the doctor finally relented that Darany was dead.

      Hawk refrained from slamming his fist into the wall before stepping into the hall where Alex joined him.

      “Decker did this,” Hawk said. “But nobody here’s going to care about a Cambodian villager who suffered a heart attack here in Singapore.”

      “We should go after him,” Alex said.

      “He’s probably long gone by now,” Hawk said. “The conference ends this afternoon and I doubt he’s sticking around after what happened.”

      “Then we need to go to Cambodia and find out exactly what he’s doing.”

      Hawk nodded. “We don’t really have a choice.”

      They both shuffled back to the waiting room where Hix was leafing through a magazine.

      “Any word?” Hix asked.

      “He’s gone,” Hawk said.

      “Wha—that’s crazy,” Hix said. “The nurse said he was stabilized.”

      Hawk patted Hix on the back but handed him a stack of hundred-dollar bills. “I appreciate your time.”

      Hix furrowed his brow. “But I didn’t do anything.”

      “Just keep it,” Hawk said. “And go enjoy the rest of the conference.”

      “I’m just supposed to go back to my normal life after knowing what just happened here today?” Hix asked.

      “I know that might be difficult to accept, but it’s probably best. Just know we’re going to do our best to hold him accountable.”

      “I hope so,” Hix said. “That bastard is evil.”

      Hawk and Alex thanked the young man again before entering through the stairwell.

      “Think he’ll pursue this?” Alex asked.

      “He’s not going to be a problem,” Hawk said. “But we’re going to be one for Decker, that much I can assure you.”
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      WASHINGTON, D.C

      President Bullock rubbed his face with both hands the moment he saw Emma Washburn standing in the doorway of his office, a newspaper tucked beneath one arm. With a dour look on her face, Bullock winced. He knew whatever she was about to say wasn’t going to be how he wanted to start his day.

      “Did you get your morning coffee, sir?” she asked, offering a cup to him.

      “Thanks,” he said, reaching for it.

      “I’m not sure you’re going to need it after I show you what this morning’s edition of The Washington Post had to say about you and your campaign,” she said after handing him the drink.

      She spread out the paper on his desk and straightened it out so he could see the column running down the right side of the page. Gavin Cox’s photo was smiling back at Bullock. He didn’t even need to look at the headline to know it was going to be something negative.

      Bullock closed his eyes and shook his head. “What’s he yammering on about this time?”

      “Read the piece,” she said.

      Bullock opened his eyes and picked up the paper. The headline to Cox’s article blared at Bullock, making him shiver like he’d just heard a hundred fingernails scraping a blackboard: “Shadow Man: Self-Proclaimed Patriot President Hires Shady McMillan to Run Campaign Behind the Scenes.”

      “This isn’t exactly click-bait inducing content,” Bullock cracked. “Do I really need to read the rest of the story?”

      “It’s a hit job, but it might be worth checking out.”

      Bullock read the first five paragraphs before deciding he’d seen all he needed to see.

      “It smarts, doesn’t it?” she asked as she sat down across from Bullock.

      “We knew this would happen, didn’t we?”

      “It was as predictable as a daily sunrise, especially after Cox’s line of questioning last night,” she said. “And instead of using it as an opportunity to mention how he’s consulting with your team, you tried to dismiss the rumor. That wasn’t a good idea—and you knew it.”

      “Frankly, there are a half-dozen other things that I thought journalists might dig up on Zippy,” he said. “But this didn’t rank that high on things I previously knew about him.”

      “Why? Because you know what kind of person he really is?”

      “Of course,” he said. “There’s no way Zippy knew who Evana Bahar was, especially when she presents herself as someone else.”

      “And that’s the real problem,” she said, raising her index finger. “He had dinner with a woman who was a prominent terrorist—and who knows what he told her.”

      “I’m sure it was whatever he could tell her to get a second date,” Bullock said with a chuckle.

      “This isn’t funny,” Emma said. “Don’t you see why this is a problem? What if he starts chatting it up with some woman at the bar who’s a member of an opposing campaign? I don’t think you’d be laughing then, would you?”

      “No, but he wouldn’t do that.”

      “I’d be willing to bet you wouldn’t have thought he’d ever chat it up with one of the world’s most dangerous terrorists either.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” Bullock said as he leaned back in his chair. “Part of Zippy’s allure is that he can win over any person within minutes. But he’s also susceptible to being charmed by a fence post, if it can tell him what he wants to hear.”

      “Thank you,” Emma said, nodding her head emphatically. “Now you’re understanding what I’m talking about.”

      “This is still an old fashioned hit piece,” Bullock said. “If I drop Zippy, it’s going to damage my credibility.”

      “Of course it will, but not as much as leaving him in place. Once all the other media outlets start exposing Zippy’s past indiscretions, it’s going to put you constantly on the defensive. And instead of talking about your vision for the country, you’re going to be defending your decision to hire him. It’s that simple. Is that what you want?”

      “You know the answer to that question.”

      “Then why can’t you answer the question when I ask you if you’re going to fire Zippy?”

      Bullock looked down at his desk, his eyes avoiding the headline that was still needling him. “I won’t answer it because I won’t fire him.”

      Emma’s eyes widened as she stared at him. “You can’t be serious?”

      “Look, I’m not going to just fire him without having a discussion about it.”

      “Good,” she said, “because I booked him for a ten o’clock meeting with you. The two of you need to figure out how you’re going to move forward—together or not. You know what my preference is, but if you decide to work with both Zippy and Carl Kapler, get used to stories like this rolling in from every paper in the country.”

      “All we need is to share the truth about Zippy’s dinner with Evana that night. It’s really that simple.”

      “In this conspiratorial age that we live in, do you honestly think anyone will buy whatever you peddle to the press?”

      “I think we need more truthfulness in American politics.”

      “And yet you’re only in this position because you lied about Zippy being a part of your campaign.”

      “I panicked, okay,” Bullock said. “I didn’t know what to do. Zippy’s work on the campaign was supposed to be a secret.”

      “Then you need to get back out in front of this story—and fast. Tell them you panicked because Zippy values his privacy and didn’t want to be a distraction to the campaign—or whatever story you concocted that comes across as plausible.”

      “What you just said was the truth. Then say that. And next time you get asked a question, just say that you can’t answer it at this time or you can address staffing issues at a later date, anything to avoid getting forced into a corner. Understand?”

      Bullock nodded.

      “Now that we’ve got that out of the way,” Emma said as she glanced at her watch, “would you look at the time? It’s ten o’clock.”

      There was a knock at the door.

      “Looks like Zippy is here,” she said. “Give it to him straight.”

      “Always,” Bullock said before she turned and exited his office, passing McMillan as he entered the room.

      McMillan sat down across from Bullock, who remained behind his desk. He took a long pull on his cup of coffee before smacking his lips and setting it down in front of him.

      “Well, Charles, looks like our secret wasn’t just between us, was it?” McMillan said, pointing at the newspaper on Bullock’s desk. “Is that what you wanted to talk with me about?”

      Bullock folded his arms and leaned back in his chair for a moment. Then he stood and paced the floor.

      “I’m not sure this is going to work,” Bullock said.

      McMillan turned and looked at Bullock, who was now in the far corner of the room.

      “Wait. What?” McMillan asked. “You are aware that you convinced me to leave my wonderful job on the island to come out here and work for your campaign. And now you’re telling me that you want to let me go?”

      “It’s just that—”

      McMillan narrowed his eyes and he got up and strode toward the president. “Look, Charles, I don’t care if you’re the emperor of the world, you’re not doing this to me. I gave up quite a bit for you to come here and—”

      “And you’ll be compensated handsomely for it.”

      “I didn’t come here for the compensation,” McMillan said. “I came here because I believe in you and know that the country needs your leadership during these trying times that we’re living in. But to cast me aside like this before we really even get started—and over what? An article by some pinhead columnist for The Post? This is insane.”

      “Calm down, Zippy. I want to make it work, but I—”

      “Figure out a way to make it work then.”

      “Before we do, I need to know what you were meeting Evana Bahar about that night,” Bullock said. “And I need the straight up truth, no surprises. If we’re going to do this, I need to know what the conversation was about.”

      “I already told you years ago that I really just thought she was an attractive woman. And you know I’m a sucker for an attractive woman. Just ask any of my ex-wives.”

      “It’s a glaring weakness,” Bullock said. “But I’m not nearly as concerned about your quest to find the next Mrs. McMillan as I am about your loose tongue revealing all our campaign secrets to the wrong person, an attractive woman who works for opposing campaigns.”

      “You don’t need to worry about this. I would never do anything to harm your campaign, intentionally or otherwise. You have my word.”

      Bullock sighed as he ambled back to his chair. He slumped into it and thought for a moment.

      “I don’t know,” Bullock said. “I just feel like the risks outweigh the benefit. I’m sorry, but I’m gonna have to let you go.”

      McMillan returned to his seat and leaned forward. “If you do this, I can promise you, it’s going to be a big mistake. I’m sure there’s one story in particular that you don’t want showing up on the news during your campaign cycle. It’d probably end it all before it started.”

      “Are you trying to blackmail me?”

      “Of course not,” McMillan said. “I would never do that. But I am telling you that the stories we want to keep buried have a way of resurrecting themselves from the grave when we least want them to. It won’t be by my hand, but if you have to face such a story like that, ask yourself if you’d rather have me on your team or not. I think we both know the answer to that question.”

      Bullock knew McMillan was right, even if he was a skeleton closet personified. Following Emma’s advice was the right thing to do, but Bullock couldn’t bring himself to fire McMillan, especially with the way he was practically begging to stay.

      “Fine,” Bullock said. “You can stay on, but we’re going to cover some ground rules moving forward so we don’t have anything happening like this again.”

      “Good decision,” McMillan said. “Let’s roll up our sleeves and get to work. Tomorrow is a big day and I can’t wait to talk with you about it.”

      Bullock dismissed McMillan and then texted Emma, who’d sent three messages during his conversation, two of which inquiring about his decision.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m keeping Zippy.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m not happy, but you’re the boss.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        It’s going to be all right.

      

      

      

      

      

      Bullock typed the last line, but he wasn’t sure he believed it. He just knew the alternative—given what Bullock knew about him—would be exponentially worse.
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      LANGLEY, VIRGINIA

      Besserman exhaled slowly as he prepared to enter the room. He nodded at the man next to him before pushing the door open. With his gun trained in front of him, Besserman crouched low and moved into the room. Within seconds upon entering, a target sprang out from around the corner. Besserman didn’t hesitate, hitting it twice before spinning and firing two more shots at the man cowering beneath the kitchen table. Before it was all said and done, Besserman had encountered six targets and he’d delivered kill shots on all of them.

      When it was all over, a bell rang and all the lights came on. Besserman removed his protective glasses and holstered his weapon.

      “Nice shooting, boss,” one of the men said as he studied the paint marks on the wooden targets from Besserman’s gun.

      “That was impressive,” Besserman said. “Almost everything about that gun felt like the real deal, including the recoil.”

      “It’s what we were aiming,” another man said.

      Besserman thanked the technical staff before putting up his gear and heading down the hallway back to his office. As he walked, Jenkins rushed up to him.

      “I heard you tore it up in there,” Jenkins said.

      Besserman stopped and glared at Jenkins. “This isn’t the time to try and kiss my ass, Jenkins. I’m still upset about what you did.”

      “Sorry, but can I talk with you about it?”

      “You literally upended the whole operation.”

      “I didn’t have time to request backup,” Jenkins said. “I heard shouting and saw Tristan was in danger. I couldn’t just leave him. And if I saved him, I could’ve won his trust. Maybe he would’ve been willing to bring me in on what he was doing.”

      “But instead you shot him?”

      “It all happened so fast.”

      “Really? Is that how you’re trying to explain this. That’s how you were taught to handle a situation like that? It’s not and you know it.”

      “At least the mole won’t be sharing any of our secrets anymore.”

      “The mole is in the hospital, thanks to you. The only thing I can’t figure out is why Victor Langdon didn’t pump you full of lead.”

      “I told him I was a federal agent with backup on the way,” Jenkins said.

      Besserman put his hands on his hips and cocked his head to one side. “But you both had your guns trained on each other?”

      “I guess he didn’t want to spend the rest of his life in prison if he somehow managed to survive.”

      “You mean like Tristan is going to do if he survives.”

      “Is that such a bad thing?”

      “Look, I’m not happy about what you did, more than anything because Tristan was our best opportunity to find out who else is part of The Alliance. We’re constantly playing whack-a-mole with these guys, but I wanted a chance to figure out the rest of the organization’s hierarchy. We can’t keep playing games with them. When they’re stonewalling us, they’re doing something else behind our backs. It’s not going to end well if we continue down this path.”

      “I’m really sorry, sir. It’s just that I thought—”

      “You weren’t thinking. That’s the problem. And now we’ve got a mess to clean up.”

      “We can still salvage something out of Tristan, can’t we?”

      Besserman gave him a sideways glance. “After he recovers. But it’ll be a while.”

      “I know it’s not ideal, but—”

      “Ideal? It’s a train wreck.”

      “But we can still turn this into a positive, maybe put a little fear in whatever’s left of The Alliance leadership.”

      “We can always make lemonade out of lemons,” Besserman said. “But these were your lemons and it’s only going to make things more difficult for us.”

      “I’ve got a few ideas about how we can use this—”

      Jenkins halted his sentence as Besserman turned and gave him an icy stare.

      “Forgive me if I’m not interested in hearing any of your ideas after what happened, but I’ve got to plot a way out of this, not to mention I’ve been summoned by the Pentagon to discuss with a few officers how this happened before any of this can go public.”

      “Sir, just know I was trying to—”

      “Save it, Jenkins.”

      Besserman resumed his march down the hall without giving Jenkins another look.
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        * * *

      

      AS BESSERMAN DROVE to the Pentagon, he considered all his options to leverage the incident into something that could be considered a win for the agency—and something Bullock could be proud of. Jenkins’ costly mistake meant losing a great opportunity to penetrate The Alliance at best, figuring out who was involved at the least. Either way, Besserman knew he’d have plenty to answer for and braced for a barrage of questioning.

      Upon his arrival, Besserman was ushered into a conference room. He expected to find a table full of steely-eyed generals. Instead, he only found one—Army General Don Morton, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Morton flicked his lighter and ignited a cigarette just as Besserman stepped into the room.

      “Smoking in the Pentagon?” Besserman asked.

      “Who’s going to stop me?” Morton said with a smile.

      He gestured for Besserman to have a seat.

      “I thought I was supposed to meet with a whole room full of generals,” Besserman said as he eased into a chair at the opposite end from Morton.

      Morton held his hands out, the cigarette dangling from his lips. “Not sure where you got that impression, but it’s just me.”

      “So, you wanted to speak with me about Michael Tristan?”

      Morton took a long drag on the cigarette and then exhaled a large plume of smoke. Besserman watched the thick cloud hovering near the smoke detectors on the ceiling.

      “Don’t worry about that,” Morton said. “The smoke detectors in here don’t work. Just don’t tell maintenance, okay?”

      “Your secret is safe with me.”

      “Good,” Morton said as he shifted in his chair. “Now, speaking of secrets, I’ve got another one I was hoping you could help me keep.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “It’s about Tristan.”

      “I know. It’s most unfortunate.”

      “In more ways than one,” Morton said. “You see, Tristan was part of a special task force we created here at the Pentagon and was working with men we’ve identified who we believe have ties of some sort to The Alliance.”

      “Like Victor Langdon?”

      “We’ve suspected Langdon for quite some time now,” Morton said. “So, we had Tristan working him on a number of different levels. And the real shame is that Tristan was making some great progress. But that’s all lost now.”

      “So, one of my officers was co-opted by your little group and nobody told me about it?” Besserman asked. “Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”

      “More or less,” Morton said before he sucked in another long drag.

      “Don’t you think it would’ve been helpful for us to know that? Recently, we started to suspect he was a mole.”

      Morton grunted. “We might’ve learned more information from him if he was. Tristan worked slowly, but he was always thorough. And once he finished working someone, you knew you had reliable intel. But we won’t be able to get that now, will we?”

      “Unfortunately not,” Besserman said. “But this all could’ve been avoided if you would’ve just given me a heads up. A simple phone call would’ve been nice, especially since we’re all supposed to be on the same team.”

      “We couldn’t risk anyone else at the agency finding out. We didn’t want to put Tristan in any more danger, which was sure to have happened if his secret got out. And then we also didn’t want there being any public record of this program.”

      “Maybe you could’ve invited me down here like you did today and we talked about it in person.”

      “Mistakes were made.”

      “It was a big one for you not to tell me this,” Besserman said. “But better late than never. I was about to announce his arrest tomorrow and give the president something positive to talk about.”

      “Whatever you do, don’t dismiss him,” Morton said. “Despite the colossal screwup by your guy Jenkins, Langdon doesn’t know what exactly happened that night. Send someone over to interview him and then keep Tristan involved. Maybe he’s moved to a different department or something because of how he reacted in that situation, but we don’t want Langdon knowing that we’re on to him.”

      “I think we can make that happen,” Besserman said.

      “Good,” Morton said. “I know this isn’t personally your fault, but I appreciate the effort to make this right.”

      Besserman left without shaking Morton’s hand, who was well into his second cigarette by the time their conversation ended. After following his escort to the lobby, Besserman headed straight for his car. He had plenty of information to process, given what had just happened, chief among them the news that Tristan wasn’t a spy but an operative embedded with Victor Langdon.

      Besserman exhaled slowly as he climbed behind the wheel of his car. He wasn’t sure what to think of his conversation with Morton. Besserman just knew he couldn’t afford any more missteps.
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      DÂMREI MOUNTAINS | CAMBODIA

      Hawk gripped the side of the door and took a deep breath as the car rumbled along the washboard dirt road. While the view of the Dâmrei Mountains seemed surreal at times, the churning in his stomach made the entire trip far from enjoyable. Serving as an operative in various remote locations worldwide over the years, Hawk had endured his share of bumpy rides known to induce nausea. But this one seemed different.

      Alex reached over and put her hand on his knee, giving it a squeeze.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” she asked.

      “I’m fine,” Hawk said as he offered a dismissive wave. His head was still down as he stared at the floorboard.

      “I stop here,” their driver said, pantomiming the act of taking a picture. “Get out. Beautiful, no?”

      Hawk pushed open his door and staggered outside. Hunched over with his hands on his knees, he stared at the ground for a moment before standing upright.

      “It is beautiful, isn’t it?” Alex asked.

      Hawk winced as he surveyed the landscape. “If I didn’t feel like I was going to throw up, I might be able to enjoy it.”

      “That bad still?”

      “I’m starting to wonder what was in those potstickers we ate before we caught this taxi.”

      “It’s probably best that we didn’t know.”

      A faint smile spread across Alex’s lips.

      Hawk shook his head subtly. “Trying to make me laugh isn’t going to make my nausea go away.”

      “But if you forget about it for a few minutes, that might help.”

      Hawk, eyes closed, drew in a long breath and exhaled slowly. When he opened his eyes, he offered a weak grin.

      “All better now?” she asked.

      “Getting there.”

      “Well, let’s not waste this opportunity to get a picture. The rest of our officemates will be insanely jealous that they missed out on this scenic view.”

      Hawk faked a big smile as Alex snapped a photo with her camera. They returned to the car and the driver took them to a small clearing atop a mountain.

      “You go rest of way,” the driver said as he put his car in park.

      “Rest of way?” Hawk asked.

      “Yeah,” the driver said, indicating they should walk by pumping his arms. “It’s not far, but no cars allowed.”

      Before Hawk could ask another question, the driver hopped out of his vehicle and handed them their luggage. He rushed back to his car and left in a rush.

      “That’s it?” Hawk said. “I didn’t even get a chance to give him a tip.”

      “It was all included in the transportation package price,” Alex said. “That’s how they get you—and it’s how you get that kind of service where they dump you and run.”

      Hawk took another deep breath.

      “You feeling any better now?” Alex asked.

      “A little,” he said.

      “Good. Now you can carry my bag.”

      Hawk grunted as he took Alex’s bag and trudged toward the path the driver had pointed to. However, before they even reached the trailhead, a man approached them and asked them if they were visiting Krong Kiri.

      “That’s the village we’re traveling to,” Alex said.

      “Follow me,” the man said. “I’m your guide, Raksmei. Are you staying at the Tower of Light?”

      Hawk looked at Alex. “I think this is your department, honey?”

      “Yes,” she said. “We booked a three-night stay there recently.”

      “I thought so,” Raksmei said. “I will get you there.”

      Hawk and Alex looked at each other and shrugged. The path to Krong Kiri seemed straightforward. But Hawk and Alex didn’t mind tipping the enterprising young man to make sure they arrived at the correct location without incident.

      The hike through the forest didn’t take more than a half-hour. However, Hawk wondered why there was clearly a road to the Krong Kiri but their driver insisted on avoiding it. When they finally arrived in the village, Hawk figured he understood why no one drove there.

      Though the town seemed alive and buzzing with activity, Hawk noticed that there were armed guards on every corner, the logo of Dr. Decker’s organization—TipTop Research—emblazoned on their weapon straps. Each guard eyed Hawk closely as he maneuvered along the main street.

      Alex leaned in and spoke in a hushed tone. “Do you ever get the feeling that we’re being watched?”

      “When I’m in a place like this? Every single time,” Hawk said.

      Raksmei led them to their hotel, a luxury hotel that overlooked a river slicing through the Dâmrei Mountains.

      Hawk scanned the lobby before he spotted a friendly face on the deck.

      Sporting a wide-brimmed straw hat, Big Earv sat at a table by himself overlooking the water. He had a glass of bourbon on the table in front of him while he appeared to be engrossed by the latest C.J. Box novel.

      “Is Joe Pickett going to save the day?” Hawk asked as he sat down across from Big Earv.

      Hawk’s colleague didn’t take his eyes off the page. “Not before he puts a bunch of low lifes six feet under.”

      “Must be really good if you can’t put it down,” Hawk said.

      “You keep interrupting me while I’m reading, I might need to put you down.”

      Big Earv cracked a faint smile.

      “Are you channeling your inner Joe Pickett?” Hawk asked.

      “I hope I don’t have to, but if you keep talking—”

      “Okay, okay,” Hawk said as he stood with his hands raised in a gesture of surrender. “You win.”

      Hawk rejoined Alex, who was busy checking into their room. Once they finished, a bellhop pushed a luggage cart over to them and piled it on before taking them to their room.

      As they were settling into their room, a knock at the door interrupted them. Hawk peered through the peephole to see Big Earv, book tucked beneath his arm.

      “When did you become such a big C.J. Box fan?” Hawk asked as Big Earv slipped into the room.

      “Look, Hawk, you’ve gotta be more careful around here,” Big Earv said as he slumped into a chair in the corner of the room. “I know we all have our aliases and everything, but don’t underestimate anyone affiliated with The Alliance, especially someone like Dr. Decker.”

      “Good to see you, Big Earv,” Alex said as she gave him a short hug.

      “I’m going to provide all the support you need,” Big Earv said.

      “Muscle too?” Alex asked.

      “You two can take care of yourselves, but if you need it, I’ll be here for you,” he said. “Now, let’s be a little more discreet in our future contact. In the meantime, be vigilant. There are eyes everywhere watching your every move.”

      “We’re going to be vigilant in acting like two pharmaceutical reps and relax,” Hawk said.

      “Just be smart. I only got here about six hours before you did, but I can tell you that I feel very uneasy here.”

      “We’ll be careful,” Alex said. “And we’ll see you later tonight to discuss tomorrow’s plan.”

      “Roger that,” Big Earv said. “I’ll slip a note under your door that will give you instructions on when and where to meet. Until then, enjoy yourselves and take a few minutes to relax. Lord knows you two deserve it.”

      After he left, they finished unpacking before they heard another knock at the door. Hawk glanced down and noticed that Big Earv had left his book on the table.

      “I swear,” Hawk said as he opened the door, “you’d forget your head if it wasn’t—”

      Then he stopped, realizing that it was a concierge instead of his colleague.

      “The manager wishes to welcome you to the Tower of Light hotel and wants to make sure that you have a lovely stay,” the man said.

      He proceeded to give them a complementary bottle of champagne and vouchers for a massage.

      “Are we paying for all these extras?” Hawk asked.

      “It was a package deal,” Alex said with a grin. “You don’t have to go if you don’t want to.”

      “I’m more worried about becoming soft as a result of all this pampering.”

      Alex laughed. “You do remember hiking through the woods to get here, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Hawk said, waving dismissively at her.

      The concierge volunteered to take them to the masseuse, who led them to a small deck overlooking the forest. It was surrounded by green canvas material, except for the top, which remained open to allow in the natural sunlight and the natural soundtrack of the forest below. The peaceful environment soothed Hawk’s mind, causing him to almost forget the trouble they had getting to the village. The woman gestured toward the tables, which Hawk and Alex promptly rolled onto.

      Hawk couldn’t help but smile as the woman instructed him to disrobe for the massage. He glanced at Alex, who was scowling.

      “No need to worry, honey,” Hawk said. “You’re going to be here with me.”

      She rolled her eyes and assumed the same position on her table as well.

      Minutes later, Hawk was lying prone on the masseuse’s table, unsure if he ever wanted to wake up again. Alex was positioned a few feet away, enjoying the same treatment.

      Why can’t I do this for a living?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      THE CONCIERGE INSERTED his key into the lock on Hawk’s door. He crept inside and spotted the new champagne flutes on the table. After examining them for a moment, he slipped each one into a separate plastic bag and marked them, Alex’s lipstick imprint on the rim making it easy to distinguish the two.

      Boss will be very pleased to get these.

      He replaced the two glasses with fresh ones before he snuck back into the hall and locked the door behind him.
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      WASHINGTON, D.C

      Morgan May entered the conference room and forced a smile as she eyed the handful of members from the intelligence community. Wes Daniels, the chair of the Senate Intelligence Committee, sat at the head of the table, his hands clasped in front of him. Before getting elected to represent the state of Colorado, Daniels served as a high-ranking officer in the CIA, responsible for some of the agency’s best Cold War intel. His most famous accomplishment was turning infamous Russian arms dealer Ivan Zhirkov—and Daniels was always quick to remind anyone about it.

      Morgan eased into the lone empty seat near the opposite end of Daniels. After they exchanged pleasantries, Daniels wasted no time in getting into the reason for their meeting.

      “As you all know, a new threat is rising in Southeast Asia, one that nobody would suspect,” Daniels began. “Zahavi Mujahideen is a new separatist group that has already shown it’s capable of worming its way into places and unleashing destruction on innocent lives. Last month’s bombing in Bangkok only killed five people because of how quickly the authorities reacted to the threat, but if they hadn’t Zahavi could’ve killed hundreds of people.”

      One of the senators, Tom Valentine, raised his hand but didn’t wait for Daniels to acknowledge him before speaking. “Why exactly should we be concerned with this group? It’s not like they have any beef with the U.S.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” Daniels said as he pointed at Valentine. “As you’ll see in the reports I’ve had prepared for you, Zahavi has expressed some of its larger goals in a number of posts on the dark web. Wreaking havoc everywhere is part of their plan. But the main reason we need to be concerned with this is how Zahavi is attracting new recruits from all over the globe. Our intelligence agencies have noticed a forty percent increase in communication between known Zahavi operatives and new recruits outside of Southeast Asia. If that doesn’t set off alarm bells in your head, I don’t know what will?”

      May shifted in her seat before speaking up. “Is there any evidence of a planned attack on U.S. soil, or are you just trying to get out in front of this one?”

      “Also a good question,” Daniels said. “At this time, the answer is no. But again, based on what their stated goals are, we foresee them working toward that end very soon.”

      Daniels further explained how several freshly-minted billionaires had loose ties to Zahavi and every single one of them would benefit from a world thrown into chaos over terrorist activities.

      “This has The Alliance written all over it,” May said.

      Daniels nodded. “That’s exactly why I wanted to loop you in on this, Miss May. You’ve been involved with tracking down operatives in this organization since they started to get a grip on some of our best and brightest in every imaginable public and private sector.”

      “So, what’s the next step?” she asked.

      “Right now, it’s increased monitoring and awareness,” Daniels said. “But we may lean on your organization to get involved at some point. If we can handle this more quietly than creating another public panic like we did with Al-Qaeda or ISIS, then it’ll be better for everyone.”

      Morgan arched an eyebrow. “Everyone or just you?”

      “The more we can keep intelligence issues out of politics, the better. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      “I suppose, though I’m not sure we can do everything necessary to thwart the growth of an organization like this.”

      Daniels shrugged. “Knocking Zahavi off balance might be enough to sow doubt in its adherence. Besides, all it takes is removing the right person before the entire movement falls apart.”

      “That’s something we can definitely help with when the time comes.”

      “Now that’s what I like to hear,” Daniels said before he slapped the table and then dismissed the crowd.

      As all the attendees milled around, Daniels thanked Morgan personally for coming and assured her that he’d be in touch. She shook most of the men’s hands before leaving, including Valentine’s.

      “I must say, Miss May, you’ve done an extraordinary job with the Magnum Group,” Valentine said. “Your uncle left quite a legacy, and you seem to have picked up the torch and kept running with it.”

      “It’s not easy and I’m still learning, but it’s an honor to serve my country this way.”

      “Well, the handful of us in Washington who know about what you’re doing are rooting for you. Keep it up.”

      Morgan thanked him before exiting the conference room. Once she was outside, a man dressed in a sharp suit and sporting aviator sunglasses approached her.

      “Director May, the president would like a word with you,” he said.

      She cocked her head eyed him carefully. “President Bullock?”

      The man nodded and then flashed his Secret Service credentials.

      “He could’ve called,” she said.

      “Some meetings are best omitted from public records,” the man said as he strode over to a nearby black SUV and opened the door for her.

      Morgan joined him, reaching inside her purse to make sure her gun was still there and easily accessible. Another agent shut the door and climbed into the front passenger seat before the driver gunned the engine.

      “Please relax, Director May,” the agent said. “It’s just a face-to-face meeting that the president wishes to have with you.”

      Morgan bit her lip and stared out the window, watching for any sudden movements from him in the reflection of the window. She didn’t exhale until they pulled up to the White House and then ushered her to a meeting location in a basement office. Left alone, Morgan waited for a few minutes before Bullock entered with a pair of agents. He dismissed them, leaving Bullock and Morgan alone to talk.

      “Is all this cloak and dagger business really necessary?” Morgan asked.

      Bullock scratched the back of his neck and winced. “I wish it wasn’t, but in today’s age of full transparency, there are some things I just don’t want the world to know about.”

      “Does this have to do with Zippy McMillan?” she asked.

      He settled into a spot on the sofa in the far corner of the room. Morgan joined him by sitting on a chair across from the coffee table in the center of the sitting area.

      “Is it that obvious?” he asked.

      “Zippy has a sordid past. And you’ve obviously hitched your wagon to him, though I can’t exactly blame you.”

      “He does do incredible work.”

      “But the baggage.”

      “I know, I know. And it’s what has me in trouble at the moment.”

      “Are you making any attempt to disassociate yourself from him?”

      Bullock sucked in a breath through his teeth. “You see, that’s why you’re here. I can’t.”

      “You can’t or you won’t?”

      “I guess I could,” Bullock said, “but Zippy knows things about me.”

      “What kind of things?”

      “The kind of things that could derail my bid to return to the White House.”

      “Are they true?”

      Bullock buried his head in his hands and exhaled slowly before continuing. “Depends on what your definition of true is?”

      “It’s not a hard question,” she said. “Does Zippy have dirt on your or not?”

      “He thinks it’s dirt. The media would think it’s dirt.”

      “But is it dirt?”

      “Not really,” he said. “What he knows about me wouldn’t go over well in today’s rabid press. They’d peck my eyeballs out and let the annals of history parse over my carcass.”

      “What’d you do?”

      “Nothing like Zippy’s going to accuse me of if I fire him.”

      “But it’s believable?”

      “He could probably make twice what I’m willing to pay him if he runs to opposition media. It’s not the full picture, but they wouldn’t care. It’d drive up ratings and torpedo my campaign in one fell swoop, which is exactly what they’re after.”

      “So what do you want me to do?”

      “I want you to get some dirt on Zippy, real dirt, the kind I can leverage to turn the tables on Zippy.”

      “You do realize that isn’t what I do, right?”

      “I know,” Bullock said. “But I need this. Zippy is going to drag my campaign down if I don’t have a way of reining him in. And I don’t want to be affiliated with him if he has this kind of power over me, though I’m not sure I have a choice at this point.”

      “You always have a choice.”

      Bullock nodded. “But if the choice ends up handing over the presidency to someone who’s going to be bad for this country, I believe I should do everything within my power to stop it.”

      Morgan folded her arms and thought for a moment. “I’ll help you. But you can’t tell anyone that I am. Agreed?”

      “Of course,” Bullock said. “I don’t like feeling as if I’m beholden to his every whim. It’s suffocating.”

      “We’ll change that,” she said. “I’m sure we’ll be able to figure this out.”

      Bullock dismissed her with a handshake.

      Morgan left the room and hustled down the hallway with a Secret Service escort.

      What have I got myself into?
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      LANGLEY, VIRGINIA

      Robert Besserman studied the list of names on his white board, each of them equally intriguing to him. He wondered how Michael Tristan could be an embedded agent in The Alliance without that news coming to light—until now. Such information would’ve made Besserman’s job immensely easier. But after living in Washington for as long as he had, he understood such wishes were nothing but fantasies.

      However, someone else was still out there, at least according to Morton. And Besserman needed to shut down all operatives who had access to anyone affiliated with The Alliance. The opportunity to utilize Tristan was lost. Besserman sat down at his desk and stared at the names, desperate to figure out another way to penetrate the inner circle and eliminate the remnant.

      Who are you?

      Besserman was certain someone he didn’t suspect still remained a viable candidate to be part of The Alliance, but he just wasn’t certain of anything.

      He was interrupted by a knock on his door.

      “Hey, Boss,” Carter Jenkins said as he strode through the door. “You find out anything yet?”

      Besserman grunted and pointed at the board. “Does it look like I’ve figured out anything yet?”

      “Well, maybe I can help.”

      Besserman turned around to face Jenkins, who held a manila envelope in his hand. “What’ve you got?”

      “I’ve been trying to figure out who might have access within the agency and could be pushing this information into the hands of The Alliance.”

      “Tell me you’ve got a name.”

      Jenkins raised his finger. “I believe I do.”

      “And?”

      “Are you familiar with Mel Holden from the cybersecurity division?”

      Besserman nodded.

      “Well, I found some suspicious communiques between Holden and someone else on the outside,” Jenkins said as he tossed the folder onto Besserman’s desk.

      “How suspicious?”

      “I’ll let you be the judge.”

      Besserman opened the folder and scanned it. The first page was a list of phone numbers with dates and times, along with geo locations.

      “What’s this?” he asked.

      “Holden has a number of questionable contacts outside the agency,” Jenkins said. “So, I thought maybe he’d been contacting them and putting us all at risk.”

      “And what do you think this proves?”

      “That he’s passing along targets to The Alliance.”

      “This doesn’t prove anything close to that.”

      “Look more closely,” Jenkins said.

      “Look at the three numbers I’ve highlighted. Those three men all worked at the agency but have been killed in the line of duty, all within the last three months. And all three of those deaths happened within days after Holden contacted them.”

      “It’s definitely an odd coincidence.”

      Jenkins eyed Besserman closely. “Weren’t you the one who told me that there was no such thing as a coincidence?”

      Besserman looked down and sighed. “I may have said something like that once before, but this is different.”

      “Different how? From what I can tell, it’s exactly the same. You just don’t want to admit that you were wrong.”

      “That’s not how I see things.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll forgive you,” Jenkins said. “Just admit that you messed up. We all do it.”

      “You see,” Besserman said, shaking his index finger at Jenkins, “I’m not so sure that Holden is our guy.”

      “Then who is?”

      “I’m hoping you can still figure that out for me.”

      Jenkins offered a weak smile, one Hawk could see. “Our game of whack-a-mole could extend into the agency.”

      “That’s why you need some bait,” Besserman said. “Dangle just the right food in front of a rat and he’ll bounding toward the light.”

      “If you do that, you’re on nothing more than a fishing expedition.”

      “Perhaps, but even fishing expeditions bring home something. And at this point, that’s all we can hope for.”

      “So you don’t think Holden is our guy?” Jenkins asked.

      “Based on everything I know and years of experience, I’d have to say no.”

      “What’s he lacking?” Jenkins asked, pushing the issue.

      “I don’t want to get into it right now,” Besserman said. “I’ve got another meeting in five minutes, and it’d take at least that long to explain it.”

      “Back to the drawing board?”

      Besserman puffed out his cheeks and slowly exhaled. “I’ll inspect this a little closer and see if I missed something in my cursory glance, but in short, keep searching. Something will turn up or our mole will make a mistake. And that’s all we’ll need to catch him and prove he’s the one.”

      “Roger that,” Jenkins said before he turned and left the room.

      Besserman returned to his desk and scanned his notes for the upcoming meet with his cybersecurity team. There was nothing about the meeting that excited him, merely a necessity of the job.

      “It’s why I get paid the big bucks,” Besserman said aloud in a mocking tone. “The big bucks still don’t preclude me from these dumb meetings. Only the real big bucks will do that.”

      He returned to his document, highlighting key elements he wanted to bring up in the discussion. However, his work was interrupted by the sound of a folder sliding beneath his door.

      “What the hell?”

      Besserman hustled over to the document and then opened the door. Whoever had slipped the folder inside was nowhere to be seen. The hallway remained completely empty as Besserman’s assistant was on her break.

      When he returned to the room, he picked up the file and waited to read it until he was back at his desk.

      “Carter Jenkins isn’t who you think he is,” was the note scrawled on the top of the first page.

      Besserman sighed and shook his head. “Someone figured out what we’re doing and they’re trying to deflect.”

      He picked up his phone and called security.

      “Hi, Director Besserman,” the man said as he answered. “What I can I do for you?”

      “Could you look at the footage in the hallway outside my door for the last ten minutes and tell me who entered my office?” Besserman asked.

      “Sir, you know I can’t see who is in your office.”

      “I mean entered the waiting area to my office.”

      “Yeah, just give me a few minutes and I can inspect that for you.”

      Besserman hung up and perused the papers. They all implicated Jenkins as a double agent for The Alliance, which made Besserman laugh. Jenkins was good at analyzing a situation but had failed miserably at proving he was adept in the field.

      Then a thought came to Besserman: Maybe Jenkins is so good that he can hide his deficiencies.

      The thought made Besserman shudder. Could he have been played by Jenkins?

      “Nah,” Besserman said aloud with a dismissive wave.

      He was starting to get paranoid, and he knew it. Someone who didn’t want Jenkins sniffing around anymore was trying to frame him and throw him off the trail.

      That was far more plausible.

      Besserman’s phone rang, snapping him out of his thought.

      “Yeah,” he said as he answered.

      “This is Chad down in security,” the man said. “I wanted to let you know what I found in the security footage regarding the area around your desk.”

      “Don’t keep me in suspense, Chad. Just spit it out.”

      “Sir, I—I didn’t find anything. There wasn’t a soul in the hallway outside your office for the past ten minutes. And just for fun, I went back to the last half-hour. Still nothing.”

      “And the last hour?”

      “I can look there for you, but I doubt we’ll find anything. Your assistant left during that time. If anyone entered your office, she would’ve seen them. Do you know where she is?”

      “Gone for the day,” Besserman said.

      “And you’re sure someone was in your office?”

      “I don’t know, but someone shoved something beneath my office door five minutes ago.”

      “I’ll keep looking, sir, but I don’t know what to tell you.”

      Besserman massaged his forehead with his left hand. “Just let me know what you find.”

      After he hung up, he paced the floor, uneasy about what was happening in his own office.

      Someone was responsible for passing secrets out of the agency’s doors—and Besserman was determined to figure out who it was.
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      DÂMREI MOUNTAINS | CAMBODIA

      Hawk and Alex lugged briefcases as they strode up the steps to TipTop Research, reprising their disguises as Liam Shepherd and Sophie Merton. The one-story brick building with large plate glass windows seemed out of place in the middle of the Cambodian jungle surrounded by homes constructed primarily with bamboo. A thick early-morning fog hovered just beneath the jungle canopy as Hawk caught a whiff of the scent of rain.

      Alex, who’d spent the better part of a half-hour curling her hair that morning, held up a few tendrils and inspected them. “Just a few minutes in this humidity and I look like I just climbed out of a swimming pool.”

      Hawk smiled. “I guess the image of you climbing out of the swimming pool has different meanings for us.”

      She responded with a playful punch in his arm.

      Once they entered the facility, a woman greeted them and ushered them down the hall where they met the facility director, a local man who went by Montha. Hawk guessed the man was in his mid-30s. He wore a dark suit and a pair of dark-rimmed glasses.

      Montha took Hawk and Alex on a short tour, showing them various labs where the research was being conducted. He emphasized how the organization took steps to ensure outside contamination wasn’t affecting their results. Overall, TipTop’s research seemed mundanely normal and didn't raise any concerns, especially the kind that led to Darany’s death. But Hawk wasn’t naive. Darany hadn’t traveled all the way to Singapore just to point an accusatory finger and drop dead just to cast Dr. Decker in a poor light—at least Hawk couldn’t conceive of that possibility. Yet, there was no evidence to the contrary. No disfigured faces. No whispers of a hidden population. Hawk had to consider the possibility that Decker’s alleged ties to The Alliance were looser than previously believed.

      But that wasn’t a conclusion Hawk wanted to draw—not yet anyway.

      Following the tour, Alex asked about meeting with Dr. Decker.

      “He’s very busy this morning, but he’s asked me to invite you to lunch,” Montha said. “He’s honored that you came this way to pursue a possible partnership with TipTop and didn’t want to convey any other message. However, he’s been working on a special project and is on a tight deadline to complete it. But he told me he’s confident he’ll be finished in time for your lunch.”

      Montha invited Hawk and Alex to join him on a short drive around the village. They agreed and sat in the backseat of his SUV. Surprised by the number of paved roads in the village, Hawk remarked about it.

      “TipTop covered all the cost,” Montha said. “We wanted to do something for this village.”

      “What good are paved roads when there are no roads that even connect here?” Hawk asked.

      “The villagers here enjoy using bicycles for transportation,” Montha said. “We use the roads to transport people around.”

      “The people here seem to love TipTop,” Alex said. “That wasn’t the impression we got when we watched a man from this village collapse in Singapore in front of Dr. Decker. The man never made it out of the hospital.”

      Montha shook his head. “Sadly, Darany had his share of mental issues. He broadcast his delusions, which often meant that he was a bit of a pariah in the community. Fortunately for him, his fight is over. It’s just sad that he went the way that he did.”

      “So, you aren’t experimenting on villagers like he said?” Hawk asked.

      Montha adjusted the rearview mirror, making eye contact with Hawk. “We do, but it’s all voluntary. Everyone is well compensated for their time and no one is being repeatedly injured. If we noticed a problem, we either make corrections immediately or make adjustments.”

      “Darany didn’t die from his treatment by TipTop then?” Alex asked.

      “Absolutely not,” Montha said as he pulled onto a dirt road. “He had a number of conditions that I’m not authorized to discuss with anyone outside the family. But you must believe me when I say that he had a couple of different afflictions that didn’t help his mental health condition.”

      “Then you know what he died of?” Alex asked.

      Montha nodded. “But again, I can’t tell you unless the family gives you permission for me to tell you.”

      Montha parked in front of a small restaurant. A handful of bikes were piled against a wooden fence surrounding the building. His car was the only vehicle. Before getting out, he glanced at his phone.

      “Dr. Decker just alerted me that he’ll be here in about ten minutes,” Montha said. “Let’s grab a table and some drinks while we wait for the doctor.”

      Hawk and Alex followed Montha inside and sat at a table on the porch. The fog had almost burned off and the sun had made its first grand appearance of the day. While Hawk welcomed the sun, he wasn’t as excited about the climbing temperature and increased humidity.

      The trio made small talk for a few minutes until Decker finally arrived.

      Decker grinned as he approached the table. He offered his hands to Hawk and Alex before shaking Montha’s hand. He excused himself and told them that he needed to take care of a few things at the office before leaving.

      “I must say that I’m incredibly honored that you hunted me down,” Decker said. “You’re persistent, if you’re anything.”

      “Guess that shows you just how much we value your work,” Hawk said.

      Alex smiled. “Trust me when I say this, but we don’t typically travel as much as we have trying to win you over.”

      Decker cocked his head to one side. “What can I say? I feel incredibly honored. And if there was any doubt before that you were serious about working with TipTop, I must say that’s gone now.”

      Decker gestured for the waiter to come over to their table. He ordered cocktails for the table. They continued with small talk until the waiter returned with their drinks.

      “Mmmm,” Alex said as she tasted hers. “What is this?”

      “Asana sling,” Decker said. “It’s fabulous, isn’t it?”

      She nodded.

      After a few minutes of discussing the history of TipTop, Decker slapped the table and leaned back in his chair. “I must say that you’re starting to convince me that you’re serious about Dunwell joining forces with TipTop.”

      “Good,” Alex said. “We’re trying to put you at ease. We want you to understand that the value we believe your research would bring to Dunwell would be phenomenal. With your research ingenuity and our platform, reach, and funding, we believe this could be a great partnership for all involved, especially the rest of the world. Together we really can make a difference.”

      Decker laughed as he shook his head.

      Alex furrowed her brow. “What was it? What did I say?”

      “Do you really believe what you’re saying?” he asked.

      “Of course I do or else we wouldn’t be here,” she said.

      Decker smirked as he reached into his briefcase. He produced a pair of manila folders and slid them across the table.

      “What’s this?” Hawk asked.

      “Why don’t you just take a look, Mr. Shepherd,” Decker said.

      Hawk hesitated as he glanced around the room. His instincts kicked in, alerting him to danger. But he didn’t see anything suspicious in the restaurant or in the surrounding area.

      “Please, Mr. Shepherd, don’t delay.”

      Alex glanced at Hawk, who nodded subtly. They both opened the folders, which had black-and-white surveillance photos of them on missions. Just beneath his picture his real name was emblazoned in a bold font. He peeked at Alex’s, which had a similar treatment.

      When Hawk locked eyes with Decker, he offered a faint smile. “Did you think I wouldn’t figure out who you were?”

      Hawk glared at Decker. “Want to know the real reason we’re here?”

      “Not particularly,” Decker said, “because, quite frankly, you’re here for a different reason now, Agent Hawk.”

      “And what’s that?” Hawk asked.

      “You’re here to help me.”

      “Really?” Hawk scoffed. “You think I’m just going to help you now.”

      “You will if you want your wife to live.”

      Hawk narrowed his eyes. “I wouldn’t suggest you try to hurt her. It’ll be the last thing you do.”

      Decker interlocked his fingers behind his head and leaned back in his chair. “Those are bold words coming from a man whose wife has a bloodstream teeming with a virus that will kill her within thirty-six hours if you don’t get me what I want.”

      “A virus? You expect me to believe that?” Hawk asked.

      “Yes, one that’s tailored specifically for her,” Decker said. “She might look fine now, but in about sixty seconds, she’s going to start feeling some stomach pain.”

      “Then let’s wait,” Hawk said.

      “Suit yourself,” Decker said. “You’re the one losing time, not me.”

      Less than a minute elapsed before Alex doubled over, clutching her stomach.

      “Something’s happening,” she said.

      Decker looked at Alex. “That will subside soon, but you’ll eventually experience more intense stomach pain and then a fever and some chills. Better buckle up because it’s going to be a bumpy ride.”

      “What do you want me to do?” Hawk asked.

      “It’s a simple request, to be completely honest,” Decker said. “I just want all the names of the Federal Reserve employees with their current address, branch location and position. Bring me that list within twenty-four hours, and I’ll give you the antidote. Fair enough?”

      “You think it’s that easy to get that kind of sensitive information?”

      “No,” Decker said. “If I did, I would’ve gotten it myself. But I’m counting on you to be sufficiently motivated to figure out a way to get your hands on it.”

      Decker stood.

      “I’ve got your contact information, Agent Hawk. I’ll reach out with details on when and where we can meet for the exchange. And one more thing?”

      Hawk looked up at Decker.

      “No funny business,” Decker said. “If I learn that you’ve alerted U.S. authorities about the breach you’re about to cause, you’ll be responsible for the deaths of thousands. Understand?”

      Hawk nodded before turning his attention to Alex while Decker marched off.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      She grimaced. “I’ll be fine. Just promise me you won’t get him that list.”

      “Honey, this is one time I’m not going to listen to you,” Hawk said. “There’s not a chance in hell I’m not getting that list of names for him.”

      “Please don’t do it,” she said right before she fainted.
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      LOS ANGELES

      Morgan May strolled through Dr. Z’s lab, studying a handful of his latest inventions. She stooped low to inspect a few of them, but then picked up a couple and examined them more closely.

      “I wouldn’t advise touching that,” Dr. Z said.

      She gave him a sideways glance. “And why not?”

      “You’re going to hurt yourself.”

      “How?” she said, picking up the device and staring at it. “It looks like a cell phone.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” he said. “Wait for it, wait for it …”

      “Ouch,” Morgan shouted as she let go of the device and shook her thumb. She sucked the side of it for a few seconds. “What the hell was that?”

      “If you know what you’re doing, you numb the finger first and then you activate the needle that pierces you,” Dr. Z said.

      “What’s it for?”

      “It helps us get a person’s DNA,” he said. “And we can do it while the person is sleeping. But if you don’t activate the numbing feature first, you get a painful prick.”

      “I’ll try to remember not to touch it again.”

      Morgan left the lab and returned to her office upstairs where she found Mia hammering away on her laptop.

      “What are you doing in here?” Morgan asked.

      “Maintenance needed my office space,” Mia said. “Something about a leak from a pipe that feeds into the water ride several stories over us.”

      “Par for the course on how my morning is going so far,” Morgan said.

      “Rough start to your day?”

      “That’s the understatement of the century,” she said. “I burned my eggs this morning—and my toast. Got jelly on my blouse when the toast fell face down on it. Hit every red light between my apartment and the office. Then when I got to the office, I got some bad news, not to mention a painful prick from some weird device Dr. Z is creating downstairs.”

      “And it’s only 10 o’clock,” Mia said.

      “Don’t remind me.”

      “Well, maybe I can help turn your day around.”

      “Please,” Morgan said, “anything. I’m begging you for just a sliver of good news. But I’ll just take that I’m not going to roast in the summer heat today.”

      “Well, I can’t make any promises about the weather yet, but I can tell you that I found something on Zippy McMillan.”

      “Maybe I should sit down for this,” Morgan said as she eased into her chair.

      “You’re acting like this is bad news,” Mia said. “Didn’t you ask me to uncover some dirt on Zippy McMillan?”

      “You’re doing exactly what I asked you to do, but that doesn’t mean it’s not going to be difficult news to swallow for the president. After all, he’s the one who’s tethered to Zippy by choice. Bullock isn’t going to appreciate hearing that the man he hired to run his campaign is a scumbag.”

      “Bullock should’ve done his due diligence before hiring Zippy.”

      “He did,” Morgan said, “but I think he was under the impression that Zippy was going to be a positive for his campaign and help him get elected.”

      “Then, he should start lowering his expectations right now.”

      Morgan sighed. “What’d you find?”

      “Ever heard of Jing Zhou?” Mia asked.

      “Of course,” Morgan said. “Who hasn’t? She’s one of the most ruthless Chinese spies still active today.”

      “I always thought pulling out someone’s fingernails was a Hollywood fabrication.”

      Morgan shook her head. “Not for Jing Zhou. That’s standard interrogation tactics. What about her?”

      “Well, I happened upon some footage of Zippy meeting with Zhou.”

      Morgan drew back. “How long ago?”

      “Six months.”

      “Six months? Are you serious?”

      “I wouldn’t joke about something like this.”

      “Where were they meeting?” Morgan asked.

      “It wasn’t an accident, that much I can tell you. It was at a bar in Princeville, Hawaii.”

      “So, she went to him?”

      “That’s what it looks like,” Mia said.

      “And the topic of their conversation?”

      “The camera angle I got just shows them together. I can’t hear what they’re saying, but it appears to be very business-like. They’re certainly not on a date, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Morgan nodded. “And how’d you come across this footage?”

      “I did an expanded search on facial recognition for Jing Zhou in Hawaii.”

      “And what made you think of that?”

      “I found some footage of her in the Los Angeles airport. She went into a bathroom and returned in disguise. The only thing she didn’t change were her shoes. She’d thought of almost everything.”

      “Almost everything,” Morgan said with a wink.

      “I’m not sure I would’ve even thought to check shoes, but she was in the restroom for a long time, so much so that all the other planes in the area had already taken off. So, I went back and looked at the footage because something else had to be going on there. And that’s when I spotted it.”

      “Good work,” Morgan said. “We can work with this. Now, I’m gonna need my office back.”

      “Unfortunately, that’s not all I found out.”

      Morgan arched an eyebrow. “There’s more on Zippy?”

      “Not Zippy.”

      “Who else were you looking into?”

      Mia sighed. “Nobody in particular, but I stumbled across some information that I wish I hadn’t discovered.”

      “Spill it.”

      “It’s related to President Bullock.”

      “What about him?”

      “I found some information that makes me question him.”

      Morgan massaged her temples. “What kind of information?”

      “The kind you don’t want to hear.”

      “Want me to ask him about it?”

      “It’d make me feel better if you did.”

      Morgan closed her eyes and shook her head before responding. “You do realize that Bullock is ultimately our boss, right? If he wants to shut us down, he has the power to. Nobody will fight for us. We’ll just be eliminated quietly. We’re not even supposed to exist, in case you’ve forgotten.”

      “I know, I know. But this isn’t something I can turn a blind eye to. Once I tell you, I know that you’ll have a long list of questions too.”

      “Do I really want to know this, Mia?”

      Mia nodded. “If you don’t, you might as well be sticking your head in the sand.”

      “Okay, fine. Let’s hear it.”

      Mia held up her index finger and shuffled across the room to shut the door.

      “What are you doing?” Morgan asked.

      “No one else needs to hear this without context,” Morgan said. “But I’m not sure knowing all the details around this are going to soften the blow.”

      “Out with it, Mia.”

      Mia paused for a moment before taking a seat across from Morgan.

      “Where to begin?” Mia asked.

      “How about from the top?”

      “From the top it is,” Mia said.
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      SILVER SPRING, MARYLAND

      Robert Besserman rested both of his arms on the top of the chain link fence as he watched a pack of young boys racing up and down a soccer field. After a few minutes, one of the boys scored on a shot that went into the upper corner of the goal, resulting in a wild celebration. It was tame compared to the way the kid’s father reacted, breaking out into a dance in front of one of the other parents that resulted in a brief shoving match before cooler heads prevailed.

      “Is our next Landon Donovan in there somewhere?” Mallory Kauffman asked, joining Besserman along the fence.

      “Who?”

      “Oh, I forgot. You still think soccer is a communist sport.”

      “You do realize that communist governments used to place spies on their teams to pass messages to agents in foreign countries when they played abroad?”

      “Still doesn’t make it a communist sport. Besides, we’ve done the same thing with tennis players and golfers. It’d blow people’s minds if they found out that Chris Evert worked for the CIA.”

      “Whoever told you that was pulling your leg,” Besserman said. “She never worked for the agency.”

      “You sure about that?”

      Besserman grunted. “I’m not sure about much these days, except for maybe the fact that I feel safer discussing sensitive information out here than I do in my own office.”

      “Does this have something to do with who gave you those files on Jenkins?”

      “It’s hard for me to believe that courier just disappeared—but it feels like I don’t even have control of my own agency. The very people I’m supposed to be able to trust the most have me paranoid. Right now, you’re still the only person I fully trust at the agency.”

      “So, what’s so important that you invited me to drive all the way up here to a little boy’s soccer game?”

      “I did a little digging on Jenkins, the kind requiring some outside help,” Besserman said. “It wasn’t easy, but I have a better handle on who I’m working with.”

      “And?”

      “And I think he’s our mole.”

      “What makes you so certain Jenkins is passing secrets to The Alliance?”

      The crowd around them erupted as a boy on the opposing team scored, resulting in a taunting response from some of the dads irked by the other father’s dance. More shoving ensued between the parents as the coaches hustled across the field to settle everyone down.

      “You see those folks fighting over there?” Besserman asked, continuing without waiting for a reply. “They all think they’re right. Only a handful of them know what’s happening is wrong. But the ones who believe they’re in the right, they’re going to keep fighting until someone with more authority threatens a punishment that will exact control over them.”

      One of the coaches was pointing angrily at the parents, scowling as he shouted at them. Within seconds, the conflict abated.

      “See?” Besserman asked. “Once that coach stepped in, order was restored. But up until that moment, everyone acted like their behavior was acceptable and they had a right to it, maybe even thought it was a duty.”

      “What’s this got to do with Jenkins?” she asked.

      “Jenkins is like those parents. He thinks he’s doing the right thing, maybe even feels empowered by what he’s doing to defend his perspective. And when you’ve reached the point that he has, your thinking has been infiltrated by self-deception. In short, Jenkins believes he’s doing the right thing because he thinks The Alliance is righting many wrongs in this country and the world over, yet he hasn’t yet realized that his actions won’t bring justice to the world under the rule of The Alliance—it’s only going to concentrate power and wealth to a handful of people.”

      “And history has shown us how well that’s worked out.”

      “The ancient conquerors who attempted such feats didn’t have near the opportunity to incite fear over the world so easily either. It could get far worse if The Alliance assumes control.”

      “But as far as evidence that Jenkins really is the mole, it seems like you’re lacking,” she said.

      Besserman grunted. “Hardly. You know that digging I mentioned earlier?”

      “What’d you learn?”

      “Jenkins likely had a burner phone he was using to communicate with the infamous Burt Painter.”

      “The one who was hiding out in Germany?”

      “The one and only.”

      “But you said likely.”

      “We actually need to get our hands on the burner phone to confirm it, but all signs point that it is. Jenkins’ cell phone was connecting to the same cell tower as the burner each time he reached out to Painter. Based on the various locations and wide distances between them, that just seems too coincidental for it not to be true.”

      “So, assuming he is our mole, what’s the plan for Jenkins?” Mallory asked.

      Besserman pumped his fist as one young boy scored.

      She eyed him closely. “You’re actually into this game, aren’t you?”

      “For the record, I actually like soccer or football or whatever you want to call it.” He stared at the action on the field and ignored her latest question. “Since Jenkins apparently destroyed Tristan’s ability to serve as a double agent for the Pentagon—”

      “Why were they ever involved in the first place?”

      “I can’t answer all your questions since most of them are ones I have myself,” Besserman continued, “but I do know that Jenkins might be our way back to Victor Langdon.”

      “You think he’ll believe anyone with a known connection to the CIA?”

      “There’s only one way to find out.”

      “You’re going to have to turn Jenkins first,” she said.

      “That won’t be an easy task.”

      “I’ve got something on him that might help you,” she said as she handed him a folded up piece of paper.

      “What’s this?”

      “I found this recently while looking for something on Jenkins,” Mallory said. “Initially, I wasn’t sure if it was relevant.”

      “A bank account in the Cayman Islands with ten million dollars in it wasn’t relevant?”

      “It’s not that unusual,” she said. “I know of several agents who have accounts like this. They use it for dealing with global miscreants as part of some alias for an operation they might be conducting on behalf of the agency. I even found one for you.”

      “But it’s not easy to get the money out, especially on your own.”

      “That’s why I checked to see who the co-signatory was on the account.”

      “And?”

      “Nobody,” she said. “He could do whatever he wanted to do with the money and nobody could stop him.”

      “He doesn’t have any other accounts?”

      “Not that I could find, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t other government agency accounts. I hesitated and I’m sorry. I should’ve mentioned this sooner, but I didn’t want to unfairly implicate anyone until I had further proof.”

      “What’s your gut telling you?” Besserman asked.

      “That he’s guilty as hell.”

      “That’s what mine says too,” Besserman said. “It might just be time to ask him a few poignant questions and see if I can get him to serve on a special mission for us.”

      “And if he refuses?”

      “It’ll be the worst mistake of his life.”
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      CAMBODIA

      Hawk trudged back to the hotel carrying Alex. After he determined that her pulse was still strong, he decided against taking her to the village’s lone medical facility, which was also built and operated by TipTop Research. He lugged her to their room and eased her onto the bed.

      A few moments later, she groaned and woke up. Using the back of his hand, Hawk felt her forehead. She felt like she was running a fever.

      “I need to get you something to get that fever down,” he said.

      “No,” she said, waving dismissively. “I’ll be fine. The fever means my body is fighting whatever this thing is that he gave me.”

      Hawk propped her head up with a couple of pillows.

      “I’m going to get some help,” he said.

      “No, please stay with me.”

      “Alex, I’m not going to fight you about this. You get some rest.”

      “Promise me you won’t give Decker that list.”

      “The only thing I’m gonna promise is that you’re going to be all right, one way or another.”

      “Hawk,” she cried as he turned toward the door. “Haaawwww—”

      Hawk locked the door behind him as he stepped into the hallway. He tugged his baseball cap low across his brow and popped his collar. Not that it’d help him avoid getting spotted.

      I can fit in here about as easily as a bear does in a herd of sheep.

      He hustled along the street as he dialed Mia’s number.

      “Agent Hawk,” she said, “is something wrong?”

      “I know it’s late, but thanks for answering. Are you still at the office?”

      “It’s ten o’clock and I live in Los Angeles—and you think I’m still at work?”

      “I know, I know,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

      “Well, you’re in luck because tonight is one of those rare times where I’m still here past ten. What’s going on?”

      “I can’t get into all the details right now, mostly because I want to keep you out of it.”

      “This doesn’t sound good.”

      “I’ll tell you all about it later, but in the meantime, I need you to get me some contact information.”

      She laughed. “Are you trying to reach Director May? I know she’s hard to catch and all, but—”

      “I’m not trying to reach her. I need your help. And I’m pretty sure you’re the only person who can get me what I need.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “I need the contact for your best black hat hacker.”

      Silence.

      “Mia? Are you still there?” Hawk asked.

      Another moment of silence before she answered.

      “Yeah, I’m here,” she said. “What exactly is going on?”

      “Like I said, I don’t want you to be pulled into the middle of what I’m about to do.”

      “Giving you such a contact will do exactly that.”

      “Not if I don’t tell you why I’m calling this person.”

      She sighed audibly. “As you may know, I left behind that world a long time ago, and most everyone who I used to work with knows I went over to the dark side, as they like to call it. So, if I give you this person’s name and just trust that whatever you’re requesting will just go over just fine, I’m putting myself at risk.”

      “How are they gonna know it was you?”

      “I can count on one hand the number of people he gives his phone number to. Don’t think he won’t figure out I was the culprit.”

      “Don’t you trust me?”

      “Aren’t you the one who told me not to trust anyone, even the people at the Magnum Group?”

      Hawk stared off into the distance, unsure of how to proceed.

      “I’m sure you understand,” she said.

      “Please, Mia. I’m begging you. Just give me the name. I promise it’ll be fine. The less you know, the better.”

      “Anytime anyone has said that to me, it’s been a big lie. I wish I’d known everything—every single time.”

      “If I tell you what’s happening, you can’t tell anyone, not even your dog.”

      “I would never tell Ginger anything. Dachshunds are terrible at keeping secrets.”

      Hawk chuckled before continuing. “I need someone to hack into a federal database to retrieve some information because Alex’s life depends on it.”

      “I can do that for you,” she said. “I’d do anything for Alex.”

      “If you get caught—”

      “I don’t care about that. You tell me what you need and I’ll get it for you—no more questions asked. Understand?”

      “Okay,” Hawk said. “If you’re willing to take that risk.”

      “Like I said, anything for Alex.”

      Hawk explained that he needed the full contact information, including home addresses, of every person working for the Federal Reserve Bank.”

      “Wait,” she said. “You want me to do what?”

      “You said no questions asked,” Hawk said.

      “Someone is going to kill Alex if I don’t get this for you?”

      “I swear, Mia. Just do it—and I need it within the next twenty hours.”

      “I’ll call you as soon as I have the info and we’ll discuss how to get it to you. I’m not sure I want this information traveling over any unencrypted servers—or your encrypted ones.”

      Hawk thanked her and then ended the call.

      Then he hunted down Big Earv, who was relaxing by the pool at their hotel. However, that changed once he heard Hawk relate what had happened to them at the hands of Decker.

      “That sonofabitch,” Big Earv said. “I’ll rip him to shreds with my bare hands if I have to.”

      “Calm down,” Hawk said. “We’re not doing anything like that.”

      “We need a plan for the exchange. We can’t let him get away with this.”

      “He’s not, but if we try anything, we might not get the antidote for Alex. And we’re not leaving without the antidote.”

      “But the information you’re going to give him? What do you think he’s going to do with that?”

      Hawk shrugged. “I know The Alliance, so I know exactly what they’re going to do with it. They’re going to use it to cajole those people into doing whatever these monsters want.”

      “We could storm into TipTop’s facility and demand the antidote.”

      “I’m not gonna be reckless with Alex’s life—and you can’t be either. We’ve only got one shot at this.”

      “Then do you have any ideas?”

      Hawk nodded. “I’ve got one. It’s a long play, but I think it’ll work.

      “Let’s hear it.”
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        * * *

      

      WHEN HAWK RETURNED to the hotel, he came bearing medicine. The color in Alex’s cheeks had all but vanished while he was gone. He gave her something to reduce her fever, which had climbed to 103 degrees.

      She mumbled something, but Hawk struggled to understand what she’d just said.

      I hope that wasn’t important.

      He helped her get ready for bed before fixing up a place to sleep on the couch. With just a cursory glance, he knew it wasn’t going to provide him a good night of sleep, but he didn’t have much of a choice given Alex’s condition.

      If she can just get through the first twelve hours …

      Hawk struggled to fall asleep, sitting bolt upright whenever Alex switched the side she was sleeping on or groaned. Around 3:00 a.m., she started talking in her sleep about John Daniel and the ranch. That clued Hawk in that she was alert—and worried. Whenever she was concerned with something, she talked in her sleep. And she was doing it now, even if she couldn’t fully or clearly express herself.

      But Hawk knew.

      He got up and paced the floor, reviewing his plan in his mind.

      It has to work.

      Convinced that he had a good plan, Hawk fell asleep for the longest stretch of the night, not waking up until his phone buzzed at 7:30 a.m. with an incoming text message.

      Disoriented, he rubbed his eyes and looked at Alex. He cursed under his breath as he studied his wife.

      It’s not just a bad nightmare.

      He felt her forehead, still felt like fire to the touch.

      “Hawk,” she said with a groan, “are you still here?”

      “I’m still here, honey. Sit up and drink some water. I need to go get the file Mia sent me. I won’t be gone long.”

      “I told you not to do it,” she said. “You can’t give it to him.”

      “If I don’t do it, he’ll find someone else who will. And I’m not going to let you die like this.”

      She scowled, acting as if she wanted to say more but didn’t have the energy.

      Hawk waited until she was sound asleep again before hustling down the street to an internet cafe. He didn’t waste any time logging in and following Mia’s instructions. She sent the instructions to one email account she set up for him. There she gave him instructions on how to use a VPN to disguise where he was in the world before logging into an email account she’d saved all the information in. One page had the decoding instructions, while the other had the actual encrypted information. It was an archaic method, but one she felt was appropriate to use given the situation.

      He thanked her and then got to work. A half-hour later, he exited the internet cafe with both documents.

      Just as he returned to his room, he received a call from Decker.

      “I’m assuming that the documents you printed out have what I’m waiting for,” Decker said.

      “I hope so,” Hawk said. “I broke a lot of laws and cashed in plenty of trust for this one.”

      “No one will be disappointed,” Decker said. “I can promise you that.”

      Decker then gave Hawk instructions to meet him at the airfield in an hour.

      “And bring Alex,” Decker said. “She’s going to need that antidote almost immediately.”

      Hawk ended the call before doing his best to get Alex prepared for the exchange. A simple list of names in exchange for something to spare Alex’s life. It wasn’t ideal, but Hawk didn’t care—as long as Alex survived.
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        * * *

      

      “YOU IN POSITION?” Hawk asked over the coms as he eased up to the designated hangar.

      “Locked and loaded,” Big Earv said.

      “Let me emphasize this one more time.”

      “Save your breath, Hawk. I know I’m not supposed to fire without a direct order from you.”

      “I know you know it—just make sure you abide by it.”

      “Roger that.”

      Hawk exited the vehicle, his face met with a blast from the humid air baked by the hot summer sun. The tree tops surrounding the airfield swayed with the wind. He scanned the area and noticed only two planes. Only a few meters parked in front of the hangar was a blue Gulfstream G650 ER, decorated with the TipTop logo on the tail. Some two hundred meters away, a Cessna 180 stood parked in front of a hangar with a humanitarian aid sign affixed above the door.

      If that’s not a picture of medical capitalism in the West, I don’t know what is.

      Hawk ambled over to the SUV parked near the open Gulfstream door. Before he got too close, an armed guard came out, his weapon trained in front of him. Hawk raised his hands in a gesture of surrender.

      “Nice and easy,” the man said as he glared at Hawk.

      Hawk reached slowly into his pocket. “I’m just getting what we came to trade.”

      The man’s eyes widened as he remained glued to Hawk. After a few tense seconds, Hawk held up the documents.

      “Where’s Dr. Decker?” Hawk asked.

      “He’s running a little late, but he said I can take those from you,” the man said as he reached for the papers.

      Hawk took a step back, holding them at arm’s length from the man. “I don’t think so. You try that again and it’ll be a mistake you’ll regret for the next—and final—two minutes of your life.”

      The man laughed. “You really are the most arrogant operative in the world. Think I believe you can do anything to me?”

      “If you’d like to find out,” Hawk said, “just keep talking.”

      Hawk snapped his fingers and a red dot appeared on the man’s chest.

      “Now, I suggest you tell Dr. Decker that he’s needed immediately,” Hawk said.

      A half-minute later, Decker exited the plane slowly. “Agent Hawk,” he said, “what a pleasure it is to see you again.”

      “I’m not in the mood for games, you sick bastard,” Hawk said.

      “In that case, I’ll just take the documents,” Decker said, holding out his hand.

      “The antidote first,” Hawk said with a sneer.

      “I must verify the authenticity of your document before I give you anything.”

      Hawk explained that there was a decryption key but only gave Decker the first page that contained six names on it.

      “I’ll give you the rest after you’ve verified those,” Hawk said.

      “Fair enough,” Decker said before retreating to his plane. A few minutes later, he reemerged with a slight grin on his face.

      “Well?” Hawk asked.

      “Excellent work, Agent Hawk,” Decker said.

      “Good,” Hawk said. “Now, the antidote?”

      “Yeah, about that,” Decker said, holding up his index finger. “Slight change of plans.”

      “Listen up, you bastard. You double-cross me and I will hunt you to the ends of the earth.”

      Decker shrugged and then whistled. A man in a white lab coat with TipTop’s logo embroidered on his left breast pocket came out of the plane.

      “Agent Hawk,” Decker began, “I’d like for you to meet Lee, my trusty assistant, who has in his possession the antidote. However, there’s a code to open it. To ensure my safety upon takeoff, I will wait until I am comfortably out of range before texting him the code.”

      Hawk glared at Decker. “That’s not what we agreed upon.”

      “Sue me. I changed my mind.”

      With that, Decker spun on his heels and hustled over to his plane. He disappeared inside and the door closed shortly thereafter. Within five minutes, the jet was in the air. It was another five minutes before Lee’s cell phone buzzed with a message from Decker.

      “Is that the code?” Hawk asked.

      Lee nodded. He quickly entered the digits on the keypad, and the door swung open.

      Then Hawk gasped.

      “What is it?” Big Earv asked over the coms.

      “That lying piece of shit,” Hawk said. “There’s only a note that says, ‘Have fun burying your wife, Agent Hawk’.”

      “I could still take a shot now,” Big Earv said.

      “Don’t waste your bullet,” Hawk said before turning to Lee.

      “I’m sorry,” Lee said.

      “Do you know where the antidote is?” Hawk asked.

      “Antidote?” Lee asked. “Dr. Decker never asked me to make one.”

      Hawk kicked at the ground before he heard Alex groaning from the car. He rushed over to check on her before exiting the vehicle with his weapon trained in front of him.

      “Sorry it has to be like this, Lee,” Hawk said as he pulled out his weapon and trained it on the man, “but you’re going to need to take us to your lab right now.”

      Lee’s eyes widened as he looked at Hawk and then back at Alex. “She doesn’t have that much. She’s going to die.”

      “She is going to die,” Hawk said, “but not today. And you’re going to make sure of that.”
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      LOS ANGELES

      Morgan cracked her knuckles and stared at her bookshelf for a moment. There were a handful of novels sandwiched between protocol manuals and budget reports. And as much as she wanted to find a nice spot by her pool and disappear into one of those stories, she found even the work documents more appealing than calling President Bullock and breaking the news to him.

      She paced her office floor for a few moments before picking up her phone and dialing the White House. After talking with several people, she was told to hold for the president.

      “You got something for me?” Bullock asked once he answered, dispensing of any pleasantries.

      “Kind of good news, bad news,” Morgan said.

      “Lay it on me.”

      “Are you familiar with the Chinese spy named Jing Zhou?” she asked.

      “She’s a well-known menace,” Bullock said. “Please tell me she has nothing to do with Zippy.”

      Morgan remained quiet.

      “Morgan, you there?” Bullock asked.

      “Still here.”

      “And?”

      “You said you didn’t want me to tell you that this had something to do with Zippy, so I’m not saying anything. You don’t want to hear it.”

      “Damnit,” Bullock said. “He’s involved, isn’t he?”

      “We found footage of them together,” she said. “Not the greatest news, I’m sure.”

      “It’s a mixed bag,” Bullock said. “I want to force Zippy out, but news of this might be more damaging to my campaign.”

      “You could try to keep this a secret,” she suggested.

      “At this point, that might be the only way,” he said. “Because if I fire him, every voter in the country will find out about the reason why.”

      “Even though he’s not supposed to be working for you?”

      “The press already knows he is,” Bullock said. “And that’s why this information coming to light would put me in a predicament I’d never win.”

      “And if you leave him alone, are you afraid someone running against you is going to find out about this and skewer you?”

      “Exactly—and then it’d be much worse. I’d have to answer for everything and that would essentially take down my campaign.”

      “You have to fire him,” she said. “The kind of dirt he might try to sling on you could look bad for a cycle, but better to have it happen now than in the eleventh hour of your campaign.”

      “I’m not sure it really matters when it comes out. Voters aren’t going to like it.”

      “Perhaps there’s another way,” Morgan said as she stood and resumed her pacing.

      “I’m listening.”

      She paused, understanding once she uttered her next thought, she’d be traveling down a path without knowing where it would lead. But her conscience wouldn’t let her do anything else.

      I need some answers.

      “Morgan?” he asked.

      “Yes, sorry, sir. I just—I just needed a moment to collect my thoughts and figure out how to say this.”

      “You can be frank with me,” he said. “My administration would be hanging by a thread if it weren’t for your team.”

      “In that case, I’ll shoot you straight. As my team was researching Zippy, we came across a piece of information about you that I’ve never seen anywhere before. And perhaps that’s what Zippy wants to expose about you.”

      “What do you think you’ve learned?” Bullock asked, his tone sharp.

      “I found some manslaughter charges against you,” she said. “You were boating drunk as a teenager and ended up killing someone. Now, I know I could be—”

      “Morgan, it’s okay,” he said. “I can explain everything, starting with that wasn’t what happened, at least not the way you read about it.”

      “Go on.”

      “So, yes, I was drinking with some friends and we were out on a boat, but it wasn’t my fault,” Bullock said. “My family didn’t have much money, but because I excelled as an athlete, I was mildly popular and received invitations to do things that weren’t in my social class, so to speak. My stepfather warned me about hanging out with some of my classmates from wealthier families, but I ignored his advice, especially whenever I was invited to hang out at the big lake near us. I loved to water ski and couldn’t resist Harry Rutherford’s request that I party with them. The previous time I’d gone out with them, I jumped off a ramp designed for water skiing tricks and landed a double flip—and everyone wanted to see me do it again.”

      “I wouldn’t have pegged you for a water skiing stunt person,” Morgan said.

      “At that stage in my life, I was fearless, which is what led me into plenty of trouble during my teen years. But on this day, I hadn’t even strapped on the skis yet when the accident occurred. Harry was hunting every wake he could find and jumping it. When that thrill wore off for him, he started cutting in front of other boats, trying to get as close as he could without colliding.”

      “Sounds terrifying.”

      “It was. There were three girls in the boat and they were begging Harry to stop. He ignored them, laughing as he played with lives. One of the boys named Chet was sitting at the back of the boat when he started pleading with Harry to quit the shenanigans. But Harry continued. On the next pass, he was a safer distance in front of the oncoming boat, yet he didn’t account for the huge wake rolling across the lake. When Harry hit it, the boat jumped over the wave. When we landed, the jolt tossed Chet overboard and right into the path of the oncoming boat. It never had time to avoid him, running him over and killing him almost instantly.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “Harry kept going and everyone was shouting at him. He drove the boat back to his dock and pulled everyone aside, except me. He concocted a story and made all of them swear to tell it the same way. I didn’t know what was going on until the police came. I told them Harry was driving and they slapped handcuffs on me anyway. What I later found out was that Harry threatened them all if they ever told the truth.”

      “And you were convicted of manslaughter?”

      “Initially, yes. I spent a month in jail before the appeal could be heard. When it was, a judge released me. However, he didn’t expunge the conviction from my juvenile record. It was supposedly sealed and the story was kept quiet so it wouldn’t create an uproar in the press. The Rutherfords were a powerful family with connections everywhere. Then they paid off Chet’s family on the condition that they would never bring it up again or mention it to the press. As far as everyone knew, I was the killer. The Rutherfords paid to send me to a private school so my mere presence wouldn’t draw attention as well as told me that I’d have to change my name to my stepfather’s last name.”

      “So, that’s why nobody has easily found this record? Your last name doesn’t match.”

      “That’s right—my father’s last name was Miller and I regret not keeping it, but it’d be a nightmare to rebrand myself right now after serving in office for so long under this name. But you must’ve been really digging to find this out.”

      “I’ve got an incredible team, sir, one that appreciates your commitment to us.”

      “Well, if you really think telling that story would help me, I’ll do it, even though it will fire up the Rutherfords.”

      “Why would you be afraid of them?” Morgan asked. “No one is more powerful than the president.”

      “That’s a myth, but I think I could weather any blowback I received from them for exposing Harry.”

      “It’s a great story,” Morgan said. “It shares how you’re a common person and also shows how you’re willing to fight against rich elites, which the average voter loathes. This might actually be a boon for your campaign in the end.”

      “I’m not sure Zippy will agree.”

      “At least it will stop him from sharing damaging information about you.”

      Bullock grunted. “Unfortunately, this isn’t even the dirt Zippy has on me.”

      “Wait—there’s more?”

      “It’s a complex story that I don’t want to get into right now, but at least this will prevent any ambitious journalist or opposing candidate from using it to discredit me.”

      “Well, good luck, sir.  And I’m sorry you had to go through all of that.”

      “It wasn’t fun, but it made me the man I am today.”

      “So, what do you plan to do with Zippy?”

      “I’m not sure,” Bullock said. “But you’ll know when I do.”

      Morgan thanked Bullock again before ending the call. She felt better about Bullock’s explanation of what happened and why he’d received a manslaughter charge on his record. But there was still something he’d done, something that was egregious enough to take down his campaign that he didn’t want to talk about.

      She was only left to wonder if the real dirt that Zippy had on Bullock was worse—or maybe even true.

      Lost in her thoughts, she zipped along the streets of Washington. However, a flash of light in her rearview mirror made her adjust it and take a closer look.

      Am I being followed?

      She continued on before turning down a side street. The car behind her followed.

      Morgan cursed under her breath, her eyes darting between the road in front of her and the trailing vehicle.

      She approached an intersection that had a red light. Though she wanted to turn right, she couldn’t. The road was a one-way street. Morgan stared into the rearview mirror. She turned on her blinker to see what the other car would do. It mimicked her move.

      As she considered all her options, she was pulled back to reality when her passenger side window was shattered. Shards of glass peppered her and the passenger seat. A man sprayed something into her eyes, resulting in a sharp burning sensation. She wanted to speed away, but she couldn’t see a thing.

      Before she could reach for her purse, a man reached inside the window and unlocked it. He dragged her out of the vehicle. She balled up her fists and punched and kicked the air, anything to land a blow on her attacker. But nothing.

      Then she felt a hard whack to the back of her head, knocking her out.
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      WASHINGTON, D.C

      Robert Besserman sat on a bench in a corner of the lobby. He stared at the smooth granite floor of the National Museum of Natural History, hiding in the shadow of a life-size replica elephant. Tapping his umbrella on the ground, he watched as more visitors rushed through the doors to get out of the torrential downpour pelting the city. He drummed his fingers on the arms of the bench, anything to remain calm.

      Internally, Besserman wrestled with the war waging between anger and nerves. Carter Jenkins, an agent Besserman had grown to trust, blew an undercover operation months in the making. Victor Langdon would likely never trust anyone ever again, which was why Besserman’s impending conversation felt akin to a fool’s errand. But Besserman had been in the espionage business long enough to understand that predictions were useless. People continually surprised him, both in good ways and bad. Just when he thought there was a person who he never had a chance of turning, the person would agree to assist the agency. Likewise, other people he believed to be a sure lock to turn instead burned an agent and went the other direction. It’s why he remained cautiously optimistic in every situation when it came to turning an asset. But turning an asset who Besserman wasn’t exactly sure was a mole? That was a new challenge for even a long-in-the-tooth CIA officer like Besserman.

      His phone buzzed with a call from Mallory.

      “Has he shown up yet?” she asked after he answered.

      “Still no sign of him.”

      “He’s not coming,” she said. “He has to know that you’re on to him.”

      “That’s why I scheduled this meeting in such a public place. My office would’ve been intimidating, but this is a very public place. Surely he knows I wouldn’t try an aggressive move like having him arrested in a place like this.”

      “Unless he thought you wanted his arrest to be public so the world could see his face.”

      “Doubt it. I’m sure he knows how well we can distribute photos to the media,” Besserman said. “I could have everyone in America knowing what he looked like in a matter of minutes if I really wanted to.”

      “If you truly believe that, I can guarantee you that he isn’t coming. He’s—”

      “—here, actually,” Besserman said, finishing her sentence. “I’ll call you later.”

      Carter Jenkins brushed off water droplets from his suit before scanning the lobby and making eye contact with Besserman.

      Besserman stood and then strode toward Jenkins with an outstretched hand.

      Jenkins scowled as he looked around. “Do we need a history lesson or something?”

      “More like something,” Besserman said as the two men shook hands.

      “This is a most unusual place to meet,” Jenkins said. “I was almost starting to wonder if someone had hacked your phone and was setting me up.”

      “No set, I promise,” Besserman said. “I’m just a little worried now about the security of my office. I thought a public place like this would be easier to talk.”

      “And discuss top secret information?”

      “Not exactly. If anyone listened in on our conversation today, I believe they’d be sorely disappointed. Though, this is the coolest museum in the country without question. That part certainly wouldn’t let anyone down.”

      Jenkins followed Besserman over to the ticket stand where he purchased a couple and then entered the first exhibit hall.

      “So, what’s up?” Jenkins asked. “I know you didn’t want to take a field trip with me just because.”

      Besserman glanced up at the dinosaur bones casting an ominous shadow over them. “Do you know why dinosaurs went extinct, Jenkins?”

      “In school, I learned that a giant asteroid struck the earth and wiped them out.”

      “And do you believe that?”

      Jenkins shrugged. “I guess. It’s not like I’ve created my own theories on the subject.”

      “Well, that’s one theory,” Besserman said. “And it might be right. But the reality is that any animal that suffers extinction does so because of its inability—or unwillingness—to adapt. And sometimes, animals go extinct because they devolve.”

      “Devolve?”

      “In a manner of speaking, yes. Take the Dodo bird here, for example,” Besserman said, gesturing toward a skeletal replication of the animal. “It was a flock of pigeons that got lost and landed on the island of Mauritius. And over the course of thousands of years, the Dodo bird lost its ability to fly and couldn’t escape more powerful predators when they landed on the island centuries later. The bird became too trusting, waddling up to Dutch and Portuguese settlers who would club it to death and roast it.”

      “Where’s the moral in this tale?” Jenkins asked.

      “Come with me,” Besserman said.

      The CIA director led Jenkins down a back stairwell to a dimly-lit storage area in the basement.

      “What are we doing down here?” Jenkins asked.

      “This is the part where I tell you what I wouldn’t want anyone else to hear.”

      “Go on.”

      “You see, Jenkins, I’ve been watching you for a while, taking a keen interest in your movements as of late. At first, I suspected you might be the mole we were looking for, but then I decided that just wasn’t possible. If anything, you were an opportunist. So, in that very same vein, I’ve got an opportunity for you.”

      “What kind of opportunity?”

      “As you’re well aware, we lost Michael Tristan as a valuable asset—at least, the Pentagon did,” Besserman said. “It would’ve been nice if they would’ve told us that he was in deep with The Alliance, but that ship has sailed now.”

      “Sir, I already told you—”

      Besserman raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “I’m not here to shame you for that again. What’s done is done. But there’s a new way forward, one we have to consider. And I want you to strongly consider.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “We can’t lose Victor Langdon. He’s a vital link we need to exploit to figure out what’s left of The Alliance. We know he wouldn’t tell us straight up, so we need somebody on the inside, somebody who was essentially doing exactly what Tristan was doing.”

      Jenkins scoffed. “You think Langdon is going to trust me? He already knows that I work for the agency.”

      “All the more reason for him to recruit you to his side. You can approach him as a double spy.”

      “He’ll never go for that.”

      “I can give you some information that will help you earn his trust. It’s benign, of course. But it’d show him that you have access to the kind of intel that he wants—if he’s still heavily involved with the organization.”

      Jenkins shook his head. “I think I’ll have to pass on this offer.”

      “And why’s that, Jenkins?”

      “Did you see what happened to Tristan? He was almost killed. I don’t want to press my luck with a man like that.”

      “Are you sure that’s the only reason?” Besserman asked as he took a step closer toward Jenkins. “Or maybe you’re already working for him.”

      “Is that what you think?”

      “You’d have a difficult time convincing me otherwise,” Besserman said as he eased back and drew his weapon. “Now, we can do this nice and easy. But if you don’t cooperate, this could get messy.”

      Jenkins put his hands in the air. “Whoa, now. Settle down, director. You’re getting the wrong message from me. I’d never met Langdon until the other night.”

      “That’s a lie—and I’ve got footage to prove it.”

      “Now, I know you’re the one lying.”

      “In that case, you have nothing to be afraid of. Why don’t we go discuss this at my office?”

      Jenkins sighed, his hands still raised. “I knew this was a trap. I tried to convince myself that it wasn’t. But with all your mole hunting, I should’ve known that eventually you’d try to point the finger at me.”

      “Your gaslighting won’t work on me,” Besserman said. “A Georgetown psychology major? Try as you may to feign innocence, we’ve got enough evidence on you already to put you away on espionage charges.”

      “You’ll have to do better than that, director.”

      Besserman kept his weapon trained on Jenkins. “I promise you that this is one time you don’t want to make things difficult.”

      The door behind Besserman creaked. He glanced for just a second to see if there was someone else in the room. The moment he took his eyes off Jenkins, he immediately regretted it.

      Jenkins connected with a roundhouse kick to Besserman’s head, sending him toppling to the ground. Another kick to his hands jarred the gun loose. It slid across the floor and skidded to a stop beneath a table. Jenkins dove under it and retrieved the weapon. Besserman could only look up and pray that Jenkins didn’t pull the trigger.

      Instead, Besserman blacked out after absorbing a solid whack to the head, pistol whipped by Jenkins.
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        * * *

      

      JENKINS GRINNED knowing the creaking door was fortuitous. But if fortune favors the bold, he had to seize the moment. However, he figured he would’ve eventually been able to overpower Besserman if it came down to it. The brevity of their altercation convinced Jenkins of that much.

      He bound Besserman’s arms and legs before dragging him across the room and into a janitor’s closet. He jabbed a needle into Besserman’s neck.

      “That’s a little something to help you sleep,” Jenkins whispered as he pocketed Besserman’s phone and security card. “Night night, director.”

      Jenkins locked the door behind him and scampered out an exit leading into an alley.
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      CAMBODIA

      Hawk carried Alex up the steps of the TipTop Research facility, his weapon in his hand but hidden from view. Lee, the diminutive assistant, maintained a quick pace as he led Hawk. As soon as Lee gave a slight nod to one of the guards at the front door, he slid between Lee and Hawk, impeding the agent’s path. Hawk tried to sidestep the guard, but he shuffled his feet and kept Hawk in front of him.

      “Sorry, but I don’t have time for games,” Hawk said. “My wife is ill and needs care immediately.”

      “This isn’t a hospital,” the guard said with a growl.

      Hawk narrowed his eyes. “Move now.”

      The guard didn’t flinch. He also didn’t see Hawk train his weapon before firing on the man. He staggered back with the first shot and collapsed after the second. Hawk spun and put two more bullets in the other guard patrolling the front steps who was scrambling to unholster his gun.

      Lee shook his head before resuming his walk. “You shouldn’t have done that. They’re going to kill you now.”

      “They’re going to try to kill me,” Hawk corrected, hustling after Lee.

      Once inside, the receptionist, eyes wide, covered her mouth with her hands.

      “It’s okay,” Lee said in a reassuring tone. “He’s with me. You’re not in danger.”

      She nodded nervously but didn’t take her eyes off them as they moved through the lobby.

      Lee waved his key card in front of the security panel. Once he was granted access, the doors opened and they continued their march through the facility.

      “Hang in there, Alex,” Hawk said. “You’re gonna be all right.”

      Lee shook his head. “She’s not going to be all right.”

      “If she dies, you die,” Hawk said. “So you better figure out a way to make that antidote as quickly as possible.”

      They turned down a hall, one which Hawk hadn’t remembered going down when they toured the place a day earlier. Through large plate glass windows, he watched as lab workers injected patients with needles. Some of the people writhed in pain and screamed in agony, while the employees just continued nonchalantly as if they were on an assembly line.

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

      “It’d take a long time to explain,” Lee said. “And you’ve made it clear that getting your wife an antidote is top priority.”

      He stopped in front of a door and used his key card again. Upon entering the room, Hawk noticed only one other person, a tall slender man in a lab coat with protective eye glasses and blue latex gloves. The man didn’t even glance at the newcomers, his eyes focused on filling a vial with a green liquid from a beaker.

      Lee ignored him and strode over to a large stainless steel refrigerator before retrieving some vials and placing them on the island counter in the center of the room.

      “Put her up here,” Lee said as he patted the countertop.

      Hawk laid Alex down. He brushed loose hair out of her face, one that was pale marked by weak eyes.

      “It’s gonna be all right, honey,” he said, sounding as if he was trying to convince himself.

      “You don’t believe that,” Alex said with a slight groan.

      His lips quivered as he studied her face. “You bet your bottom dollar I do. Isn’t that right, Lee?”

      “I’ll do my best,” he said as he pulled out some more equipment from an overhead cabinet against the far wall.

      Hawk hustled over to him. “Can you just give her the antidote already?”

      “It’s not that simple. The virus your wife has is specific to her DNA. And in order to combat it, we need an antidote that uses her DNA.”

      “What kind of Frankenstein shit are you guys doing here?”

      “It’s the wave of the future,” Lee said as he removed the tools necessary to draw blood from Alex. “Everything will be tailored to our specific bodies unlike what we have today in modern medicine. Some lab creates a drug that will work in perhaps ninety-nine percent of people. But what about that one percent? What happens to them? They wind up injured, sometimes temporarily and sometimes permanently. What TipTop is doing will eliminate that.”

      Hawk glanced over his shoulder at Lee, who was prepping Alex’s arm. After one more glance, Hawk snagged several vials from the refrigerator, including one labeled “Angel of Death antidote.”

      Lee inserted a needle into Alex’s arm and started drawing her blood.

      “So how do you explain all the people in pain in that room we just passed?” Hawk asked. “Or a man from this very village with a disfigured face who collapsed right in front of me in Singapore? They don’t seem fine to me.”

      Lee kept an eye on the vial quickly nearing the top before switching the draw to another one. “That’s the problem with research. There are always some people who must make a sacrifice for the sake of others.”

      “I’m not sure you truly understand what’s going on here yourself, do you?” Hawk asked.

      “I can’t imagine the range of emotions you’re experiencing right now, but I very much understand what’s going on and the consequences of what’s happened to your wife.”

      “I hope you understand the consequences of what’s going to happen to you if you don’t cure her.”

      “I’m well aware,” he said as he removed the needle and placed a cotton ball on her arm. “Hold this and apply some pressure until the bleeding stops.”

      Hawk complied and squeezed his wife’s hand. He turned his focus toward Lee, making sure he didn’t attempt to escape.

      He worked for a few minutes as Hawk drummed his fingers on the counter. Then Alex suddenly convulsed and groaned loudly. Her eyes rolled back in her head, which she banged a few times on the hard surface. Then her body went limp.

      “Alex, Alex,” Hawk said.

      He checked for her pulse. It wasn’t strong, but there still was one.

      “Stay with me.”

      She didn’t respond.

      “Lee, what the hell is going on with her?” Hawk said.

      “Almost there,” Lee said, ignoring the question before rushing over to her.

      He jabbed her with a needle, injecting an antidote into her arm.

      “How long does this stuff take to work?” Hawk asked.

      “Shouldn’t take more than a couple of minutes for it to start working.”

      They both stepped back and waited. Hawk, who’d set his gun down next to Alex, picked it back up and gave Lee a sideways glance.

      “Just give it another minute,” Lee said. “No need to panic yet.”

      Hawk cocked his head to one side. “Yet?”

      As they waited, Hawk heard footsteps thundering down the hall. He rushed over to the door and peered outside. More than a dozen armed guards raced toward him.

      “Big Earv?” Hawk said after activating the coms.

      “I’m here and ready,” Big Earv said.

      “We’re going to need your help. Meet us at the back of the facility.”

      “Roger that.”

      Hawk locked the door and then eyed Lee.

      “I told you they would come for you,” Lee said.

      “It’s up to you to make them stop,” Hawk said.

      “Those men are under Dr. Decker’s control. The only way you’re going to get them to back down is if he tells them to.”

      “You’ll need to convince them it’s in their best interest to back off.”

      Lee shook his head. “There’s no way. They know they’ve got you outnumbered.”

      “Outnumbered doesn’t mean outmanned. One good soldier is all it takes sometimes.”

      “You think you’re that one good soldier?”

      “You’re going to help me find out.”

      Alex opened her eyes and looked around the room, the color already starting to return to her face. She tried to sit up.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Hawk said. “Easy.”

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “Lee put an antidote in you. How do you feel?”

      “I’m already starting to feel better.”

      “Think you can walk?” he asked.

      “Why?”

      “Just be ready to run.”

      Hawk joined Lee at the door, which was still locked from the inside with a deadbolt. The guards pounded on the door, demanding to be let in.

      “I can’t hold them off forever,” Lee said.

      “I don’t need them held off forever,” Hawk said. “Just a couple of minutes so we can get out of here.”

      “Sorry, but the only way out is through that door,” Lee said.

      Hawk scanned the room. He searched the cabinets and found a large plastic bottle of bleach and a bottle of rubbing alcohol. Then he collected three large beakers and placed them on the counter.

      “What are you doing?” Lee asked. “Do you know how to handle those chemicals?”

      Hawk nodded. “We’re going to put these guys out.”

      Lee helped Hawk mix the bleach and rubbing alcohol together.

      “Do you know how to aerosolize this?” Lee asked.

      “I was hoping you might be able to help with that.”

      Lee rolled his eyes and then grabbed a few more chemicals out of the cabinets, while the pounding at the door continued.

      “Tell them you’ll let them in but need a moment,” Hawk said.

      Lee relayed the message through the door and returned to making the mixture.

      “What’s that going to do?” Alex asked.

      Hawk smiled. “We’re going to put them all to sleep.”

      When Lee finished, he gave Hawk a knowing nod.

      “I’ll open the door and you launch that into the hallway.”

      “It’ll need a few seconds to take effect.” Lee said.

      “I can handle that,” Hawk said as he clutched his weapon in one hand. “Everyone cover your mouth and nose as soon as we leave.”

      Hawk counted to three and then flung open the door. Lee tossed the mixture into the hallway. The first guard crashed through the door, his glory short lived as Hawk pumped two shots into him, felling the man almost immediately. Alex grabbed his gun and trained it on the doorway.

      The next guard barreled through, but he succumbed to another shot, this time from Alex. Then all Hawk heard were bodies dropping to the floor.

      “Let’s go,” Hawk said.

      They covered up and kept their heads down as they rushed out of the room. Hawk picked his way over the bodies of the men clumped on top of one another. They emerged from the haze and were almost out of the back hallway before Hawk heard a voice shouting at them.

      He spun around to find a guard hustling toward them with his weapon drawn.

      Hawk didn’t flinch, firing a head shot that dropped the man.

      They rushed out the back door and found Big Earv waiting for them just outside the vehicle, the doors all open.

      “Get in before they come around again,” he said.

      Hawk looked at Lee. “Thank you for your help.”

      “Not like I had a choice.”

      “You would’ve helped her anyway,” Hawk said.

      Lee shrugged. “Maybe.”

      Then without warning, he pulled a knife out of his pocket and tried to drive it into Hawk. But Lee stopped short when a bullet ripped through his back, sending him tumbling to the ground.

      Alex held her gun out and shook her head.

      “On second thought, I don’t think he would’ve helped me,” Hawk said.

      Alex smiled. “I think I’m feeling better—a lot better.”

      They jumped inside the vehicle and Big Earv stomped on the gas.

      “I have three motorcycles waiting for us at the edge of the village,” he said. “It’s the fastest way to get back to our plane.”

      “You’re the best,” Alex said.

      Hawk pulled out his cell phone and dialed Morgan’s number.

      “What are you doing?” Alex asked.

      “We can’t let Decker get away like this,” he said. “He’s going to use this technology to target people and hold them hostage. It’ll make The Alliance capable of getting anyone to do their bidding.”

      The phone continued to ring before finally going to voicemail.

      “Where is she?” Hawk asked aloud. “She always takes my calls.”
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      WASHINGTON, D.C

      When Morgan regained consciousness, she panicked for a brief moment. She couldn’t see anything and wondered if she’d gone blind or where she was before realizing that she was blindfolded and tethered to a chair. She struggled against the bindings for a few seconds before a gruff voice instructed her to relax.

      “Who are you?” Morgan demanded.

      “I’m the only person keeping you alive right now,” the man said.

      “A strong man captures a young woman and lords his strength over her. Pardon me if I don’t grovel at your feet.”

      She noticed a couple more chuckles from different parts of the room.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked. “Are you afraid that I’ll see your faces and maybe report you to the authorities?”

      “We fear nothing,” the man said.

      “Oh, there’s more than one of you cowards,” she said. “That reminds me of a little joke I know. How many men does it take to—”

      She stopped when the man backhanded her, causing Morgan’s chair to wobble. It creaked as she shifted her weight.

      “I don’t like your jokes,” the man said with a growl. “Now, are you ready to cut the comedy act and answer my questions?”

      “Depends,” she said.

      “On what?”

      “If I feel like telling you anything. Perhaps you aren’t aware, but this is a strange way to conduct a conversation with another person.”

      “Who said anything about this being a conversation?”

      “Usually when two people get together to discuss a topic, it’s considered a conversation, exactly what we’re doing right now.”

      “You’re the strange one here if you haven’t yet realized this is an interrogation.”

      In an instant, her chair was tilted back. She gasped before water gushed into her mouth. Choking on the sudden downpour, she turned her head to avoid the tsunami. But one of the men grabbed her face and forced her to remain under the water.

      Morgan sputtered, twisting and turning against the bindings that kept her fastened to the chair.

      Then the water stopped.

      “Now do you understand the difference between a conversation and an interrogation?” the man asked.

      She nodded slowly.

      “Good,” he said. “Then let’s continue.”

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      The man clucked his tongue. “Now, now, now, Miss May. This is my interrogation, not yours. Though I must admit that mine wasn’t nearly as horrific as the one I once endured at the hands of the CIA.”

      “Something tells me that you’re not just casually sharing information about yourself,” she said.

      The man chuckled. “That’s why you’re good at what you do. But enough small talk. I need you to answer truthfully the next question I’m about to ask you. If I don’t feel like I’m getting a straight answer, there’s plenty more water where that came from.”

      “Fire away.”

      “What do you know about Zippy McMillan?” the man asked.

      “That he’s a longtime Washington insider who’s been asked to help run the president’s campaign. You could pick up a copy of The Washington Post and find this out. It’s much less dramatic.”

      Morgan’s head snapped back as one of the men grabbed her hair. Another man held her mouth open as they poured more water over her face. After a few seconds, they stopped.

      “I said straight answers, Miss May, not snarky ones nor information I can easily glean from the pages of the local newspaper. Are we clear?”

      “Crystal,” she said.

      “Good. Now, let’s see if you can answer my question a little more effectively. What do you know about Zippy McMillan? And maybe more specifically, what dirt hasn’t been used on this guy?”

      “You’re looking for dirt on Zippy? That man’s covered in it, but it doesn’t seem to bother him.”

      “Go on.”

      “He’s been involved in a tax evasion scheme dating back fifteen years. He’s laundered money for a drug cartel in Colombia. He’s also blackmailed three sitting senators.”

      The man laughed. “I said dirt, not things that make this man a hero.”

      “I’m sorry, but those are a few things I know about him that most people would identify as dirt. And they’re three things that have yet to become public, so you could certainly use any of them, if you’re into that sort of thing like everybody else in this town.”

      “No, I know there’s more than that. You’re not telling me everything.”

      Morgan heard the man snap. Hands grabbed her face and she braced for more waterboarding. But before a drop touched her, she heard footsteps and then a door slam shut. Following a long period of murmuring, the interrogator returned to Morgan.

      “We’re going to have to continue this conversation a little later,” he said.

      She heard footsteps moving away from her and then picked out the man’s voice again.

      “Don’t you dare untie her,” the man said to someone else. “I’ll be back soon enough.”

      Morgan waited a few minutes before she spoke.

      “Hello? Is anyone there?” she asked.

      She heard someone scuffling in the far corner of the room.

      “I know you’re in here,” she said. “I can hear you. Will you please talk to me?”

      “No,” a man said. “The last thing Elli—my boss said was not to talk to you.”

      “Yet here you are, already breaking his rules. Isn’t that right?”

      “You need to be quiet.”

      “Actually, I need to pee. Can you help a woman out? I don’t think anyone wants me to piss my pants. It’s just not right.”

      “Sorry,” the man said. “I was told not to untie you.”

      “Again, you’re still talking to me, something you weren’t supposed to do. So why not just let me go to the bathroom? I mean, I don’t even know where I am or how to get out of here. I really just need to use the facilities.”

      “No,” the man said.

      “Will you at least take my blindfold off?”

      This time, the man said nothing.

      “Come on,” she pleaded, “what’s it gonna hurt?”

      The silence continued.

      “I’ve been told that my eyes are more beautiful than Angelina Jolie’s.”

      “It’s not gonna work,” the man said. “Save it.”

      “You’re not the least bit curious?”

      “I don’t care if your eyes are purple,” he said. “I’m not falling for your trick.”

      “It’s not a trick. It’s just a question. Wouldn’t you like to see for yourself?”

      Silence again.

      Morgan realized she needed to become more aggressive if she intended to escape. She took a deep breath and strained to push her upper body as far forward as her constraints would allow her to go. Then she rammed herself backward, tipping the wooden chair over. Then she spun to her right, slamming the arms of the chair against the stone floor. Parts of the chair started to loosen. By her fourth hit, the chair arm splintered, freeing her.

      She ripped her blindfold off and noticed the room was empty.

      Where the hell did he go?

      She untied her other arm before collecting a piece of broken wood. Once she was completely free of her bindings, she rushed over to the area by the door and waited. Within seconds, the door creaked open. The man didn’t see Morgan in the shadows as he rushed over to the wood fragments that used to be a chair. He knelt to inspect them for a second before standing back up. When he did, he spun around and was met by a plank that Morgan wielded against his head.

      He staggered backward before collapsing face first onto the floor. She hit him once more just to be sure and then grabbed his wallet. She took all the cash she could find and made a mental note of the man’s name—Jacob Wiley—from his driver’s license. Finally, she lifted his gun off of him and headed toward the door.

      Upon reaching it, she found that she was in the basement of a building. She hustled up several flights of stairs before reaching the ground level. Once on the surface, she hustled along the sidewalk. She noticed her car parked in a space just a few meters away from where she’d been abducted. But she just kept walking, checking over her shoulder from time to time.

      Who were those people?

      Morgan was upset over what had just happened, and she wasn’t about to let it go.
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      WASHINGTON, D.C

      Robert Besserman awoke with his face pressed against cold tile flooring. It took him a moment to remember what had happened. Then it all came back to him, almost as hard as the kick that knocked him out. He tried to look at his watch to see what time it was, but his hands were tied behind his back, his mouth gagged with duct tape. A scant ray of light shone beneath the door just a few feet away.

      Besserman scooted toward it and rocked back before putting his shoulder into it. The door rattled but didn’t budge. He tried to get to his feet but failed as the bindings wrapped around his ankles hindered his mobility. While his immediate desire was to get free, he couldn’t ignore the enormous hunger pangs he felt either.

      From the light available, Besserman could tell he was in a closet of some sort, most likely in the basement of the National Museum of Natural History. He twisted and turned until he was able to get his face flush with the floor again. He peered beneath the door to see if there was anyone outside.

      Nothing.

      The dimly lit room didn’t appear to have much in the way of foot traffic, precisely the reason he chose to confront Jenkins there. It was private enough for him to confront the mole terrorizing his agency but public enough that he wouldn’t kill him if things went awry.

      And there was no denying the latter was now in progress.

      Besserman considered how he could’ve handled the situation any differently. His lone mistake resulted from him being cautious, yet not cautious enough. A quick glance was all the opening Jenkins had needed. Besserman knew he’d spend the next year or more beating himself up over the mistake. But there’d be time for that later—and he least he hoped there would be time. Given the mystery of his situation, Besserman didn’t know what to expect.

      Left alone in silence, Besserman considered how he might handle a possible mole in the future. But he wasn’t sure he’d change anything. Turning someone was the best way to leverage a mistake into a win. If Jenkins had been willing to approach Langdon as a double agent, it could’ve worked. But his refusal to do so made Besserman wonder if the two men already knew each other. If that was the case, Besserman knew his attempt was doomed before it even started.

      A few minutes passed before he heard something that sounded like footsteps in the hallway. Besserman turned over onto his back and started hammering the door with his feet. He shouted and screamed desperately trying to get the person’s attention. Eventually, the person walked right on past without stopping to check on the commotion coming from inside the closet.

      Did that guy not hear all the banging and shouting? Damn air pods.

      Exhausted from trying to get the person’s attention, Besserman rested on his back, breathing hard. His legs burned from kicking the door, his back sore from the rocking. After a few minutes, he resumed his face-down position, peering beneath the crack under the door to see if anyone was passing by. He wasn’t sure how much time elapsed before he noticed the light flicker off.

      Besserman quickly got into position again, realizing that the lights had been turned off because it was time to close the museum. His chances of being found would dwindle to nothing until the next morning. And the longer of a head start Jenkins had, the more difficult he’d be to catch.

      As he squirmed away from the door and prepared to kick it, he noticed his security key card had also been taken from him. That bit of news only inspired him to kick harder.

      Besserman growled and shouted as he pounded the door with his feet. It took less than a minute before someone flipped the light on and opened the closet.

      “Sir, are you all right?” a man in blue coveralls asked.

      He reached down and helped Besserman to his feet before removing the gag from his mouth.

      “Thank you,” Besserman said, still breathing heavily. “Someone threw me in this closet after knocking me out earlier today.”

      “Are you sure about that?” the man asked. “I was down here several times and never heard anything from this closet.”

      “What day is it?”

      “Thursday?”

      “Seriously?” Besserman asked, his eyes widening.

      The man nodded slowly. “Yeah. Why?”

      “That bastard must’ve used something to knock me out. Explains why I’m so hungry though. I confronted him down here on Wednesday.”

      “Sir, do you want me to call the police?”

      Besserman shook his head. “No, that’s not how I want this handled, but can I borrow your phone?”

      The man shrugged and then fished his phone out of his pocket. He handed the device to Besserman who dialed Mallory’s number.

      “Can you track my phone?” Besserman asked.

      “Where the hell have you been?” Mallory said. “We’ve been worried sick about you. I thought you were going to meet with Jenkins.”

      “I did. The bastard got one over on me when he declined my offer and I exposed him as the mole. He knocked me out yesterday and must’ve drugged me after tying me up and leaving me in a closet. I just woke up a few hours ago and finally was able to get someone’s attention to get me out.”

      “So, he’s got your phone?”

      “Yeah,” Besserman said. “And my key card.”

      “That’s not good.”

      “Not in the least bit. And there’s no way anyone else could’ve known about it. I need you to put together a team and see if we can locate the bastard.”

      “You still think he’s going to have that phone active? He knows how easily we can track phones, even if they’re off.”

      “There are ways around that,” he said. “But what he doesn’t know is that there’s no way to eliminate the additional tracking signal on my phone unless you destroy it.”

      He proceeded to give Mallory directions on how to locate his phone. After ending the call, he handed the phone back to the janitor and thanked him before rushing out to his car.

      Besserman roared out of the parking deck and headed toward Langley.

      A half-hour later, he dug his burner phone out of his glove compartment and dialed Mallory’s number.

      “Call me on this number if you learn anything,” he said. “I’m almost to the office.”

      “Then you’re going the wrong way,” she said.

      “You found him already?”

      “Didn’t take long once you gave me those instructions. We’ve got a team en route and I’m almost there myself. You want us to charge in or do you want us to wait for you?”

      “I want to nail that bastard to the wall myself.”

      “It’s your call, boss. I’ll tell everyone to stand by. I’ll text you the address.”

      A few seconds later, Besserman glanced at the address she sent him, a storage warehouse in an industry park in Silver Spring, Maryland. For the rest of the drive, Besserman mulled over how he was going to handle the situation. He wanted to say his piece and then put a few bullets in Jenkins, but that wouldn’t get Besserman what he ultimately wanted—a way inside whatever remained of The Alliance.

      Who cares? It’ll still feel good to punch that traitor in the face.

      After a few minutes of fantasizing about revenge, Besserman settled down and prepared mentally for how he would actually approach Jenkins.

      When he was just a couple of minutes away, he called Mallory again.

      “You almost here?” she asked.

      “A block away,” he said. “Are you sure he’s there?”

      “His car is here. And if he doesn’t know we’re coming for him, he’s probably just sitting around thinking about how invincible he is and having a party with all the information he stole off your computer.”

      “Was it a lot?”

      “I’m still sifting through it, but it should make you nervous.”

      “I swear I’m gonna beat him within an inch of his life,” he said.

      “Just be careful so this doesn’t come back around on you. Stay professional.”

      “Roger that,” Besserman said.

      His headlights painted the side of the warehouse as he skidded to a stop. He finger-combed his hair before rushing over to the door, now dominated by an FBI SWAT team Mallory had coaxed to join in an agency operation.

      Besserman checked the magazine on his Sig Sauer P228 as he strode over to Mallory.

      “Everyone ready?” he asked.

      “All you have to do is say the word,” she said.

      Mallory glanced at the unit leader and mouthed a countdown. As soon as she reached one, several members of the team used a battering ram to smash the front door. It opened after a couple of hits.

      The team poured inside, clearing each room as it moved deeper into the facility. After a few minutes of securing the building, there was only one room left—a small closet in the back where his phone’s signal was emanating from. Besserman put his index finger to his lips as he moved toward the door.

      Besserman put his ear against it before hearing a foreign object whirring inside.

      “Shit,” he said, stamping his foot. “It’s a bomb. Run!”

      All the SWAT members scattered, sprinting at top speed away from the building. Less than a half-minute later, the entire closet exploded, shaking the ground and peeling open the aluminum roof like it was the top of a sardine can.

      “Damn it,” Besserman said as he sat on the ground, back against the side of a car parked in the lot. “We almost had him.”

      “We didn’t have him at all,” she said. “He wasn’t here long, if ever. “

      “What makes you so sure?” Besserman asked.

      “What makes you so sure he was here?” she fired back. “According to the records I collected, Jenkins used your security card to get into your computer and download some data.”

      “What kind of data?” he asked.

      “We’ll have to discuss that later,” she said. “It’ll all be meaningless if we don’t capture him.”

      Before he could respond, the phone in his left hand started ringing. He didn’t recognize the number but he answered it anyway.

      “Miss me, Director Besserman?” asked Jenkins. “I wasn’t sure if there was a way to reach you after you misplaced your phone. Did you happen to find it? And how was your night in the closet?”

      “You can get cute all you want, but I’m going to put you away for good.”

      “Got to find me first,” Jenkins said. “But until you do, I’m going to have so much fun with your phone.”

      “I swear if you—”

      The line went dead.

      Besserman pocketed his phone and cursed under his breath. This wasn’t even a remote possibility in his mind 24 hours previous. But the only thing he could do now was find a way through it.
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      SOMEWHERE OVER THE PACIFIC OCEAN

      Hawk held Alex’s hand as she reclined all the way back in her seat, a perk of using the Magnum Group jet for such long-distance missions. While adrenaline carried her through the frantic escape from the TipTop Research facility, she had struggled on the motorcycle ride to the airport. Upon reaching the plane, she collapsed into her seat and closed her eyes.

      “She’s gonna be all right,” Big Earv said, patting Hawk on the shoulder. “She just needs some rest.”

      Hawk sighed and stood before shuffling back to his seat, which was facing Big Earv’s.

      “The real question is are you gonna be all right?” Big Earv asked.

      Hawk nodded as he turned his gaze outside, lost in thought as he stared out the plane’s round portal, revealing a vast expanse of water. He never worried about crashing while he was flying, but the thought crept into his mind today. His usual optimism had been doused with the cold water of reality. He’d recognized years ago that he wasn’t immortal even if he was convinced that he was invincible. But Alex? She was his rock, the one person who kept him grounded in the midst of chaos. Without her, he wasn’t sure he could do anything. He could still remember how her voice was the guiding presence on their first mission in Iraq years ago, and now he’d reached a point where he couldn’t live without her.

      “Don’t beat yourself up over what happened back there,” Big Earv said. “We’ve all been put in compromising situations before and had to make tough decisions.”

      “I may have just sacrificed some innocent Federal Reserve Bank employees just to keep her alive,” Hawk said. “It feels selfish.”

      “What you did wasn’t selfish,” Big Earv said. “You just bought yourself some time after getting backed into a corner. If you walked away from this situation now, you could make a case that you were being selfish. But something tells me you’re going to see this through.”

      “Damn right, I am. I need to do it for those people in that village. I need to do it for those bank workers I’ve exposed. And I need to do it for Alex.”

      Big Earv smiled and shook his head.

      “What?” Hawk asked.

      “There’s a reason why you’re so good at what you do—as long as you don’t do anything stupid.”

      “Well, I did something stupid back there in Cambodia, letting my guard down for just a few minutes. I never would’ve imagined that Decker would get samples of our DNA to create a virus tailored to us.”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong,” Big Earv said.

      “We could’ve been more vigilant.”

      “Sometimes you can’t imagine a face of evil until you’ve actually seen it.”

      “Modern medicine sure is a mixed bag, isn’t it?” Hawk said. “One minute it’s saving us all from a debilitating disease, while the next it’s putting all our lives in danger from the diabolical scheming of a single madman.”

      Big Earv stared at the floor. “One bad apple, as they say.”

      “We’re gonna make sure this one doesn’t get a chance to unleash his horrors on the planet.”

      “We need to call Morgan and let her know about our plan.”

      “Already tried,” Hawk said.

      “And?”

      “Couldn’t reach her, which is very odd.”

      “Maybe Mia knows where she is,” Big Earv suggested.

      “Let’s call her now. We need to let someone at the office know that we’re still alive.”

      Hawk grabbed the plane’s satellite phone and dialed Mia’s number.

      “It’s good to hear your voice,” Mia said. “I was starting to wonder if I needed to call in some favors to get an extraction team.”

      “We’re all safe,” Hawk said, “though Alex is a little shaken up after this virus.”

      He recounted how they’d escaped TipTop Research and all their evasions along the way, ending by updating her on Alex’s status.

      “Now what?” Mia asked.

      “We need your help,” Hawk said. “You must warn all those Federal Reserve Bank employees that they’re all in danger.”

      “I’m on it,” Mia said. “But we’ve got some bigger problems here of our own.”
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        * * *

      

      MIA COLLAPSED back in her chair and exhaled. The frantic scramble to let the bank workers know they were all in danger sent her heart racing. Fortunately, everyone was either at work or accounted for, according to the bank supervisor, who assured Mia he would pass the message along. She wasn’t convinced he would actually do that, making her consider hacking into the system and putting out a memo. Ultimately, she decided against the move, knowing the fallout would put her in a predicament if nothing ever happened—which was also a strong possibility given that Hawk sounded determined to do something about it.

      But Morgan’s lack of response to several attempts to communicate, both voice and text, left Mia uneasy.

      She dialed Morgan’s number again and crossed her fingers.

      “Mia, I’m so sorry I didn’t respond to your messages sooner,” Morgan said upon answering the call. “It’s just that—”

      “You don’t owe me an explanation,” Mia said. “We were just concerned about you. It’s not like you to go silent on us for so long.”

      “I wouldn’t have if I hadn’t been kidnapped and interrogated,” Morgan said.

      She detailed how she was captured and got away as well as all that she learned in the process.

      “I’m starting to feel a little left out,” Mia said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Seems like I’m the only one who hasn’t been tied up by some foreign agent lately. You and also Hawk and Alex, and—”

      “Are Hawk and Alex okay?” Morgan asked.

      “They’re fine, though they have some stories to tell.”

      “What kind of stories?”

      “It’s probably best that they relate the story to you themselves. But the bottom line is that they’re fine now.”

      “I’ll look forward to hearing that.”

      “Yes,” Mia began, “but in the meantime, you won’t be looking forward to dealing with another developing mess we have on our hands here at headquarters.”

      “Feels like I’m a firefighter today. Go ahead. Lay it on me.”

      “Last night during the security shift change, Nikintin broke out.”

      “How is that even possible?”

      “I don’t know,” Mia said. “I just know it happened and he’s on the lam again.”

      “I’ll deal with it,” Morgan said. “You just make sure the bank has all its ducks in a row before the shit hits the fan.”

      Mia ended the call and scrawled down a short list of everything she needed to do.

      Suddenly, everything seemed urgent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      WASHINGTON, D.C

      President Bullock checked his watch as he sat in the Oval Office awaiting the arrival of reporter Abby Gaines. He pursed his lips as he scanned the walls, staring at the pictures of him with various celebrities and other political stars. The images seemed somewhat surreal to Bullock, equally shocking and satisfying. Becoming president of the United States was never something he imagined in his wildest dreams, but here he was, comfortable in the Oval Office and hoping that what he was about to do could extend his time here.

      He looked up when he heard a knock at his door.

      “Come in,” he said.

      “Sir, Miss Abby Gaines is here to see you,” Bullock’s assistant said.

      He stepped aside, making room for Gaines to enter the room. Her golden locks weren’t as thick as before, the sheen gone undoubtedly from years of dyeing them. Working in cable television well into her early forties was a questionable move yet one that had ravaged her youthful appearance. But she was every bit as breathtaking as the moment she glided down the aisle when she prepared to marry the first of her eventual five husbands, battling producers, all of whom she’d outlasted, and news directors would always leave an indelible mark. And other than her hair, none of it seemed to make any difference to Abby. Even Bullock still gasped a little when his eyes fell on her as she entered the room.

      “Mr. President,” she said, hustling over to him with her hand held out, “sorry that I’m a few minutes late. One day maybe I’ll have a motorcade everywhere I go.”

      Bullock shook her hand and then laughed. “And would you believe I’m still late more often than not?”

      She wagged her index finger at him. “When you’re president, you’re never late. Everyone else is just early.”

      “Tell that to my handlers,” he said as he gestured toward the chair across from him and sat down.

      Abby ran her hands along the back of her legs, smoothing out her skirt before taking a seat. “I’ll bet they wouldn’t give me the time of day.”

      He eased into a smile. “Probably not. So, are you ready to chat?”

      She surveyed the room for a moment. “Are you sure you don’t want to reconsider using cameras?”

      “Need I remind you, this isn’t a rehearsed interview,” he said. “In fact, those beloved handlers of mine have no idea that I’m having this little chat with you. Just record our voices. That’ll be enough to rock the world.”

      “But video would be even better.”

      He arched his eyebrows, his way of subtly asking if she even wanted to conduct the interview.

      “Okay, okay,” she said. “Audio only.”

      Abby gave a brief introduction, akin to the type she gives on live television, and started with the first question.

      “Now, correct me if I’m wrong, Mr. President, but I believe that your good name has been sullied by other news organizations.”

      “Correct,” he said with an emphatic nod.

      “And you want to set the record right today?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “In particular to the allegations that you killed someone when you were younger in an unfortunate accident?”

      “Yes, Miss Gaines, that’s correct. I was on a small ski boat when I was sixteen, doing things that teenagers shouldn’t do but do anyways.”

      “But you didn’t kill anyone?”

      “No,” he said. “And there are court records to prove it.”

      “So, what’s the full story?”

      Bullock recounted that day, struggling at times to get through the difficult portion of the accusations levied against him regarding Chet. The president swallowed hard before sharing the truth about Harry Rutherford and how his wealthy family had bullied the judicial system into charging Bullock. Despite the manufactured charges, Bullock emerged relatively unscathed and stronger than ever.

      “That must’ve taken a lot of courage,” Abby said. “So, what exactly did you learn from this instance that’s still guiding your administration today?”

      Bullock licked his lips before continuing. “More than anything, it’s taught me to fight for the little person, the average man or woman who knows what it’s like to fight a behemoth with seemingly unlimited resources. People of power and privilege can’t relate to the plight of the common American, but I can. I was the one struggling to make ends meet with a single mother. I was the one who scrapped and saved to get through school instead of getting it all handed to me, a la Harry Rutherford.”

      As the words left Bullock’s mouth, he knew they would come back to haunt him like an ever-present torturous spirit. But he didn’t care. He’d never gotten over Harry Rutherford’s betrayal.

      When they finished the interview and turned off the recorder, she shook her head and smiled. “That is the most candid interview I’ve ever conducted with a sitting politician. That took a lot of guts.”

      “I appreciate the opportunity to share my story.”

      “My pleasure,” she said. “But I have to ask why you didn’t do this earlier.”

      “Maybe because this is the first time in my life that I’ve felt like the Rutherfords couldn’t touch me. Over the years, they’ve tried to ruin me, attacking my character and integrity, not to mention giving obscene amounts of money to my political opponents. It’s all there in the financial records of each candidate, so you can look that up for yourself.”

      “I believe you.”

      “It’s just that when you’re bullied, you never forget it. The pain, the humiliation, the powerlessness, the fear—all those moments where you’re helpless and everyone is laughing at you—it never leaves you. But it’s driven me in ways I never expected. And it’s also helped me relate to the situation of millions of Americans who get trampled underfoot by our legal system, our ruthless corporations, and the rich elites.”

      “Some might suggest you’re one of them now.”

      Bullock looked up and let out an exasperated breath. “I’ll always be an outsider to those bastards, even long after I leave the power of this office behind. And I hope that they feel the brunt of this administration’s unquenchable thirst for justice.”

      Abby drew back, her brow furrowed. “I didn’t know a president could ever feel that way.”

      “Just because I made it to the top doesn’t mean I want to try and fit in here,” he said. “I want my life to matter not because I became president but because I did something with it when I was.”

      She shook Bullock’s hand. “I’ve never told any politician this, especially following an interview, and I know this isn’t very professional of me—but you have my vote, sir. And if you ever need anything else ever again, please don’t hesitate to call.”

      “You’ll be the first one I reach out to you,” Bullock said. “That much I can assure you of.”

      Once Abby left, Bullock collapsed in his chair, exhausted from recounting the most painful event in his life. But he was also buoyed by the fact that his story was finally getting out there—and the narrative that he was a killer would be squelched once Abby went public with her report.

      Bullock hoped the rest of the skeletons in his closet remained there for good. However, that hope was quickly dashed when a call from Zippy McMillan was patched through to Bullock’s phone about an hour later.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Zippy asked as soon as Bullock answered.

      “Leading the country,” Bullock said.

      “Not very well if you’re wasting time by giving out flowery interviews to Abby Gaines.”

      “You looked at my schedule today and didn’t try to warn me about this ahead of time?”

      “I’m too busy trying to get you re-elected and now will be working to undo all the damage you did with that ridiculous interview.”

      “Have you even heard it?”

      “I got a summary from one of my friends at her network. Are you out of your mind?”

      “What’s wrong with telling my story? It helps connect me to the average American, makes me seem real and down to earth.”

      “It makes you seem weak,” Zippy said. “Nobody wants to follow a leader like that.”

      “Have you seen the focus group reports lately? Voters think I’m an elitist, another typical Washington politician who’s filthy rich and out of touch. Those ideas are patently false, and I needed to put them to rest.”

      “What you needed to do was let me pick your interviews and strategize on what you should say. But instead you went rogue, and now I’m going to be dealing with the fallout of this interview probably until this campaign is over.”

      Bullock clenched his fists in an effort to suppress his rising anger. He took a deep breath before saying calmly what he should’ve said at least a week earlier.

      “Zippy, I sought you out for this job because I thought you would be the perfect person for it, someone who understands me and shares a similar vision for the country. But I know that’s not true now. It’s time for us to part ways.”

      “I’m urging you to change your mind,” Zippy said.

      “Your recent attitude and reaction to what I’ve done has only solidified my resolve to sever ties with you. Good luck in whatever you do next, but it’s time we went our separate ways.”

      “You’re going to regret this, Charles.”

      Bullock ended the call. He pursed his lips as he stared out the window. After a few minutes of quiet contemplation, he knew what he had to do, even though it would cause a firestorm in Washington once the news finally broke. However, he hoped to keep that as quiet as possible for as long as possible.

      He made another call.

      “Do it,” Bullock said before hanging up.
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        * * *

      

      ZIPPY McMILLAN PACED the floor of his office, growling as he marched from one end to the other. At any minute, one of Bullock’s staffers would walk through the door and escort Zippy to the door. He lumbered down to the copy room and grabbed a box, one large enough to toss his belongings into. As he picked through the items on his desk he wanted to keep, he discovered he’d grabbed much too large of a box. At another time in his life, he would’ve wanted to keep everything as a reminder of his time working on the campaign. But he’d spent most of his retirement trying to forget about what he’d done in Washington.

      In the end, Zippy found a few things he wanted to take with him before sending all his files to his personal computer and shutting down his laptop. He added it to the box before taking one final look around the office. Then he stopped and considered how much information he was leaving on his desk that Bullock’s opponents might want. He grabbed a few more file folders and then prepared to leave, scooping up the box and lugging it toward the door. But before he could open the door, it swung open and he was greeted by Carl Kapler and a handful of FBI agents.

      “Come on, Carl,” Zippy said. “Don’t you think bringing in the FBI to escort me out of here is a little over the top?”

      “They’re not here to escort you out of the building,” Kapler said. “They’re here to escort you to prison.”

      Zippy furrowed his brow and drew back. “Prison?”

      “Yes, Mr. McMillan,” one of the FBI agents said, “you’re under arrest on charges of treason.”

      “Treason? Are you out of your mind?”

      The agent scowled. “Mr. McMillan, do you know a woman by the name of Jing Zhou?”

      Zippy said nothing.

      “I’ll take your silence as a yes. I’m sure you also know that she’s a Chinese spy.”

      Zippy shook his head and offered a faint smile. He’d overplayed his hand with Bullock and lost.

      Maybe you’ll make a good president after all, Charles.
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      WASHINGTON, D.C

      Robert Besserman received a call on his phone and plugged one ear as he strained to hear the man on the other end amidst the sirens blaring in the night. In a matter of minutes, the flaming building would be surrounded with a hive of activity, all working seamlessly together to douse the raging fire and administer medical aid to anyone who needed it. But everyone on his team was fine, focused on hunting down Jenkins.

      Someone had reported to local police seeing a white Camry fleeing the scene just moments after the explosion. That was all the lead Besserman’s officers needed to engage in a joint pursuit of the vehicle with Metro police. But Besserman remained behind, pacing the ground as he pondered how Jenkins had managed to fool them. His phone buzzed, interrupting his thought.

      “Where are you?” Mallory asked as he answered the call.

      “I’m still at the warehouse,” he said.

      “Waiting for the emergency response team?”

      “I’m actually trying to sort out how Jenkins did it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He was here,” Besserman said. “He had to be. We tracked my phone—and it didn’t leave the grounds before it went dead.”

      “He probably put your phone near the blast site,” she said.

      “But that doesn’t explain why the tracker keeps transmitting its location.”

      “You know how durable those things are? Remember the one that was on the phone of one of our agents who happened to be in one of the World Trade Center towers on 9/11? That thing beeped for a week before we found everything around it nearly incinerated.”

      “Have you found the car yet?”

      “Not yet, but we’re still heading in the general direction it was last reported traveling,” she said. “We’re working with the city’s traffic cams to see if we can pinpoint the location. You going to join us?”

      “Only if you catch the bastard. Until then, I’m going to poke around here and see if I can figure out why Jenkins would’ve led us here.”

      “I doubt there’s much to it other than it made a great place to entrap and kill some CIA officers.”

      “You’re probably right, but I want to make sure. There’s something about all of today’s events that aren’t sitting right with me. I’ll be in touch.”

      Besserman ended the call and pocketed his phone. He sighed as he surveyed the hunk of fiery metal. The stench of charred aluminum burned his nose, the heat from the flames made him slightly uncomfortable. In an instant, the quest to uncover the agency’s mole had transformed into a pursuit of an unhinged traitor, whose end game remained a mystery even if his ties to The Alliance weren’t.

      As Besserman studied the area once more, he found it an odd choice. There was only a single way out as the road that passed in front of the facility was a one-way street. Based on the activity from Besserman’s phone, Jenkins had been there in the moments leading up to the explosion. But something didn’t add up for Besserman.

      Surely, Jenkins didn’t blow himself up.

      That idea seemed highly unlikely to Besserman given what he knew about his officer. Jenkins had a file full of commendations for various missions. For him to decide to help The Alliance defied credulity, even as Besserman had come to accept that as fact. But was Jenkins actually so committed to the cause that he would die for it?

      If Jenkins intended to blow up a warehouse with CIA officers in it, he had to know a manhunt would ensue. So, why lure officers to a location with such limited escape routes?

      Besserman put his hands on his hips as he looked around once more. Fire trucks stormed through the open gate and pulled up near the building. In a matter of seconds, firefighters poured out of the engine and scrambled to get control of the fire that had reignited in one section of the building.

      Besserman eyed a small building near the edge of the property’s chain link fence. He estimated the unit was twenty feet square. As he pressed his face against a small window, he strained to see what was inside. He used the flashlight from his phone to illuminate the area, which looked like little more than a maintenance shed. Tools lined the wall, affixed to it via a peg board. Larger tools were stacked neatly against a worktable that stretched the length of three walls. While taking inventory of everything he saw, Besserman then noticed a small handle attached to the concrete floor.

      With the firefighters scurrying in every direction behind him, Besserman knew no one was paying him any attention. He stepped back and fired a couple of rounds at the deadbolt on the door, destroying the lock. Once inside, he walked over to the handle and gave it a quick tug. He felt it give and noticed the outline in the concrete.

      Instead of charging down into the area, Besserman took a different approach. He pulled the pin on a flash bang before tossing it into the basement area. After a few seconds, he heard a muffled bang and a groan from a person.

      Besserman flipped open the door and hustled down a short ladder, leading to the hidden compartment beneath the shed. There he found Carter Jenkins on his hands and knees, struggling amidst a haze that hung low in the room. Besserman rushed over to Jenkins and kicked him in the head, knocking him out.

      Besserman kicked Jenkins’ weapon aside and then pulled up a chair in front of the CIA officer’s limp body, waiting for him to regain consciousness. After a couple of minutes, Jenkins woke up.

      “What happened?” he asked aloud as he pushed himself up, eyes squinting, face grimacing.

      “You got caught,” Besserman said with a smirk.

      “Is that what you think you did?” Jenkins asked.

      “Given your current situation, yes.”

      “I could overpower you again if I wanted.”

      “Not this time,” Besserman said.

      “You’re right because I wanted to get you alone, see if I could talk some sense into you.”

      “You wanted to get me alone? You already had your chance at the museum. It was the perfect time for you to speak your mind.”

      “I’m not here to speak my mind. I’m here to convince you to join me at The Alliance.”

      “Your story is getting less believable by the second,” Besserman said, “especially since you no longer have need for my phone or access card.”

      “The latter is true, but there’s still plenty of value in you. The Alliance wants you and isn’t going to take no for an answer.”

      “They’ll have to since my loyalty isn’t up for sale.”

      Jenkins pursed his lips. “Are you sure about that?”

      “I’ve never been more sure about anything in my life.”

      “You don’t know what these people can do to you—and what they can do for you, too, if you’re willing to comply.”

      “If they want compliance, they want submission. And I’m not willing to cede control of that to any single entity in my life, especially The Alliance.”

      “This is a decision you’re going to regret,” Jenkins said.

      “And why’s that?”

      “Because it’s going to cost you your life.”

      “I doubt that.”

      Jenkins lunged for his gun. He was able to get his hands on it before Besserman squeezed the trigger. He didn’t stop until he’d emptied all the ammunition in his weapon into Jenkins.

      “Now, let’s see what you were up to,” Besserman said.

      In Jenkins’ pocket was a small piece of paper with a phone number scrawled on it. Besserman dialed Mallory’s number.

      “Still no dice, boss,” she said.

      “You’re not gonna find it out there,” he said. “Jenkins is dead.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I shot him myself.”

      “You what?”

      “It’s a long story, but I have a number I want you to look up for me.”

      “Fire away.”

      Besserman gave her the number. Within a matter of minutes, she called him back.

      “I’m not sure this is much to go on,” she said, “because this is a burner phone.”

      “Great,” Besserman said with a sigh.

      “However, it isn’t all bad news,” she said. “It’s a burner that’s being used near Washington—and it’s been active in the past twenty-four hours.”

      “It’s not much,” Besserman said. “But it’s something to look into.”

      He ended the call and then towered over Jenkins’ lifeless body.

      “So much promise,” Besserman said before clucking his tongue. “But such a sad end.”

      He climbed up the steps of the basement and resurfaced. For now, the threat was over. But it felt as if he’d just scratched the surface of what was really going to happen.
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      FEDERAL RESERVE BANK | KANSAS CITY

      Yuri Nikintin inspected his pair of eye glasses, blasting a hot breath over each side before wiping them clean with his tie. The spectacles were nothing but a prop, all designed to help him fit in and not draw any unwanted attention upon entering Kansas City. Not that he was really in danger of being found out. With the two children of bank president Charlotte Morton being held at gunpoint, she would do whatever was necessary to insure their safety.

      Nikintin smiled at the thought of it. After years of wandering from despot to dictator and vigilante to villain, he’d found his tribe. Ruthless, focused, relentless—all traits necessary to achieve greatness. And he’d found at least one of those severely lacking among every other organization he’d ever contracted for. That wasn’t the case with The Alliance. Nikintin was just moments away from literally walking into the Federal Reserve Bank and beginning a silent heist.

      After one final glance in the mirror, he grabbed his briefcase and strode toward the door of his hotel room, a short walk of three blocks to the Kansas City branch of the Federal Reserve Bank. He kept his head down as he passed several construction sites, an attempt to bring the city’s vacant lots and dilapidated buildings into the twenty-first century. The sun glinted off the glass of a nearby skyscraper causing Nikintin to shade his eyes. He made a mental note to wear sunglasses instead the next day.

      As he strode up the steps to the bank, he flashed his access badge before placing it under a scanner. The machine chirped before the security guard glanced at his terminal and then waved him through.

      “First day on the job?” the guard asked.

      Nikintin pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Is it that obvious?”

      “Well, every briefcase must be checked,” he said as he pointed to the conveyor belt.

      “Sorry,” Nikintin said, hunching his shoulders and forcing a grin. “Must’ve gotten a little too excited about starting my morning.”

      “Of course,” the guard said. “It’s not a problem. We’ll just take a peek and you’ll be on your way.”

      After the guard ran Nikintin’s briefcase through the x-ray device, he handed it back to the hacker.

      “You have a wonderful day, Mr.—”

      The guard squinted as he read Nikintin’s badge.

      “Mr. Scott,” Nikintin said.

      “So it is,” the guard said as he removed his glasses and cleaned them. “Maybe it’s time to get my prescription re-evaluated. You have a good day, sir.”

      Nikintin nodded and continued, striding into the building. He found Morton along a back hallway, just like they’d planned to meet. She assured him that it was one of just a handful of blind spots among the bank’s security cameras and would allow them to connect without drawing suspicion. He thanked her and then entered the private office she had reserved for him.

      He set aside the morning for testing despite The Alliance’s demands that he begin work immediately. Nikintin had ripped off enough banks to know that a bold approach would always result in failure. Siphoning off small amounts of money through multiple transactions was the best way to steal money without getting caught. In fact, most of the financial institutions that Nikintin stole from never even knew what happened. With more than forty thousand banks worldwide, he understood that you didn’t need to take much from each one in order to amass a fortune. But gaining wealth wasn’t exactly the end goal on this particular assignment.

      Nikintin pecked away at the keyboard and watched the numbers whir. Over the next several hours, he installed a program and watched it work. No alarm bells were set off, no adjustment by internal security programs designed to catch anomalies. Nothing suggested that anyone paying close attention could see what was happening right in front of their faces.

      Just after 1:00 p.m., he closed his laptop and entered the hallway. Charlotte Morton was standing outside waiting on him, staring at her watch.

      “I let you do this, now it’s time you let me speak with my daughters,” she said in a hushed tone.

      “Patience, Mrs. Morton,” Nikintin said. “They’ll be returned to you unharmed tomorrow afternoon following the completion of my assignment.”

      “You act as if you’re some secret agent.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe I am, just not for your side. Good day, ma’am.”

      Nikintin sidestepped the bank president and walked toward the exit. The security guard he’d spoken with earlier tipped his cap at Nikintin.

      “See you tomorrow, Mr. Scott,” the man said.

      “Indeed you will.”

      Nikintin still had plenty of work to do. He’d already won his freedom just for being brazen enough to accept the job. If he pulled it off tomorrow, he’d be a legend.
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      KANSAS CITY

      Hawk stroked his freshly-minted goatee, the result of being cursed with facial hair that grew at the speed of kudzu. Alex made him tidy up his week-long growth, the compromise resulting in a rugged appearance that still felt foreign to him. He rapped on the front door of the house and waited for the homeowner to answer.

      Alex, wearing a sly grin, nudged him with her elbow. “You clean up nice.”

      “I think you just like my scruffy face right now,” he said.

      “It’s more in line with who you are. That clean-shaven look is deceptive. Without that goatee, you look more likely to deliver milk to someone’s doorstep than disembowel them with your KA-BAR 1218.”

      “This woman isn’t a combatant, remember?”

      “Yeah, but you’ll scare the hell outta her. That much I guarantee.”

      Hawk huffed a laugh through his nose and shook his head subtly. “There’s a reason I married you, honey.”

      The sound of locks clicking made Hawk and Alex take a step back. Seconds later, the front door to the Tudor-style house swung open.

      The woman standing in front of them, Charlotte Morton, kept both hands behind her back, her lips quivering.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      “Mrs. Morton,” Alex said, taking the lead in an effort to put the woman at ease, “we’re here on behalf of the CIA. We’d like to ask you a few questions about the events at your bank branch over the past few days.”

      Hawk watched Morton closely.

      “Would you mind showing me some identification?” she asked.

      “Of course,” Alex said as she flashed her credentials. Hawk did likewise.

      “Just a moment,” Charlotte said before she closed the door and locked it again.

      “What’s she doing?” Alex asked in a hushed tone.

      “Probably putting up that weapon she was hiding behind her back?”

      Alex arched an eyebrow. “You saw it?”

      “Not exactly, but I could tell it was there,” Hawk said. “Did you see her hands held firmly behind her back? She didn’t make any gesture to greet us with a handshake. There’s no doubt she was holding a gun—and she looked like she might’ve been prepared to use it too.”

      “Thank goodness it didn’t come to that,” Alex said, “especially since we’re here to help her.”

      A few seconds later, the door eased open again. This time, Charlotte gestured for her unexpected guests to join her inside. Hawk paused before he entered, staring at the SUV with tinted windows parked across the street.

      “This is a little unorthodox,” Charlotte said as she tucked a loose tendril of her brown hair behind her ear. “Don’t you normally make these visits at work?”

      “This can’t wait, Mrs. Morton,” Alex said as she sat down.

      Hawk picked up a doll and moved it aside before he joined Alex on the couch.

      “How old is your daughter?” Hawk asked as he held up the doll.

      “I have two of them actually,” Charlotte said. “Seven-year-old twin girls.”

      “Then I hope we’re not interrupting your evening time with them,” Alex said. “I know that’s often my favorite part of the day with my son.”

      “No, they’re at their grandparents tonight. My husband just left to take them over there.”

      “If that’s the case, I guess we can talk candidly,” Hawk said. “And I’ll cut to the chase, Mrs. Morton. We’re here today because—”

      “I know, I know,” she said. “There’s a threat to our branch and you want to make sure we’re on guard.”

      “That’s right,” Hawk said. “But I wanted to warn you because these people are ruthless.”

      “You think we’re physically in danger?” Charlotte asked.

      “Most definitely,” Alex said. “All our intel is pointing to The Alliance being the ones involved in some type of plot against this bank.”

      “Why the Kansas City branch?” Charlotte asked.

      Alex shrugged. “We’re not sure why yet, but we’re just certain that something’s going to happen.”

      Charlotte nodded. “That’s not exactly comforting.”

      “Sometimes the why isn’t readily apparent,” Hawk said. “But the what matters most in an instance like this.”

      “What exactly do you expect me to do about this?” Charlotte asked.

      “Alert your staff,” he said. “Encourage them to be extra vigilant in case they’re approached by any strangers. Lock all their doors and be careful.”

      “You make it sound like they’re going to start snatching our employees off the street. If I go and tell this to our staff, I might have a hundred people apply for a transfer tomorrow.”

      “They don’t need a hundred people, Mrs. Morton,” Hawk said. “They just need one—if it’s the right one. Now, you haven’t been approached by anyone lately, have you?”

      “If I had, I would’ve definitely reported it. But I appreciate the extra warning in person. Quite frankly, this is all starting to scare me.”

      “That’s not necessarily our intent,” Alex said, “but you should be scared. The ability these people have to gain control of someone’s life is terrifying. As we’ve been working to destroy this organization, we’ve come across more than our fair share of lifelong patriots who’ve succumbed to the strong-arm tactics utilized by Alliance operatives. Don’t think for one second that you’re immune. All they have to do is find your weak spot and apply just the right pressure.”

      “I will notify our staff of this threat and urge them to be vigilant,” Charlotte said. “If I have to process a hundred transfers tomorrow, I guess that’s better than having someone get coerced into doing something they don’t want to.”

      Hawk slapped his knee. “Excellent. That’s what we like to hear.”

      Then he leaned forward.

      “We also need some help from you,” he said, eyeing Charlotte closely. “We need to be brought on board as employees.”

      “Employees?”

      Hawk nodded. “If you said we were there from headquarters, some of your employees might get suspicious. But if we’re new workers, maybe just grunt workers inputting data or something mundane like that, our presence won’t be scrutinized, if you understand what I’m saying.”

      She sighed. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “No,” Hawk said, “that’s not good enough. You need to assure us that tomorrow we’ll be able to have unfettered access to the facility and all your employees.”

      He handed her a flash drive.

      “This contains the address for our hotel and the photos we want to use for our access badges,” Hawk said. “Get credentials made tonight and courier them to our hotel. This is urgent and I’m not sure you quite get the implications of what can happen if we don’t stop this.”

      “I’m all too aware,” Charlotte said. “But I’m not sure I can get this done tonight.”

      “I believe you can,” Alex said as she and Hawk stood. “If you have any questions or someone does approach you, please call us. We’ll be more than happy to assist you.”

      “Of course,” Charlotte said as she glanced down at the address Hawk had given her. “I’ll get you your credentials later and let’s keep our fingers crossed that nothing happens tonight.”

      Hawk and Alex didn’t speak until they got in the car.

      “Something’s not right,” Hawk said.

      He gave a quick glance at the SUV before igniting the engine.

      “I thought she was hiding something too,” Alex said.

      “Guess we’ll find out tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      THE NEXT MORNING, Hawk and Alex donned their disguises as they prepared for the day. Hawk wore glasses and a goatee, his hair dyed to give a salt-and-pepper look. Alex also wore a pair of glasses, contacts to color her eyes hazel, and a red wig.

      As Alex was affixing her wig, she stopped and looked at Hawk.

      “Not bad,” she said. “Let’s hope you still look that good when your hair starts to gray.”

      He smiled. “I never pictured you as a ginger, but I have to say you might have to keep that wig around.”

      Alex rolled her eyes. “Let’s stay focused, shall we? We’ve got a big day ahead.”

      As they finished getting ready, they marched through the lobby where they spotted Big Earv, who’d been sent to help. He gave them a sly wink before returning to reading his newspaper.

      Hawk and Alex walked across the parking lot to their rental car.

      “I feel naked right now,” Hawk said as he opened Alex’s door.

      “Naked?”

      “It’s how I always feel when I don’t have my weapon on me.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      Charlotte Morton was clear in her message that accompanied their credentials that if they were going to try and blend in with her employees at the bank, guns would not be permitted. It complicated their mission but didn’t make it impossible. If Nikintin or any other members of The Alliance intended to rob the Kansas City branch of the Federal Reserve Bank, they would do it digitally. Walking out the front door with bags of money was inconceivable if not a logistical nightmare to pull off. But a guy on a laptop? He was ten times more dangerous.

      As he started to drive, Hawk activated their coms and then patched in Mia.

      “You ready?” Hawk asked her.

      “All you have to do is get me near that mainframe,” she said. “I’ll take it from there.”

      “Just be on standby,” Alex said.

      Once they reached the bank, Hawk placed his briefcase on the conveyor belt at the employee security station.

      The guard operating the x-ray machine bit his lip as he studied the image on his screen.

      “At least some new people here understand how this process works,” the guard said to no one in particular.

      Hawk meandered closer to the man to inquire about what he meant.

      “Lots of attrition here?” Hawk asked.

      “Hardly ever, which is why it’s so weird we’ve had three new employees start in the last couple of days,” the guard said. “I pride myself on knowing every employee’s name here, but if you throw three at me at one time? I’m not sure I can handle that.”

      “Ron Dumas,” Hawk said as he offered his hand.

      “That’s an easy one,” the guard said before turning toward Alex. “And you are?”

      “Misty Inabinet,” she said.

      “Ron and Misty, Ron and Misty,” the guard repeated. “I’m gonna remember you two tomorrow.”

      “That’s quite a talent,” Hawk said. “Say, you don’t happen to remember the name of the other new employee who started yesterday, do you?”

      “Yeah, it was, uh—hold on, it’s coming to me. His name was Scott. Yeah, that was it. Mr. Scott. So if you see him today, go introduce yourselves since he won’t know that you’re new either.”

      “I’ll be sure to say hello,” Hawk said. “You have a good day, sir.”

      Once Hawk and Alex turned the corner, she cut a quick glance at him.

      “Mr. Scott? You think that’s our guy?” she asked.

      “It’s a good place to start,” Hawk said.

      Hawk and Alex marched down the corridor and took the elevator up to the executive floor. They blew right past a protesting assistant and barged into the president’s office.

      “What are you two doing in here?” Charlotte asked as she stood from behind her desk. “You can’t just charge in here whenever you like. There’s a sense of decorum around here and—”

      “Spare us the lecture,” Hawk said.

      “If you think someone has infiltrated our ranks and you want to stay incognito, you can’t just bust into my office. People are going to talk.”

      “I’m thinking we don’t need to stay incognito now,” Hawk said. “We just need to know where to find Mr. Scott.”

      “I’m sorry—who?”

      “Mr. Scott,” Hawk repeated.

      “I’m not sure I recall anyone by that name on our payroll.”

      “Well, you may have bigger problems than you know because your security guard downstairs, who remembers everyone’s name, told me that a Mr. Scott started here yesterday.”

      “Okay, okay,” Charlotte said. “Let me call down to HR and see what they know. I’ll find you guys and—”

      “No, you’re doing this now,” Hawk said. “We don’t have any time to waste.”

      Hawk and Alex glanced around the room, trying to look away from Charlotte as she placed the phone call to her human resources director.

      “Okay, thank you, Sandy. We’ll await your call,” Charlotte said before she hung up.

      Then she turned toward Hawk and Alex. “So, turns out we do have a Mr. Scott. We’re not sure where he’s at today, but he’s supposedly on campus.”

      “Have him escorted to your office so we can discuss what’s happening with him,” Hawk said.

      “I can’t do that,” Charlotte protested. “It’ll definitely tip him off that I’m on to him. Plus, we don’t know where he is yet.”

      “Something tells me that our Mr. Scott already knows what side you’re on.”

      Alex produced a copy of Nikintin’s picture from her coat pocket. “Does this guy look familiar?”

      Charlotte winced. “I’m not sure. That could be him. Hard to say. I don’t interact with everyone in this office and didn’t hire him either. Can you conduct your investigation without it appearing like we’re on a witch hunt? They already know something is going on based on the branch-wide email I sent out last night.”

      “You’ve got a point,” Hawk said. “We’ll begin this morning with a low-key investigation, but we’d still like to cross paths with him, even if serendipitously, if you know what I mean.”

      “As soon as I find out what office he’s working in today I’ll text you with his location.”

      Hawk and Alex thanked Charlotte for her time before turning toward the door.

      “Before you go,” Charlotte said, “you might find this useful.”

      She offered them a security card.

      “What’s this for?” Hawk asked as he took it.

      “There are certain places you won’t be able to enter without it,” she said. “If you can’t go where you need to go, you’re going to be requesting a security escort every five minutes—that would definitely look suspicious.”

      “If Mr. Scott, or anyone else for that matter, is trying to rip off this bank, we’ll find ’em,” Hawk said. “You can take that to the bank.”

      Alex jabbed him in the ribs with an elbow without saying a word. He glanced at her and smiled, knowing she’d caught his cheap dad joke.

      “Let’s get to work,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      CHARLOTTE WAITED until Hawk and Alex were gone before she dialed Mr. Scott’s number.

      “A call from the boss,” he said as he answered his cell phone, “I must be doing something right this morning.”

      “I haven’t heard my children’s voices in the past twelve hours and I’m starting to get a little antsy,” she said.

      “Hold on,” the man said.

      After a brief pause, the line clicked and a third party with an unknown number joined. Immediately, she recognized the voices of her twin daughters, Olivia and Madison.

      “Mommy, we love you!” Olivia said.

      “When will we get to see you again?” Madison asked.

      “I love you both,” Charlotte said. “Hang in there. I’ll see you—”

      A click made her pause.

      “It’s just us again,” the man said. “Happy now?”

      She said nothing.

      “Just remember that if I don’t finish this job, you won’t see your girls again.”

      “I haven’t forgotten,” Charlotte said. “That’s why I’m warning you that there are two federal agents prowling around our branch today. Just be on the lookout for them. Their names are Dumas and Inabinet. If you see them, remain calm. They don’t know anything.”

      “You better be right.”
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        * * *

      

      HAWK LOCATED their temporary desks and wasted no time in jamming a flash drive into his desktop. He activated his coms to let Mia know the task had been completed.

      “You seeing anything?” Hawk asked after a couple of minutes.

      He heard some clattering on the keyboard followed by a gasp.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “That sneaky bastard,” Mia said.

      “Is he stealing any money yet?” Alex asked.

      “Oh yeah. Millions and millions of dollars are whooshing out of the fed’s coffers and into a private account in the Cayman Islands.”

      “How come nobody has caught them yet?” Hawk asked.

      “They’re skimming right now,” Mia said. “They’re just testing the waters to see how far they can push this before the system alerts somebody.”

      “But you found it?” Alex asked.

      “If you were looking for it, you’d see it too,” Mia said. “But this is an ingenious way to steal money that I don’t think a bank’s security program would catch. It’s very unconventional.”

      “How so?” Alex asked.

      “To do this without getting caught, you’d have to be on site,” Mia said. “And since most cyber security hacks of banks occur offsite, the chances of this happening are incredibly low. But Nikintin is in the building, so you’ve got a different animal.”

      “Can you locate what computer it’s coming from?” Hawk asked.

      Hawk listened as Mia’s fingers whirred across her keyboard.

      “Okay, I’ve found something,” she announced. “Looks like twelfth floor in the transfers department.”

      “If that’s not on the nose, I don’t know what is,” Hawk said. “Keep monitoring things. We’ll go see if we can detain him.”

      Hawk and Alex took the elevator to the twelfth floor and inquired about Mr. Scott. The administrative assistant at the front desk pointed them in Nikintin’s direction. However, once they arrived at his cubicle, he was gone, his screen filled with a spreadsheet.

      “You two lookin’ for Mr. Scott?” asked a man as he rose out of a cubicle a few feet away.

      He was working over a piece of gum and looking Alex up and down.

      “Is this his desk?” Alex asked.

      The man nodded. “Seems like a pretty popular guy around here.”

      “Is that so?” Hawk asked.

      “Yeah. I’ve been here eight years and never once had a visitor. I mean, we’re in the transfers division. Nobody ever comes here unless they’re mad about something. But with this Mr. Scott guy—I don’t even know what the hell his first name is—he gets a visit from the president yesterday. And now here you two are, poking around in his stuff.”

      “Maybe we’ll just come back by later,” Alex said.

      “Nah, just leave him a message,” the man said. “Just write your name and phone number on a sticky note and I’ll make sure he gets it.”

      Alex sighed and rolled her eyes. “Do your lame attempts at picking up fellow employees actually work?”

      The man flushed red. “I mean, sometimes, I guess. Is it working with you?”

      “Maybe I could send my husband down here—a former military special ops agent—and he could give you a more pointed response.”

      “Nope,” he said, raising his hands in the air, “message received.”

      He paused and glanced at Nikintin’s screen.

      “You know that’s a fake spreadsheet, right?” the man said as he leaned into Nikintin’s cubicle and tapped a key. When he did, the spreadsheet vanished, revealing a program that was running.

      The man’s jaw fell slack.

      “What is he doing?” he asked as he sat down and started hammering on the keys. “This keyboard is locked.”

      “Is it bad?” Hawk asked.

      “This guy is siphoning money from the bank—and he’s doing it by the millions.”

      Hawk shot Alex a knowing glance and then looked at the man.

      “Where’s the server room?” Hawk asked.

      “In the basement where it’s nice and cool.”

      Hawk and Alex spun and sprinted toward the elevators. He tapped the down arrow repeatedly, hoping it would summon the elevator more quickly. After a half-minute, it arrived and the doors spread open.

      Once the doors closed, Alex looked at Hawk.

      “It’s Nikintin,” Alex said.

      “We’ve got to get into that server,” Hawk said before activating his coms. “Mia, are you still with us?”

      “Got you loud and clear,” Mia said.

      “Can you tell us what we’re up against when it comes to getting into the server room?” he asked.

      “From what I can tell on the schematics, if you’ve got a security card, you shouldn’t have any problems.”

      The elevator reached the basement level and location of all the bank’s servers.

      When Hawk and Alex rounded the corner, reaching the front of the department, they skidded to a halt as they found a pile of dead bodies.

      “Security card or not,” Hawk said. “We’ve got problems.”

      He turned from the bodies and looked at the red lasers waving back and forth from a pair of sensors on both sides of the door, creating an impenetrable web. He stepped back and grabbed a cap off one of the security guards. With the flick of his wrist, Hawk hurled the cap at the lasers, which seared the hat before it fell onto the ground in several pieces.

      “Not just problems,” Alex said. “Major problems.”

      Hawk scanned the device for a way to turn it off. However, the range of protection it provided extended in front it, making it difficult to access the power from their position.

      “If only I had my gun,” Hawk said.

      “We’ll just have to figure out some other way to shut it down,” Alex said.

      Hawk thought for a moment. “Mia, are there any restrooms on this level?”

      “According to what I’ve got, there are a pair of restrooms directly behind you about ten meters and down the hall on your left.”

      Hawk spun in that direction and started running. Alex chased after him.

      “What are you thinking?” she asked.

      “We get two mirrors and have the machine destroy itself by letting the lasers reflect back on it,” Hawk said.

      “That’s a pretty strong laser,” she said. “It might just eat right through it.”

      Hawk stopped in front of the men's room, putting his right shoulder into the door. “If it was attached to a fixed power source, I’d agree with you. But this is a mobile device. It has enough power to zap you, but not so much that it’d eat right through a mirror quickly enough that it wouldn’t reflect the lasers back on itself.”

      She nodded as they worked to remove a mirror over one of the sinks. After a couple of minutes, they managed to wrest it free from the wall.

      Hawk and Alex walked quickly back to the server room entrance, careful not to drop the mirror. Then Hawk dropped to his hands and knees before easing the mirror in front of the device. It whirred for a moment before the reflected laser started to damage the device. Within a matter of seconds, it sputtered and stopped.

      Hawk raced behind the device to turn off the power in case it restarted.

      “That was easy, right?” he said, smiling as he turned off the laser.

      As he turned to go back to Alex, he heard a sickening click beneath his feet as he stood right in front of the door.

      “Don’t move,” she said.

      Hawk cut a glance down at his feet and cursed. “A mine pad.”

      “Move and you’re dead, Hawk.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY

          

        

      

    

    
      KANSAS CITY

      Alex interlocked her fingers behind her head and took a deep breath. Watching her husband standing like a statue in front of her was terrifying. It was up to her to make sure that his body wasn’t scattered in every direction. Her thoughts immediately went to John Daniel and what his life without a father might be like. It wasn’t the first time she’d considered the possibility and probably wouldn’t be the last—but all those times before seemed like theoretical chances. However, this was as real as it could get.

      “You can figure this out, honey,” Hawk said.

      “No more talking from you for now,” she scolded as she tried to gather her wits. “I’m going to figure this out.”

      “The quicker you figure this out, the quicker we can get in there and stop Nikintin from robbing this bank blind,” he said.

      “I don’t give a damn about the money right now, okay? Now shut up before you set that thing off.”

      She took a deep breath and started to pace the corridor floor. The image of Hawk frozen in front of her heightened her anxiety about the predicament he was in. The less she saw of him, the better. In a moment where she needed him most, she had to rely on herself.

      Come on, Alex. You can figure this out.

      She asked Mia to help her research the particular type of mine, one that was primed to detonate once the weight was lifted off of it.

      “Is there any amount of lag from the time the weight begins to come off until it goes off?” Alex asked.

      “If you’re thinking he can just jump off of it, forget it,” Mia said. “He’ll look like he went through a cheese grater if he does.”

      “Can we blunt the force of the explosion, maybe with a weighted object of some sort?”

      “The amount of force required to keep the explosives from spreading out isn’t something you’ll be able to get into the building.”

      “Hmmm.”

      Alex resumed her pacing, trying to keep her eyes from staring at her helpless husband, the first time she’d ever seen him reduced to such dependency. It was one thing to see someone hold a gun to his head, but it was entirely different to see him struggle with an inanimate object holding his life hostage.

      “What about a transfer of the weight?” she asked.

      “Do you mean swapping him for an object that weighs the same amount?” Mia asked.

      “That’s exactly what I mean.”

      “How much does Hawk weigh?”

      She turned toward Hawk, who appeared irritated over the fact that he couldn’t get inside the server room. He glared at the machines through the glass, his eyes scanning for Nikintin.

      “Hawk,” she said, trying to get his attention again. “How much do you weigh?”

      “Two hundred,” he said, his eyes still glued to the servers. “Give or take a pound.”

      “Two hundred pounds,” Alex relayed.

      “Where are you going to get something that weighs two hundred pounds that can replace Hawk on the mat?”

      “I’m working on that.”

      “And how big is that mat, by the way?”

      “It’s about one square foot.”

      “There’s a half-second lag,” Mia said. “Once weight is depressed on the mine, it’s triggered once the weight is released. According to what I’m reading about them, they’re sensitive up to four hundred pounds.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning you can’t pile on the weight and then remove some of it,” Mia said. “You’ll have to actually swap it out.”

      “Do you think the person on top of the mat could do it?”

      “They wouldn’t be quick enough,” Mia said. “Someone is going to have to be right there to do it for them. However, the problem remains about the object. Where are you going to find something that weighty?”

      Alex sighed and looked at the ceiling. She was running out of ideas, even as she tried to suppress the thought of Hawk being scattered all over the hallway.

      Then an idea came to her.

      “Mia, what’s the biggest problem we’re facing right now?”

      “You need a concentration of the same weight as Hawk is so that it doesn’t trigger the detonator.”

      “Could it be a little bit more?” Alex asked.

      “That’d probably be the smarter move,” Mia said. “You don’t need to be exact, but you do need to have at least as much weight as the person on the mine.”

      Alex clapped and pumped her fist in satisfaction. “Honey, I’ll be right back.”

      “Don’t worry,” Hawk said. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      Alex hustled up the steps and rushed down several corridors until she reached Charlotte Morton’s office.

      When Alex swung open the door, she gasped for breath.

      “Do you mind?” Charlotte snapped. “Can’t you see I’m in the middle of a meeting?”

      “I need your help,” Alex said. “My colleague is stuck on a land mine outside the server room.”

      “What the hell?”

      “I need you to let us borrow some gold.”

      “Gold?” Charlotte asked before breaking into a wide grin. “We don’t keep gold here.”

      The bespectacled diminutive man seated across from Charlotte’s desk cocked his head to one side. “I don’t know what’s going on here—but it sounds crazy. However, we actually do have gold here.”

      “What do you mean, Mitch?” Charlotte asked.

      “Last week, we received a shipment from Denver. We’re holding it for a few weeks before moving it to New York. It’s just a security protocol.”

      “How much gold?” Alex demanded.

      “I don’t know exactly, but an armored truck packed with gold bars delivered them here,” Mitch said.

      “I need to borrow about two hundred and twenty pounds worth,” Alex said.

      “What on earth for?” he asked.

      Alex glanced at her watch. “I can explain on the way, but we don’t have much time.”

      Charlotte stood and shook her head. “As much as I hate to do this to you, I’m going to say no. This bank isn’t some playhouse that you can just waltz into and take whatever you need. If you made a mistake, you need to figure out another way to solve it without using our bank’s assets.”

      Alex stepped toward Charlotte. “My colleague will be splattered all over the wall if you don’t let me do this. I applaud your efforts to follow protocol, but this is one of those situations where you need to exercise the kind of judgment that errs on the side of humanity, not rules and regulations.”

      “Sorry,” Charlotte said with a shrug. “Not happening at my bank.”

      Alex wasn’t in the mood for rejection.

      “I’m not asking for permission. I’m demanding your help.”

      “Figure out a different way,” Charlotte said.

      Alex didn’t think—she reacted. She reached across the desk and grabbed a fistful of Charlotte’s blouse. Then with a forceful tug, jerked the president’s face down onto the desk. The crack echoed off the walls, stunning Mitch. Alex wasn’t sure if the noise was simply the desktop or Charlotte’s nose.

      Alex repeated the motion twice more before Charlotte didn’t provide any resistance. Knocked unconscious, she slumped in her chair.

      Mitch, wide-eyed and trembling, darted toward the door. But Alex used the desk to propel herself through the air and land in front of Mitch’s path.

      “I know what this looks like,” Alex said. “But I can assure you that I’m not here to steal anything. In fact, I’m here to stop a thief who—at this exact moment—is siphoning off millions of dollars from this bank. Now, given what you just saw, would you be interested in helping me?”

      He nodded nervously, his eyes still the size of silver dollars.

      “Atta boy,” Alex said. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER, Alex and Mitch pushed a cart with eight gold bars, stacked two high. Two hundred and twenty pounds exactly. They’d covered the gold and had no resistance from other employees while maneuvering through the bank.

      “You sure this will work?” Mia asked over the coms.

      “At this point, do you have any better ideas?” Alex asked.

      “No, but I figured out a way to stop Nikintin,” Mia said. “All you have to do is get me patched into the network.”

      “I’m working on it,” Alex said as she strained to push the cart down the hall with Mitch. “As soon as we’re in, I’ll let you know.”

      Alex and Mitch loaded the gold bars into a fabric bag he’d found in the storage area.

      “Are you sure you can do this?” he asked. “This is well over two hundred pounds.”

      “I can handle it,” she said.

      Hawk watched intently, his legs starting to tremble from exhaustion and nerves. “You sure this will work?”

      “I’m not sure about anything except that if I fail, we’ll both be dead.”

      “So, what’s the move?” he asked.

      “It’s simple,” Alex said as she kicked the empty cart to the side and nodded for Mitch to leave. “I’m going to hold this just inches off the top of the pad. As soon as I give you the signal, you’re going to jump and I’m going to drop this onto the mine.”

      “What if you’re wrong?”

      “Like I said, we’ll both be dead anyway.”

      “Let me do it myself,” Hawk said. “There’s no need in orphaning John Daniel over this.”

      “Nobody is going to get orphaned tonight,” she said. “All I need is a steady hand and a compliant husband—and the one I’m most concerned with is the latter.”

      “Damn it, Alex. Why do you have to be so hard-headed all the time?”

      “Maybe you ought to take a look in that mirror right there if you want to see what hard-headed looks like,” she said.

      She cinched the bag and lifted it up, hovering it just over the mat.

      “Now on the count of three, I want you to jump off this thing,” she said. “And, Mitch?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You might want to go hide down the hall in case things go sideways.”

      Mitch scurried away, leaving Hawk and Alex alone.

      “Honey, if this doesn’t work—” Hawk said.

      “Save your sappy regret speech for another day,” she said. “Just do what I say so we can catch that bastard Nikintin.”

      Hawk smiled. “That’s my Alex.”

      “On three,” she said. “One, two, three.”

      Hawk jumped off the mat. The moment he did, Alex dropped the sack onto the mine and held her breath. After three seconds, nothing had happened.

      She slowly stood and turned to Hawk. They embraced briefly before she ended the moment.

      “If Nikintin’s still in there stealing money, I think I want to finish him myself,” Alex said.

      “I won’t stand in your way,” Hawk said with a wink. “Now, let’s go.”

      He waved the keycard in front of the security pad and they charged inside.
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        * * *

      

      HAWK SURVEYED the server room for Nikintin. For the past twenty minutes while standing on the mat, Hawk had been contemplating how he was going to catch the hacker and what he was going to do with him once he did instead of considering his humanity. That was why Hawk was convinced Nikintin wasn’t anywhere near the building.

      After a cursory search, Hawk found a laptop connected to one of the servers.

      “Here it is,” Hawk said. “Nikintin’s computer that’s running some crazy program.”

      Mia’s voice came through the coms.

      “I’m looking at it now,” she said. “Alex patched me in already and I’ve got access to his machine.”

      “Do you want me to unplug this?” Hawk asked. “Is that how this works?”

      “If you do, he’ll know we stopped the transactions,” Mia said. “The best thing we can do right now is to lead him to believe that he’s winning.”

      “But how are you going to get all that money back?”

      “By never letting it leave,” she said. “Like I said, the key is to make him believe he’s winning, not actually let him win.”

      “And how do you intend to do that?”

      “Just leave it to me.”

      Hawk slunk to the floor, resting against one of the side walls. Alex joined him and patted him on the knee.

      “Close call back there,” she said.

      “Proud of you for not panicking.”

      “I’ve been hanging out with the master for long enough. It’s about time something rubbed off on me. But you know what’s really crazy?”

      “What?”

      “For a moment, I thought about everything—about losing you, orphaning John Daniel, failing the mission. But then instincts kicked in. I just had to do what needed to be done.”

      “You’re starting to scare me, Alex,” Hawk said.

      “Why’s that?”

      “You’re starting to sound like me.”

      “Think this family has room for two crazies?”

      “Make it three,” Hawk said. “John Daniel has exhibited plenty of these traits before.”

      “Well, it’s our family. And I love it.”

      Mia chirped back in over the coms.

      “The money’s all gone—at least, that’s what Nikintin thinks.”

      “Then it’s time to track him down,” Hawk said.

      “Already on it,” Mia said. “I just sent the address where he’s staying to your cell phone. Big Earv’s headed there now.”

      “I’m gonna buy you a drink when this is all over with, Mia,” Hawk said.

      “Just the one drink?” she asked.

      “Gotta pay your dues, Mia,” Hawk said. “But you’re doing a damn fine job so far.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      KANSAS CITY

      Yuri Nikintin rubbed his hands together as he watched the bank account swell. He didn’t crack a smile though until the Kansas City bank account reached zero.

      He opened a bottle of vodka and poured himself a celebratory drink.

      “Well done, Yuri,” said one of the men in the room. “Time to unload these children and get the hell outta here.”

      “Where are you taking them?” Nikintin asked.

      “We’re going to drop them at their school, just like we told her we would. Her husband can pick them up and we can all go about our lives.”

      “Hurry back,” he said. “There’s no way they’ll be able to trace everything back to this house, but once those children are back in their arms, you better believe they’ll be running to the authorities.”

      “And what about the agents?” another man asked.

      Nikintin took a long pull on his drink before answering. “They couldn’t stop us now. And the money’s all gone. We’re not worth their time.”

      “But what if they think we are?”

      “Then you’ll deal with them like you do everyone else—swiftly and ruthlessly.”

      The three men who’d been accompanying Nikintin retrieved the twin daughters and marched them to the black SUV in the garage. They roared out of the driveway, making a short five-minute drive to the girls’ school, leaving Nikintin all alone.

      He stood and strolled around the empty house, a staged home that had been sitting on the market for over a year. One of the men had asked for a tour and used a sleight-of-hand trick to take the key and depress it into a mold. The next day, they set up in the house, hidden in a wooded lot well off the road. No one could sneak up on the location without setting off the perimeter alarms they installed. Nikintin had been extra cautious. He wanted to make sure that everything ran smoothly. His ultimate freedom depended upon it.

      For a moment, he considered grabbing his things and disappearing. He could siphon off some money from the account and disappear onto some island in the Pacific without extradition treaties to any western country. But he decided against it when he thought about how he’d spend the rest of his life looking over his shoulder. If The Alliance eventually became as powerful as they intended to be, he wouldn’t want to live in a world where he’d taken advantage of them. Besides, he saw firsthand all that went into this operation, every detail meticulously planned, every scenario accounted for.

      They probably have a contingency for me should I try to leave.

      That notion was enough to dissuade Nikintin from reverting to his early hacker days when he burned bridges like a three-pack-a-day smoker inhales cigarettes. He was done running—at least from the dark side. He’d forever be pursued by the law, but they weren’t as formidable of a foe as some of the people Nikintin worked for. Yet none loomed as large and powerful as The Alliance.

      Sunshine broke through the billowing clouds hovering over the thick pines surrounding the house. Nikintin had been so focused on his work that he’d hardly noticed the beautiful day unfolding around him.

      He stepped out onto the back porch and rested his hands on the railing encircling the deck. After scanning the area, he drew in a deep breath and closed his eyes. He’d almost forgotten how suffocating life in prison had become, adjusting to the lack of fresh air and warm sunshine.

      He was jolted back to reality when he heard what he thought was the snapping of a twig somewhere in the distance.
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        * * *

      

      BIG EARV CROUCHED low as he moved from tree to tree. He didn’t expect Nikintin to wander out onto the deck. In an instant, Big Earv’s job became far more challenging. His advancement would have to become a much slower one. Any noise and he could give away his position.

      Some fifty meters away, a bird squawked and then a branch snapped, hitting the ground with a thud.

      The activity, while having nothing to do with Big Earv, spooked Nikintin. He retreated inside, leaving Big Earv with the task of entering the house to face the unknown.

      Hawk’s voice crackled over the coms. “Big Earv, what’s your location?”

      “I’m a hundred meters south of the house near the edge of the property,” Big Earv said. “You?”

      Before Hawk could answer, Big Earv noticed the back door open and a drone dart outside.

      “I’m along the side of the road about a half-mile from the house,” Hawk said. “I thought I’d approach on foot.”

      “Be extra careful,” Big Earv said. “Our target just unleashed a drone.”

      “He wants to give me some target practice before I get there? Fine by me.”

      “You shoot it down and they’ll know we’re here.”

      “Don’t worry. You know I don’t have an itchy trigger finger. Besides, Dr. Z gave me this cool jammer that targets drones. It shuts off navigational control and freezes its last frame, making sure that the video feed gets transmitted back to the home device.”

      “That old man could make a billion dollars if he wasn’t working with us.”

      “He could, but I think he’s smart enough to know that the tech he’s capable of creating wouldn’t be utilized for altruistic means if in the hands of the wrong people.”

      Big Earv chuckled softly. “You mean like all technology? No matter what great thing you create, there’s always some deviant son of a bitch who’ll screw it up for the rest of us.”

      “Like this hacker we’re about to light up.”

      “Exactly. Let me know when your device is active and I’ll approach the residence.”

      “Want to flush them my way?” Hawk asked.

      “And let you have all the fun? Not a chance in hell,” Big Earv said. “Whenever you get Dr. Z’s jammer in place, feel free to hammer them. I’ll just be waiting out here for any of them to slither out my way.”

      “Roger that.”

      The humming grew louder near Big Earv as he scooted farther behind a nearby pine tree. It barely had enough girth to cover him, but that was all he needed. With the drone descending, Big Earv considered shooting it if it got closer. Seconds later, it started to weave in and out among the trees, alternating between dipping and climbing to map out the back of the property.

      “Would you hurry up already,” Big Earv said. “They almost spotted me.”

      “Almost there,” Hawk said. “Be patient.”

      “I don’t have much patience and I’m about to knock that pesky little piece of shit out of the sky.”

      “Hang in there, Big Earv. I’m coming to you.”

      Big Earv looked up as he heard a higher-pitched buzz hovering near the treetops. A few seconds later, the drone deployed by Nikintin and his cohorts stopped moving.

      “And time for some fireworks,” Hawk said. “I’ve got a little friend who wants to say hello.”

      Big Earv smiled as he checked his gun.

      Moments later, Hawk opened fire on the front of the house, chewing up brick and mortar, glass and roof shingles as his HK416 introduced itself.

      I’d know that sound anywhere.

      The flat cracks of Hawk’s weapon filled the air. Big Earv expected there to be some pushback, but instead all he got was Nikintin sneaking out the back with a gun.

      This is gonna be easier than I thought.

      Big Earv waited until Nikintin turned his back before hustling to a closer tree. The Magnum Group agent repeated the movement until he was close enough to reach out and snag Nikintin.

      The hacker provided little in the way of resistance. Big Earv ripped the gun away from Nikintin, resulting in him diving to the ground for it. However, he froze when Big Earv peppered the dirt with bullets near the hacker’s face.

      “That’s far enough,” Big Earv said. “Mind telling me how many hostiles are still inside there?”

      Nikintin raised his hands in the air. “I don’t know. Maybe fifteen or twenty.”

      “Fifteen or twenty? And not a single shot? That seems rather odd.”

      “How many are there of you?”

      Big Earv didn’t fight to suppress a broad smile. “Enough to bring you down and take you in.”

      Hawk rushed over to Big Earv, gun trained in front of him. “Need any help with this dirtbag?”

      “So far, he hasn’t given me a reason to riddle his sorry ass. But he’s claiming there’s fifteen or twenty guys inside.”

      “Is he now?” Hawk asked with a grin. “What other wild tales is Mr. Nikintin telling us?”

      “Told me he cleaned out the Federal Reserve Bank, too.”

      “Now I know he’s lying,” Hawk said. “Because I ruined his laser machine and survived his explosive. And quite frankly I’m a little pissed off right now.”

      Nikintin glared at Hawk. “Be careful. There’s two little girls who want to get home to see their mommy.”

      Big Earv tightened the grip on his gun and shook his head. “You were doing so good, keeping your mouth shut and not giving me a reason to light you up. But a little girl?”

      Nikintin put his hands in the air. “Hey, hey. Please, don’t shoot. I had nothing to do with it.”

      “Who was it then?” Hawk asked. “Those fifteen or twenty terrorists hiding out in the attic?”

      He fired his weapon, riddling the roof. Nikintin didn’t flinch.

      “They’re not up there, are they?” Hawk asked. “I knew you were full of it.”

      “The little girls belong to Charlotte Morton,” Nikintin said.

      “That explains a lot,” Hawk said before he used the butt of his rifle to whack Nikintin in the head.

      The hacker staggered back a few feet before falling to the ground. On his hands and knees, he pleaded with the men not to hurt him.

      “Any other revelations you’d like to share with us?” Big Earv said.

      “That’s all,” Nikintin said. “I swear.”

      Sirens approached in the distance before several vehicles skidded to a stop in the front driveway.

      “Looks like the cavalry’s here,” Hawk said.

      Big Earv jammed the barrel of his gun into Nikintin’s back and ordered him to get up. “Time to pay for your crimes.”
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        * * *

      

      HAWK WALKED with Big Earv and Nikintin before dialing Charlotte Morton’s number.

      “Mrs. Morton, this is Ron Dumas,” Hawk said. “And I wanted to—”

      “You don’t have to play games with me anymore,” Charlotte said. “Your wife filled me in on what’s happening.”

      “Okay, but do you have your children in your possession? And no more games from you either. I know what’s going on.”

      “Yes, my husband has them. Is it all over?”

      “For now,” Hawk said. “Someone will be by to get a statement from you I’m sure.”

      “Look, I’m sorry about—”

      “No need to apologize, Mrs. Morton. I’m sure I would’ve done the same had I been in your situation. We all do whatever we need to do in order to keep our loved ones safe. I get it. You have a nice night and be careful out there.”

      Hawk and Big Earv handed over Nikintin to FBI special agents from the Kansas City field office. For good measure, they followed them back to the FBI offices to make sure Nikintin found his way to a holding cell.
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        * * *

      

      YURI NIKINTIN SIGHED as he listened to the FBI agent across the table from him ask him the same question for the tenth time.

      “I’m not saying anything without a lawyer present,” Nikintin said. “I know how your justice system works. Now, I’d like to call my lawyer now.”

      The agent relented and ushered Nikintin to the telephone.

      “Some privacy please,” Nikintin said before shooting the agent away.

      Nikintin dialed a phone number and waited for the man on the end to answer.

      “Where are you?” the man asked. “You were supposed to call me hours ago.”

      “Ran into a little trouble.”

      “Did you finish the job?”

      “Of course I did,” Nikintin said. “But your men screwed up. The feds have me.”

      “If the money’s there, I’ll find a way to get you out.”

      “It’s definitely there,” he said. “Please hurry.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      KANSAS CITY

      Hawk and Alex listened to the brief conversation Nikintin had with the mystery man. An FBI analyst named Josh Parkman hammered on his keyboard as he searched for a way to determine who Nikintin had called.

      “Well?” Hawk asked after patiently waiting for a couple of minutes.

      “We’re not going to find out who it is from the phone records,” Parkman said, his meaty fingers still typing. “It’s a pre-paid phone connected to a shell business account. It’ll take me weeks to fight through all the red tape to learn who’s actually responsible for the account.”

      “Gotta love bureaucracy,” Alex said.

      Parkman glanced at Alex with a sneer. “Don’t get me started.”

      “Any idea where the phone was when it received the call?”

      “Looks like somewhere in Chesapeake Bay,” Parkman said as he pointed to his screen.

      “Whoever he called, it wasn’t his lawyer,” Hawk said. “But it is someone who’s powerful enough to get him out of custody.”

      “By what means?” Parkman asked. “Legal or some other method?”

      “Either way, we need to figure this out quickly,” Alex said. “Nikintin told that man he got all the money, but he’s going to figure out sooner rather than later that’s not true.”

      “And then what?” Parkman asked.

      “Let’s think about this,” Hawk said. “I think it’s a safe assumption that someone with ties to The Alliance is behind this. But what is the end game?”

      “I’d say cleaning out the coffers from the Federal Reserve Bank in Kansas City is a pretty good final result,” Parkman said.

      “If there’s one thing we’ve learned trying to expose The Alliance leadership and take them all down, it’s that their intentions are never straightforward,” Hawk said. “If you think anything they do is about money, you’d be wrong.”

      Alex slumped into a chair across from Parkman’s desk while Hawk paced.

      Parkman’s phone rang. He answered it and held a brief conversation before ending the call.

      “So, that was one of our special agents,” Parkman said. “They apprehended four men believed to be responsible for kidnapping Charlotte Morton’s twins. And I’ve got all their phone numbers. Just give me a second.”

      Parkman entered several phone numbers into his computer before jotting down some notes.

      “Anything?” Hawk asked after a couple of minutes.

      “Over the past week, two of these men called that same number that Nikintin just called,” Parkman said. “I’m still searching for a name, but other than today, the location wasn’t anywhere near Chesapeake Bay.”

      “Where was it?” Alex asked.

      “I can’t tell you exactly where yet, but I can tell you that it’s a general area in Philadelphia,” Parkman said.

      “Show us on a map,” Hawk said.

      Parkman pulled up a map of the city and indicated the three cell towers the calls had pinged off to triangulate the location. “It’s somewhere in here.”

      Hawk shook his head. “Philadelphia? Who do we know with possible ties to The Alliance in Philadelphia?”

      “I could call Mallory,” Alex said. “I know she’s been working on it some for Besserman.”

      “See what she knows,” Hawk said.

      Alex stepped out of the room to make the call.

      Once she was gone, Parkman pushed away from his desk, his chair rolling back a few feet. He locked eyes with Hawk. “What exactly is going on here?”

      “I wish I knew,” Hawk said. “It’s what we’re trying to figure out—and fast.”

      “You need anything else from me? I’ve got a busy day ahead of me now.”

      “Can you look up the records for that particular pre-paid phone?”

      “Give me a couple of minutes.”

      While Parkman worked, Hawk mulled over what the purpose of The Alliance’s stunt at the Federal Reserve Bank was. So far, he’d seen either failed attempts to strike at the heart of the world’s economic interests or an operation designed to distract, much like a magician drawing an audience’s attention to one hand while pulling off the trick with the other. If it was the latter, Hawk needed to figure out what the trick was before it was too late.

      Alex returned to the room, her brow knit.

      “What’d you find out?” he asked.

      “There’s a guy named Victor Langdon that lives within that triangulated area in Philadelphia,” she said. “The agency has been watching him closely lately after the Pentagon engaged a special op to monitor the billionaire.”

      “And?”

      “Apparently, Besserman just flushed out a mole who was likely working with Langdon. They’re still building their case against the CIA officer, but Besserman is convinced that he has ties to Langdon and was passing intel to him, keeping The Alliance one step ahead.”

      “Who was the mole?” Hawk asked.

      “A guy by the name of Carter Jenkins. He blew up the Pentagon’s secret investigation, outing an agency officer who’d been posing as a double agent. The agency didn’t even know about this, which was why the operation ultimately failed.”

      “The left hand not knowing what the right hand was doing backfired? Not much of a shocker there.”

      “The problem now is Langdon must know what’s going on and is being more careful.”

      Hawk pursed his lips. “Does Langdon have a boat by chance?”

      Alex nodded.

      “I’ve got something too,” Parkman said.

      The corners of Hawk’s mouth perked up. “Fire away.”

      “Your guy Langdon—if this is his pre-paid cell phone—hasn’t used that phone very much over the last month. However, he’s used it to communicate presumably with Nikintin here in Kansas City, but there have been a high volume of calls placed to another pre-paid cell phone being used in the Boston area over the past forty-eight hours, including one made just minutes ago after Nikintin called.”

      Hawk stroked his chin. “So, what’s going on in Boston right now?”

      “Searching,” Alex said as she typed on her laptop. “Okay, I think I’ve found something. And you’re not going to like this.”

      “What?” Hawk asked.

      “There’s a rather large infectious disease conference taking place in downtown Boston,” she said. “And none other than our favorite researcher Dr. Decker will be there.”

      “When you say large, how big are we talking?” Hawk asked.

      “The website says they’re expecting between three and four thousand attendees from all over the world.”

      Hawk cursed as he stomped his foot. “He could launch a global pandemic there.”

      “Or use it to target certain people.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If he’s creating viruses that can target certain people, he could use the people there as carriers.”

      “I’m not sure I’m following how this works,” Hawk said.

      “Let’s say that the head of South African infectious diseases attends the event tomorrow and becomes infected,” Alex began. “She may not notice any symptoms because it’s not tailored to her DNA. She meets with the president to discuss the weaknesses within the country’s health agency when it comes to suppressing a virus that could cripple a vast number of the population. She passes the virus on to him—and suddenly, he’s at Decker’s mercy, just like I was. Think a leader wouldn’t do whatever Decker told him to do to survive?”

      “It’d be just like your situation,” Hawk said.

      “Yeah, only these world leaders wouldn’t be a few blocks away from the facility where the antidote was kept,” Alex said. “Refusing The Alliance would mean certain death.”

      “And if all these leaders comply with The Alliance, it would also mean certain chaos.”

      “But we can’t discount that it might simply be a way to launch a global pandemic, too, sending all those people—the people in each country with the intellect on how to deal with a pandemic—back to their country to both spread the virus before succumbing to it. It’d be worldwide before we even knew what was happening.”

      “We have to stop Decker,” Hawk said. “Get Besserman on the phone.”
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        * * *

      

      BESSERMAN EASED ON the pair of protective glasses and steadied his breathing. The pulley whined as it transported the target to the far wall. It stopped with a jerk, leaving the target to sway back and forth. Most shooters would wait until it stopped before discharging their weapon. But not Besserman. He preferred the extra challenge.

      Five shots later—all center mass, save one in the head—the target slowly rocked from side to side. He activated the pulley to return the target, one that would soon join a cache of others he’d accumulated.

      His phone buzzed, momentarily snapping him out of his euphoric state after his sharp shooting. He recognized the number right away.

      “Alex, I trust you’re calling me with good news,” he said as he answered.

      “Guess that depends on what qualifies as good news,” she said.

      “Try me.”

      “We believe we’ve linked Nikintin and the team with him to Langdon,” she said.

      “Mallory relayed as much to me just a few minutes ago,” he said. “Anything new?”

      “Actually, sir, yes.”

      He placed the weapon into his cushioned storage box and locked it. “Don’t keep me in suspense.”

      “Our preliminary research into a burner phone we believe belongs to Langdon was used to call another pre-paid phone in Boston,” she said.

      “And?”

      “If everything is connected, Langdon has been communicating with none other than Dr. Decker.”

      “The Alchemist?” Besserman asked.

      “More like the Merchant of Death, if you ask me,” she said. “But, yes, he’s in Boston for a large gathering of infectious disease experts and is slated to present in a plenary session tomorrow. It’d be the perfect opportunity for him to unleash a virus, targeted or otherwise.”

      She took a few minutes to catch Besserman up to speed on what they’d learned about Decker.

      “That sounds horrifying,” Besserman said after she’d finished.

      “It is,” she said. “Best to deal with it now while the horses are all still in the barn.”

      “What are you recommending?”

      “Get a judge to give you a warrant and arrest Decker.”

      “On what grounds? Do you have proof?”

      “It’s all speculative at this point—but the dots are connecting.”

      “It’s not going to be easy to make this happen,” he said.

      “I have full trust that you’ll be able to do it,” she said. “Let me know when you’ve secured it and we’ll work with the local FBI field office or the Boston PD to bring him in.”

      “You’re going there?” he asked.

      “We’re leaving for the airport now.”

      Besserman hung up and wasted no time in calling a federal judge he knew that had jurisdiction over Boston. Judge Peter O’Malley had played pickle ball with Besserman while visiting Washington just a few months earlier. If anyone could be convinced to issue an arrest warrant, O’Malley could be. Besserman called his friend and related the situation.

      “I wish I could give you what you wanted, Bobby, but you don’t have any proof,” O’Malley said. “Have you forgotten that we’re under intense scrutiny now? It’s not like the old days when we could do whatever we wanted without any repercussions.”

      “All you need to do is issue the warrant in order to stop potentially what might turn into a global pandemic,” Besserman pleaded. “The power is literally in your hands.”

      “I appreciate your passion for protecting this country, Bobby, but I have to follow the law.”

      “Damn it, Pete. This isn’t the time for that. At some point, you’ve got to let common sense rule out in this situation. History would be kind to you if you do this. Otherwise, she’ll become a cruel master, your decision haunting you to the grave, the same place millions of people could be if you don’t—”

      “Potentially. Could be. Possibly. Just listen to yourself, Bobby. If I throw my weight around here and issue that warrant, I’d only be further eroding a judicial system that has its integrity hanging by a thread after years of abuse. We have to be right on this.”

      “We are right on this.”

      “Get me some hard core evidence and I won’t hesitate to issue the warrant.”

      O’Malley ended the call.

      Besserman stared at the screen that dimmed dark, trying to resist the hopelessness that settled over him. In an instant, he felt helpless as if he were watching an accident occur in slow motion. He knew if he couldn’t prevent it, he’d be slogging through a sea of casualties and facing a lifetime of questions from bitter survivors seeking answers as to why an agency designed to protect them had failed.
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        * * *

      

      DECKER SWIRLED the last of his gin and tonic around in his glass as he overlooked the Boston Harbor from the second floor of the Chart House restaurant. He’d just finished polishing off a plate of Macadamia Nut Mahi while listening to an infectious disease expert from the WHO reveal the global health organization’s updated protocol for handling a pandemic.

      That info will be helpful—just not the way she thinks.

      Decker smiled politely as she transitioned from work to discussing her dreadful dating life. He couldn’t help but think part of her problem came from insisting on dating men within her field, a lot that possessed rapier-sharp intellect but butter knife-dull when it came to charm and looks, two qualities she also claimed to prioritize.

      “You can’t always have it all,” he said with a shrug.

      He could tell she was about to launch into another dating horror story when his phone buzzed. Decker seized the opportunity to escape as he excused himself and walked outside.

      “How’s it looking?” Decker asked after the two men exchanged pleasantries. “Are we on?”

      “Your time has come, Dr. Decker. All systems are go. You’re going to have more patients now than you ever dreamed of.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      NEWBURY, MASSACHUSETTS

      Peter O’Malley drew back the string of his Hoyt Ventum 33 compound bow and eyed the target affixed to a bale of hay just over fifty meters away. A raven perched in a large oak tree squawked at O’Malley, breaking his concentration. Turning slowly toward the bird, O’Malley glared at the animal as if it could receive a message. He briefly contemplated changing his target and whistling one of his Carbon Express Tank 25 arrows at the raven before deciding against it.

      O’Malley turned his attention back toward the bale of hay and the bullseye he intended to hit for the fourth straight shot. His thin gray tuft of hair fluttered in the breeze, carrying with it the strong scent of rain. In the distance, thunder rumbled.

      Another deep breath and O’Malley zeroed in on the target. Just as he was about to release the arrow, he was interrupted by something other than an obstinate Mother Nature. It was a young FBI agent clutching a folder.

      “Your honor, could I get a moment of your time?” the young man said as he called out.

      O’Malley turned around this time, eyes narrowed, head cocked to one side. It was a look he’d spent years perfecting and never failed to get its intended reaction.

      “Oh, sorry, sir,” the man said, raising his hands in a gesture of surrender. “I didn’t realize you were in the middle of preparing to shoot.”

      O’Malley sneered and looked back at the target. After one more deep breath, he exhaled and then turned the Tank 25 loose. As it tore toward the bullseye, it didn’t waver, striking it true and hitting its mark.

      “Impressive,” said the man, who gawked at the old man’s talent. He tucked his folder beneath his armpit so he could applaud. He offered a slow clap, which was halted after O’Malley first spoke to the FBI agent fresh out of Quantico in search of a signature.

      “Ya think?” asked O’Malley, his voice accentuated by what sounded like he was gargling rocks.

      “Oh, sir, I know it is. I used to work at the archery range near Quantico, but none of the agents could shoot with that kind of accuracy.”

      “Who’s to say there aren’t a dozen arrows in the woods behind the target?” O’Malley asked.

      The agent shrugged. “There are eight arrows in your quiver. Most archers don’t carry more than a dozen. And while it’s likely that this is all you’ve got, it’s not out of the realm of possibility that you sent a dozen errant shots into the woods. Something tells me that if you did that, you did it on purpose.”

      “Well, I know you didn’t come out here to kiss my ass,” O’Malley said as he held out his hand. “Give me the damn warrant.”

      “How did you—”

      “Come on, kid, I don’t have all day. Give me a pen too.”

      The young man handed over the document and a pen to O’Malley, who shuffled across the grassy field and sat down at a nearby picnic table in the shade. He started to peruse the warrant, realizing that the probable search clause case made it a slam dunk to sign the warrant.

      “Great job with this,” O’Malley said as he looked at the man. “You’ve dotted every ‘i’ and crossed every ’t’.”

      “So, you’re going to sign it?” the man asked.

      O’Malley’s phone buzzed. He glanced at the number and huffed before forcing a smile and answering the call.

      “Now’s not a good time, Phillip,” O’Malley said. “Let me call you back in a few minutes.”

      The voice on the other end belonged to Phillip Putnam, the presumptive nominee for the opposing party presidential candidate and a formidable foe to President Bullock.

      “Are you reading over that warrant?” Putnam asked.

      “That warrant? You’ll need to be more specific.”

      “The one begging you to allow the arrest of Dr. Paul Decker,” Putnam said. “The information contained in that warrant request might seem like it’s more than enough to justify signing it, but I can assure you that it’s all half-truths and twisted tales. Look up Dr. Decker and see all that he’s done for mankind. The idea that he could be a reckless murderer is insane.”

      O’Malley lowered his tone. “So I guess you’re going to provide me with some proof that everything I’m looking at is fabricated, right?”

      Putnam said nothing.

      “That’s what I thought,” O’Malley said. “Now what’s this all about anyway?”

      O’Malley wedged the phone in between his ear and shoulder as he sifted through the pages.

      “Dr. Decker is being called ‘The Deadly Alchemist’, but it’s all just a pack of lies. There are plenty of people jealous of his research and want to take him down any way they can. According to some national magazines, Decker is one of the world’s most benevolent clinical researchers, giving away some of his drug patents over the years.”

      “Now that doesn’t sound like anything I believe either since you delivered that info like you were reading off a teleprompter.”

      Putnam growled. “Don’t make me do it.”

      “Don’t make you do what?”

      “Add some extra incentive for you to do what I ask.”

      O’Malley grinned. “What kind of incentive?”

      “The kind that says I’ll nominate you for the Supreme Court once an opening comes up on the bench,” Putnam said. “And you know how serious I am about keeping my promises.”

      “Indeed, I do,” O’Malley said. “I’ll never forget that night you threatened to body slam two paparazzi for chasing after Cindy Feller following her Miss Universe victory. And when they didn’t stop, you didn’t let them make a liar out of you.”

      “Still didn’t get me a date with her, which was the ultimate objective.”

      “Of course not, but it reminds me of how serious you take your vows.”

      “And you, likewise,” Putnam said.

      O’Malley ended the call and then gathered up the unsigned papers, handing them back to the agent. He just stared slack-jawed at O’Malley.

      “I thought you said this warrant request was well written and contained the kind of elements you look for when approving an arrest warrant.”

      “I looked a little more closely at it,” O’Malley said.

      “So you’re not signing it now?” the man asked, his eyes pleading for the judge to reconsider.

      “Scram, kid,” O’Malley said as he drew back his string and then unleashed another arrow at the target for fun.

      “Decker’s done the type of thing before that he’s going to do yet again,” the FBI agent said. “The blood of the people who die from whatever disease he’s about to unleash on the global population will be on your hands too. And let me assure you that it will number in the thousands, maybe even the hundreds of thousands.”

      “Bring me a better warrant request,” Decker said with a shrug. “Until then, Dr. Decker is a free man.”

      O’Malley wheeled back to the target and unleashed the arrow, which struck the center again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      BOSTON

      Dr. Decker sifted through the note cards in his hands, trying to stay calm and relaxed. He’d spoken in front of large crowds on numerous occasions, but the thought of taking the stage in front of several thousand of his peers wasn’t what made him nervous. Standing in the wings, he glanced up at the domed ceiling spanning across the auditorium jammed with theater seating below. A quick peek at the room showed that nearly every notable immunologist in the world was excited to hear Decker’s presentation.

      A man nudged Decker in his side. “This must be a thrill for you seeing all these people out there.”

      “I suppose it’s medical science’s version of the World Cup,” Decker said. “It’s not very often that you make it to your field’s biggest stage. You just want to make sure you fumble the opportunity when it arrives.”

      “It’s arrived all right,” the man said as he nodded toward the audience. “There’s a palpable excitement this afternoon to hear what you have to say.”

      Decker studied the man, who leaned forward on his cane and peered out at the audience. His fedora was slightly off-center, his dark shoes polished so well that Decker could see his reflection in them. When Decker served in the poor flavelas of Rio de Janeiro right out of med school, he would’ve hated the mere sight of Sebastian Marshall. But over the years, Decker had learned to never discount the uniting power of a shared passion—even if the end result meant something different to each person.

      Decker’s phone buzzed with a text message. He removed the phone from his pocket and read the note.

      
        
          
            
              
        Good luck today, my hero

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Thanks, but you’re the real hero

      

      

      

      

      

      Decker knew his reply was about as lame as it could be, but he didn’t care because he actually meant it. Watching his sister Bethany struggle with cystic fibrosis was like a never-ending gut punch—and he didn’t know how she did it. Despite all he’d done over the years in his research, the only thing that mattered to him was finding a cure for his sister’s early death sentence. And The Alliance knew all about what he wanted. Their agreement with him meant that he could start a well-funded research clinic to develop a cure for the disease. In order to obtain all the funding he could ever dream of, all he had to do was develop a deadly virus. He justified it in his mind. If he didn’t comply with the group’s demands, someone else would—and whoever they were, they wouldn’t spend their money on helping his sister extend her life.

      In less than a half-hour, everyone in the room would be stricken with a disease and completely clueless about it. It’d take a few days to manifest symptoms—and by then, it’d be too late. Decker didn’t care for this approach to his research for The Alliance, but it beat the alternative. Ultimately, all The Alliance wanted was an antidote, one they could use to hold entire nations hostage. And Decker found it acceptable if his terms were met.

      Marshall nudged Decker again, snapping him out of his trance.

      “You’re going to be famous, Dr. Decker,” Marshall said.

      “Probably not for the reasons I want to be,” Decker quipped.

      “Does it really matter? Having your name etched into the annals of history is all that really matters.”

      “Not everyone thinks you were the villain. You really believe that Hitler would be proud of how his name has gone down in the history books?”

      “Probably not, but even Hitler has people who revere him.”

      “Those aren’t the type of people I want revering me,” Decker said with a sneer.

      Marshall stroked his goatee. “We don’t get to choose how people remember us, but I’m confident you won’t be as reviled as Hitler.”

      “Then what will my legacy be?”

      “Innovator. Genius. The man who cured cystic fibrosis.”

      “I can live with that.”

      “Those are the only labels I mentioned. There will be others. But I promise you that no one who’s suffering from that disease will care what else you did in life, especially your sister.”

      Decker sighed. “I’m not so sure about that. She’s too sweet of a soul. She’d probably express her disappointment in no uncertain terms.”

      “But does it really matter at that point? People will go to great lengths to save the ones they love. Look at what Jesus endured.”

      “I’m not Jesus,” Decker said. “Far from it.”

      “The people of his day called him a physician.”

      “Only because he worked miracles. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not performing any miracles.”

      “Not yet,” Marshall said, wagging his finger. “But I believe you will.”

      Decker wanted to dismiss the old man’s prediction as little more than a senile soliloquy. But he couldn’t. Deep down, he wanted to believe Marshall.

      I’m going to perform a miracle.

      But Decker knew that would never happen unless he stepped onto the stage and addressed the overflow crowd anxiously waiting to hear him speak.

      Decker arranged his index cards and took a deep breath.

      Here goes nothing. It’s all for you, Bethany.

      Just as Decker took a step toward the stage, he felt a hand tighten around his wrist. He spun around to see a Boston police officer.

      “Sir, if you don’t mind, I need to get out on that stage,” Decker said.

      “Not so fast,” the officer said.

      “Am I being detained?” Decker asked.

      “I’ve been instructed to bring you back to the station for questioning.”

      “Can you at least wait until this is over?” Decker said. “With all due respect, sir, there are people who’ve flown in from all over the world to hear what I have to say. I’m not going anywhere, and I think you can wait a half-hour before I go with you for questioning. Fair enough?”

      The officer scowled. “That’s not how this works.”

      “Would you like to explain your rationale for detaining me to that entire room out there?” Decker said. “Because that’s what you’ll have to do if you don’t let me go out there.”

      Decker glanced at Marshall, who was on the phone.

      “I wouldn’t recommend that if I were you,” the officer said.

      Before the conversation grew any more heated, the officer responded to his ringing phone. After a brief conversation, he ended the call and eyed Decker closely.

      “So, what’s it going to be, officer?” Decker asked.

      “Go ahead,” the officer said. “And good luck.”

      Decker watched in disbelief as the officer disappeared into the wings of the stage.

      “Did you see that?” Decker asked, his mouth still half-open and gawking at the scene that had just unfolded.

      “I did,” Marshall said with a wry grin. “And I’m the one that made it happen.”

      “Then I guess I owe you my gratitude,” Decker said.

      “Ah, it’s nothing,” Marshall said, waving dismissively at the compliment and then giving Decker a wink. “Go get ’em.”

      Decker offered a weak smile before striding onto the stage to a thunderous applause. He glanced upward at the lights, unable to see the team working on the catwalk.

      But he was familiar with the smell of the virus as it settled on the crowd.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      BOSTON

      Hawk pressed the center of the steering wheel with the palm of his hand. The loud horn did nothing to move the early afternoon gridlocked traffic, though it did make Hawk feel better for a moment. He glanced at his watch and shook his head as he let out a guttural growl.

      “Think those cars are just going to part for you?” Alex asked.

      Hawk ignored her rhetorical question. “Why did Dr. Decker move up his session today? He must’ve known we were coming for him.”

      “How could he have known?” she said. “We didn’t even know we were coming for him until we caught Nikintin.”

      “The Alliance must have more people in strategic places than we previously thought. That’s the only thing that makes sense. None of this would’ve mattered if he’d just kept his scheduled time slot.”

      He gestured at the cars in front of him before clenching his jaw and drawing in a long breath through his teeth.

      “Well, we’ve only got about ten minutes to reach the conference center before we’re going to have to change plans,” Alex said. “GPS says it’ll take us eleven minutes.”

      “I can shave a few minutes off our time,” Hawk said as the line of cars began to move.

      He pulled off at the next exit before zipping along surface streets. Alex dug her fingernails into the leather seat as he skidded around a corner and zeroed in on the parking deck adjacent to the conference center. He growled as he whipped around the final curve.

      “It’s too late,” Alex announced, staring at her phone that was streaming the conference. “He’s just been introduced.”

      The vehicle lurched forward as Hawk stood on the brakes, the SUV skidding to a stop. He slammed his fist on the steering wheel and let out a string of expletives.

      “We were this close,” he said with a growl.

      Alex leaned forward and looked up at the top of the building down an alleyway. She popped Hawk’s arm with the back of her hand.

      “Look,” she said, pointing skyward.

      Hawk and Alex watched as four men repelled off the building. Hawk jumped out of the SUV and chased after them for a few hundred yards before they disappeared into a truck.

      Once he caught his breath, he hustled back to his vehicle. He resumed his drive toward the parking garage, albeit at a much slower speed.

      Alex didn’t ask him about the men Hawk had chased. The fact that he hadn’t caught them was obvious.

      “Think they were with The Alliance?” she asked.

      “Unless we have competing domestic terrorist groups, I think that’s a safe bet.”

      “Then that must be how Decker plans to deliver the virus—through the ventilation system. I mean, why else would they be on the roof?”

      “Maybe it was an easier escape route,” Hawk suggested. “But it doesn’t matter now. With Decker on stage, we’re too late.”

      “This isn’t over,” Alex said.

      “What are you talking about?” Hawk said, gesturing toward her phone. “You’re the one who said Decker’s already on the stage.”

      “Yeah, but his plan only works if all the infected people leave this conference and spread it all over the world. It’s a genius plan if you think about it.”

      “So our mission has changed,” Hawk said. “We need to make sure those people inside that building don’t leave.”

      Alex nodded. “That’s right. Not a single one of them.”

      “You want to lock several thousand people inside a building?” Hawk asked. “You think they’re not going to try and get out?”

      “I know that’s a possibility, but if there’s a group of people on this planet who would recognize the imminent danger they pose to mankind, it’d be a bunch of immunologists and infectious disease experts. They’re not going to endanger everyone else.”

      “All it takes is one,” he said. “A security guard, a conference worker, a janitor—just one person to get outside those walls and spread that virus around. And you’re kidding yourself if you don’t think they won’t.”

      “Then we secure every exit and lock them in. If that virus gets out, it’s like opening Pandora’s box.”

      “There are going to be a lot of moving parts to pull this off. We need a plan.”

      Hawk and Alex weren’t sure when Decker would unleash his virus—or how he’d do it. Using the ventilation system made the most sense. If Decker wanted to spread it quickly, pumping it through the air conditioning made the operation both silent and provided maximum coverage. While talking about his research, Hawk surmised that Decker could be turning the audience into future patients.

      With a plan devised, Alex received a little help from a friend at the CIA to obtain the number for Chief Hal Vilmer of the Boston PD. While she tried to convince him to prevent anyone from exiting the building, Hawk spoke with Mia at the Magnum Group headquarters on how best to reach the entire conference.

      “Is there a way we could target the cell phones of all the attendees?” Hawk asked.

      He waited patiently for her to answer while she tried to swallow a bite of her breakfast.

      “That would take too long,” Mia finally said.

      “What about hacking the Amber Alert system?”

      “That’d also take too long,” she said. “And I couldn’t narrow down the recipients enough there. Talk about causing a panic. The entire city would be freaking out.”

      Hawk, who stood in a coffee shop across the street from the convention center, glanced at his watch. Decker’s session had begun five minutes ago and Hawk wondered if it’d be worth it to even let everyone know they might be infected. The assumption was that a bunch of immunologists and infectious disease experts would have the wherewithal to remain isolated so they didn’t start a global pandemic. But even Hawk wondered if that might only cause more panic.

      “Decker’s not going to tell them what he’s doing until it’s too late,” Hawk said.

      Alex tapped Hawk on the shoulder and pointed to her laptop streaming the event. Decker was on stage, sharing his research as he made the audience roar with laughter. Hawk didn’t catch what was so funny, but he didn’t care. Then as he watched Decker drift back and forth across the stage, he had an idea.

      “What if we used the big video screen behind Decker?” Hawk said. “Could we hack into the  convention center’s network and take over the presentation on the screen?”

      “Anything’s possible,” Mia said.

      “The real question is what’s it going to take to get this done now?” he asked.

      “You’re not going to like the answer to this one.”

      “Try me.”

      “You’re going to have to get inside.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      HAWK SAT down as he let the weight of Mia’s suggestion settle over him.

      “Are you all right?” Alex asked as she studied her husband’s haggard face.

      “Yeah,” he said, waving her off. “Did you get Chief Vilmer to go along with our plan?”

      “No,” she said flatly. “He said he can’t violate a city code, claiming it’d be tantamount to murder.”

      “What about that piece of tech Dr. Z gave you the last time we were at HQ,” Hawk said.

      “The device that helps us unlock any door we want without a key?”

      “Yeah.”

      “But we’re trying to keep people in, not let them out.”

      “Maybe it can do both. Go give it a try.”

      He glanced at the bathroom and she followed him. He unlocked the door from the inside before signaling for her to attempt to lock it. Within seconds, he heard it click as the door latched lock.

      He unlocked it from the inside and exited the restroom.

      “That’s one problem solved,” Hawk said. “Unless there’s a custodian who tries to be a hero.”

      “We can’t worry about that now,” she said. “We shouldn’t have to worry about that too much if we can just get a message to everyone to stay put. Did you make any progress on that front?”

      Hawk nodded slowly. “You’re not going to like it though.”

      “You have to go inside, don’t you?”

      He winced. “We have that hazmat suit. I’ll be all right.”

      “But if something goes wrong?”

      “We’ll figure it out then.”

      “The margin for error is razor thin with this virus,” she said. “This isn’t something we can just snap our fingers and have a solution for.”

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll be careful.”

      “You still have the antidote, right?”

      He patted his ruck sack. “Safe and secure right here. But let’s just hope I don’t have to use it.”

      Alex kissed him on the cheek before he pulled the suit on.

      “Let’s do this,” Hawk said.

      He lumbered toward the front of the convention center doors, drawing curious looks from people passing by. As soon as he went inside, he activated the coms and then glanced back at Alex. She was already at work locking every door with Dr. Z’s device. She paused and gave him a knowing nod before resuming her task.

      The oxygen tank slung over Hawk’s shoulder hissed as he meandered over to the information desk. A security guard, who’d been leaning on the counter flirting with the young woman staffing the counter, approached Hawk with a hand held out, a gesture meant to stop him.

      “Excuse me, sir, but what are you doing?” the guard asked.

      Hawk anticipated such a question and was prepared. “This is an immunology and infectious disease conference, right? I’m demonstrating some new gear in the exhibit hall.”

      The guard waved Hawk along and returned to flirting.

      Hawk continued to plod toward the staircase leading to the balcony level where the audio/visual booth was located. As he was halfway up the staircase, he heard a commotion behind him near the front door. A woman was complaining that she couldn’t get out and that all the doors were locked. The security guard sauntered over to help her before shouting something at Hawk.

      Hawk froze and turned around, putting a hand to the side of his helmet as if he couldn’t hear.

      “I said, there’s no exhibit hall up there,” the guard yelled.

      Hawk shrugged and kept walking. He knew his defiance would definitely attract attention, but he wanted to get to the next floor if he was going to engage in a fight in the bulky hazmat suit.

      As Hawk predicted, the guard bounded up the steps after him.

      This time, however, the guard’s outstretched hands were holding a weapon.

      “I think that’s far enough, pal.”
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      BOSTON

      Hawk turned around slowly, his brow knit as he stared at the security guard. While Hawk considered raising his hands, he needed the excuse of naïveté, something he couldn’t claim if he acted as if he was being detained.

      With a scowl, Hawk looked at the man’s weapon. “Whoa, sir. Is all this necessary? I’m just coming up here to speak to my boss.”

      The guard didn’t flinch, tightening his grip on his gun. “I said something to you and you just kept walking.”

      Hawk tapped the side of his helmet. “It’s not always easy to hear in these things. But I apologize if you thought I was ignoring you. To be honest, I don’t have much time and need to get moving. And it’s awfully difficult to walk very fast in this get-up.”

      “This section is for authorized personnel only,” said the guard, his eyes bouncing between Hawk’s face and his hands. “I don’t see any credentials that gives you access to this floor.”

      “My boss has it,” Hawk said. “He’s in the AV booth. If you give me just a second, I can get it from him and show it to you.”

      “I’ll come with you,” the guard said.

      Hawk shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

      Down below a woman continued to rant about the front doors being locked. Hawk could hear the guard’s radio squawk with a call from the information desk for maintenance to unlock the front doors.

      Hawk poked his head inside the booth, drawing a puzzled look from one of the men operating the soundboard.

      “Don’t mind me,” Hawk said before he slapped some papers onto the ground.

      The man in the booth grunted and immediately dove to pick up the documents. Hawk scanned the table and grabbed a cup of coffee, wispy steam still rising from the top of it. He also snagged a flashlight, all while blocking the guard from entering.

      Hawk turned around and locked eyes with the guard, nodding knowingly. The guard back pedaled, allowing Hawk to return to the hallway.

      “So, where’s that credential of yours?” the guard asked.

      “Right here,” Hawk said before he tossed the coffee onto the man.

      The guard gasped as he took a step back, stunned by the sudden splash of hot liquid across his chest. Before he had a chance to respond, Hawk grabbed the man by his hair and slammed him headlong into the wall, knocking him out. Hawk removed the man’s radio and weapon before dragging him into the restroom. Then Hawk used his gadget from Dr. Z to lock the bathroom door.

      “How’s it going?” Alex asked over the coms.

      “Had to take care of a pesky security guard,” Hawk said. “But looks like that’s settled for now.”

      “Well, you need to get back down to the lobby,” she said. “There’s a maintenance man walking toward the main gate jangling his keys.”

      “Roger that.”

      Hawk hustled down the steps, his clunky hazmat suit proving to be more of a challenge than he anticipated. Once he reached the lobby, he noticed the maintenance man sauntering toward the door where a woman stood, shifting her weight from one foot to the other.

      “I really need to get out of here,” the woman said.

      Before the man got too close, Hawk eased up beside the maintenance guy and turned him back toward the lobby.

      “We’ve got a big problem over here that you need to look into,” Hawk said.

      The man, clad in a gray coverall sporting a patch with the name Carl embroidered in cursive on it, stopped, creating some resistance to Hawk’s leading.

      “Look, buddy, I’ll get to that in a second. This woman’s been itching to get outta here. Not sure what dolt locked all the doors, but—”

      “That can wait, Carl,” Hawk said. “We’ve got a potential flooding issue in the men’s restroom and water is overflowing into the hallway.”

      “No kiddin’?”

      “Yeah,” Hawk said. “It’s bad. I’ll show you where it is.”

      “Hang on, lady,” said Carl, his cheeks flushing red. “I’ll be right over there.”

      “I need to leave now,” she said after he’d already turned his back.

      “Try some other doors,” he said. “I’ve got an emergency.”

      Carl rushed back toward the men’s restroom with Hawk.

      “By the way,” Carl said, “why are you in that ridiculous suit?”

      “Have you ever used a public restroom?” Hawk deadpanned.

      Carl laughed and shook his head. “Can’t say that I blame you.”

      As they approached the restroom entrance, Carl froze.

      “Come on,” Hawk said. “I’ll show you where the leak is.”

      “I thought you said it was spilling out into the hallway,” Carl said as he arched and eyebrow. “Is this some kind of joke?”

      “I can assure you that it isn’t a joke,” Hawk said. “Come here.”

      Carl cocked his head to one side as he cautiously entered the restroom. Once they were both inside, Hawk kicked the stopper, shutting the door.

      Carl spun around only to be met by Hawk’s shoulder. He drove Carl against the tile wall, knocking the wind out of him. As Carl staggered in retreat toward the far corner, Hawk followed him. Carl drew in a deep breath and prepared to shout for help, but Hawk punched the maintenance man in the gut. He doubled over, gasping for air.

      Hawk seized the opportunity and wrapped his arm around the man’s neck from behind. Carl tried to draw in a deep breath, but a body blow from Hawk sucked all the wind out of the man.

      Then Hawk shoved the man’s head against the wall, knocking him out.

      “I really am sorry,” Hawk said. “But I don’t really have a choice.”

      Hawk collected Carl’s keys and radio before locking him inside the restroom.

      When Hawk emerged from the restroom, he heard the woman’s hysterical screams by the front entrance. Hawk went over to the front desk and told the young woman managing the information area to summon the woman and get her under control.

      “Carl’s got a more urgent mess to deal with but will be back in a few minutes,” Hawk said. “But get this woman to calm down. We don’t need her panicking everyone.”

      “Of course,” the young woman said. “I’ll do my best.”

      Hawk grabbed a cup from the refreshment station in the hallway and poured a cup of coffee. He held it steady as he ascended the steps, returning to the AV booth. As Hawk eased inside, he handed the cup to the worker.

      “Thank you,” the man whispered. “I was wanting some coffee and started to think I was losing my mind.”

      “I took it by mistake,” Hawk said. “This one’s fresh.”

      The man thanked Hawk again, who eased a transmitting flash drive into the port in the back of the desktop computer.

      Once Hawk was back in the hallway, he contacted Alex on the coms.

      “Tell Mia she should have access now,” he said.

      “On it.”

      After a few seconds, Alex returned to the coms. “She’s already working on it, so you need to get outta there. As soon as that message goes up, all hell’s gonna break loose.”

      “That’s what I’m counting on.”

      “Hawk, what are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking I need to pay Dr. Decker a little visit.”

      “You wait until you’re outside,” she said. “I don’t need you catching the virus.”

      “What do you think this hazmat suit is for?”

      “Hawk, listen to me. That suit is not impenetrable. If something happens to you—”

      “I’ll be fine,” Hawk said. “But this might be our best chance to snag him.”

      “Hawk, stick to the plan,” she said, the edge in her voice becoming more pronounced with each response.

      “I just need to have a short word with him. It’ll be fine.”

      “Hawk, cut it out. Think about John Daniel.”

      “I am,” Hawk said as strode into the auditorium and walked along the stage’s right side. He eased up the steps into the wings, all while going undetected by Decker.

      Hawk stood just off stage, listening to Decker spew his altruistic nonsense as the aerosolized mist descended from the air conditioning system overhead. Listening to all the lies almost made Hawk want to run onto the stage and tackle Decker. But Hawk restrained himself, taking deep breaths to remain calm amidst the tragedy that was happening in slow motion without any viable way to stop it.

      “Get ready,” Alex said. “Mia is about to post the message.”

      Hawk turned his attention to the big screen behind Decker. After a few more seconds, the screen turned black as stark white words were broadcast for the room to read.

      “Everyone, please remain calm. Dr. Decker has unleashed a virus that will harm every person in this room. It is highly contagious and quite harmful. Please do not make any attempt to leave for fear that you will spread this to everyone at the conference.”

      A gasp erupted from the audience, one so loud that Hawk could hear the muffled reaction through his helmet.

      Decker stopped and spun around to see what all the commotion was about. He scowled and shook his head.

      “Please, everyone, do not pay any attention to that sign,” he said. “This is obviously a joke. Someone is monkeying with the screen and needs to be fired. This is embarrassing and so unprofessional.”

      Hawk saw a lapel mic on a nearby table. He flipped on the switch and held it near his helmet’s microphone.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” Hawk said as he strode onto the stage, “this isn’t a joke. Dr. Decker has indeed been poisoning you this time with a highly contagious and deadly virus that he’s engineered to be immune to himself. If you leave, you will spread this to others and launch a global pandemic. We ask that you please remain here and remain calm. We are working to get an antidote to you.”

      Decker dropped his mic and dashed in the opposite direction as Hawk headed toward the wings.

      “Hawk,” Alex’s voice said over the coms, “good work. I managed to convince Boston PD to help. They’re guarding all exits. See if you can corral Decker.”

      “Roger that.”

      Hawk hustled after Decker, who had a decent head start. But with all the doors locked, Hawk figured he had a decent chance to corner the scientist and administer some justice.

      Decker raced toward a stairwell leading to an exit near the back alleyway behind the convention center. Hawk took a flying leap off the top step, crashing onto Decker’s back. He fell face first onto the landing but scrambled to his feet. As he tried to escape, Hawk reached up and snagged a fistful of Decker’s shirt, which began to rip. Before it tore free, Hawk flipped onto his back and whipped his legs around Decker, containing him for a moment. Hawk locked his feet, further preventing Decker from escaping.

      Decker leaned forward, reaching for the railing. His momentum dragged Hawk down the steps before Decker wriggled free. Hawk jumped to his feet and took another leap, tackling Decker. But this time, Decker didn’t stay down long—and neither did Hawk.

      Hawk took a swing at Decker, who dipped in time to avoid the brunt of the blow. For a second, Hawk was off balance in his clunky hazmat suit, which was all the opening Decker needed. He put his head down, bull rushing Hawk. As he turned to the side to soften the blow, Decker reached up and placed a hand on Hawk’s helmet, ramming it into the wall. Hawk had been prepared for a punch or a kick, but not the unconventional attack. Decker smashed Hawk’s helmet a second time against the wall, this time spidering the glass.

      By the time Hawk figured out what was going on, it was too late.

      Decker forced Hawk’s head against the wall once more, a hit that punctured his helmet.

      Hawk gasped for air as he felt the poison burning his throat, the scent searing his nasal passageways with the smell of burnt tire rubber. He glanced down to see a small aerosolized canister in Decker’s hand.

      “It’s much more potent when concentrated,” Decker said, a wry grin spreading across his lips.

      “Good-bye, Agent Hawk,” Decker said.

      Hawk removed his helmet and tried to deal with the initial shock that he was going to die.
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      BOSTON

      Alex stared at the scene through the glass doors across the main entrance into the convention center. Despite evidence that the message posted to the video screen behind Decker was true, the collection of immunologists and infectious disease experts—when faced with the reality of their current condition—didn’t respond in the way Alex had hoped. The basic animal instinct of survival kicked in. The people clawing at the door to escape didn’t seem to care that they could infect the world and unleash a global pandemic.

      Dominique Wilson, the commanding officer on the scene, stood next to Alex and squinted as he looked at her. “What happens if they get out?”

      “They’ll infect everyone they come in contact with,” she said. “It’ll be a nightmare—and it won’t be easily contained.”

      All around them, police officers worked to put up a barricade that surrounded every possible exit to the convention center.

      “The CDC is supposedly setting up a field unit across the street,” he said.

      Alex glanced over her shoulder to see a mobile unit parked against the curb on the opposite side of the street. Workers scurried around the area, taking over a portion of the sidewalk where they erected a tent.

      It had been a couple of minutes since Alex had heard from Hawk. She didn’t like to bug him when he was in pursuit of a hostile. But she figured she should’ve received an update from him by now.

      “Hawk, what’s your status?” she asked.

      Nothing.

      “Hawk, do you read me?” she persisted.

      More silence.

      She waited a beat before trying again. “Hawk, are you there?”

      “Yeah,” he said with a groan. “I’m here.”

      “What happened?”

      “It’s not good.”

      Her breathing turned shallow. “What the hell went down?”

      “He punctured my helmet and infected me.”

      She swallowed hard, trying to push aside the implications of what he said and maintain her focus.

      “Where’s Decker?”

      “The bastard is running down the hall,” Hawk said. “But I’m going after him.”

      “You can’t do that,” she said. “You’re infected.”

      “I won’t go anywhere crowded,” he said. “I promise.”

      “Hawk, you—” she stopped short, her voice starting to quiver.

      Stay strong, Alex.

      “Be careful,” she said, resigning herself to the fact that her husband’s instincts had kicked in. She knew Hawk better than anyone—and knew nothing would dissuade him. For Alex, figuring out how she could mitigate the problem was a better use of her energy than wasting time arguing with him about it.
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        * * *

      

      HAWK SHED the suit and staggered down the hall after Decker. As Hawk turned down a hallway leading to an exit, he heard gunshots. Increasing his pace, Hawk stumbled outside to find two officers shot dead and Decker speeding away on a motorcycle.

      Hawk scanned the area and eyed one of the dead cops’ bike. Rushing over to it, Hawk first knelt and collected the officer’s gun before saddling onto the bike. He pushed the ignition button and the engine purred. Hawk kicked the motorcycle into gear and began his pursuit of Decker.

      The two men weaved in and out of traffic as Hawk was obviously more comfortable on a motorcycle than Decker. After a couple of miles, Decker entered the freeway. He checked over his shoulder a few times, making eye contact with Hawk.

      Hawk darted between vehicles as they came to a crawl, gaining on Decker. As Hawk drew closer, Decker zipped between a pair of cars and sped into the Ted Williams Tunnel. Hawk goosed the engine but couldn’t quite catch Decker.

      As soon as they emerged from the tunnel, Decker headed toward a waterfront park. People milled along the walkway buttressing the water—and Hawk knew exactly what Decker was doing.

      He really thinks I’m going to stop so I won’t infect all these people.

      Hawk had already considered this move and was prepared to counter it. He drew his weapon and started firing it into the air. The crowd scattered, leaving the two men alone in Fan Pier Park, a drab concrete area with seating for people to gather and look out across the water.

      Decker whipped his bike around and revved his engine as he stared down Hawk.

      “You just won’t stop, will you?” Decker shouted.

      Hawk, who’d stopped about twenty meters away, glared back at Decker. “You’re going to have to finish me off.”

      “I already have,” Decker said with a laugh. “You just don’t know it yet.”

      Hawk coughed and gasped for air. Despite how he felt, he determined to keep Decker in the dark about the effects of the virus.

      “Right about now, you’re starting to have problems breathing, maybe even a burning sensation in your nose and throat,” Decker said with a wild-eyed grin. “In a few more minutes, you’re not going to be able to walk. And if you get within fifty feet of anyone, your chances of transmitting this deadly virus goes way up.”

      Decker dismounted from his bike, holding Hawk’s gaze.

      “Now, if there’s one thing I’ve learned about you, Agent Hawk or Liam Shepherd or whatever the hell you’re calling yourself today, it’s that you always try to do the noble thing. And right now, the noble thing isn’t to try and kill me. It’s to make sure that you don’t infect anyone else. Now, I’m going to take a little walk along the water here and I suggest you don’t follow me unless you want to kill a bunch of innocent people.”

      Hawk, hands trembling, raised his weapon and took a shot at Decker, who ducked behind his bike.

      “Not a smart idea,” Decker shouted.

      Hawk felt his knees weaken before he fell to the ground.

      “Right about now, you’re starting to get very tired and weak. You want to take a nap as your mind has become clouded.”

      Hawk hated listening to Decker’s play-by-play description of what was occurring inside his body. He closed his eyes, squeezing them shut and re-opening them in an attempt to regain his focus. He pushed himself up off the ground into a kneeling position. No matter how much he wanted to hide the effects of the virus, Hawk couldn’t resist its power.

      Hawk then collapsed face down before dropping his weapon.

      “That a boy,” Decker said as he climbed onto his bike and ignited the engine. “I’m feeling a little benevolent today, Agent Hawk. So, I’m going to put you out of your misery because I promise you that you’re going to hate what happens to you next.”

      Decker revved his engine and then lurched forward, speeding toward Hawk.

      Hawk looked up at the bike heading straight toward him. Decker was clutching a metal pipe of some sort and was wielding it like a polo stick; his intention was clear—and diabolical. Hawk realized Decker didn’t want to kill him, just knock him out, which would draw medical personnel, who’d tend to him and contract the virus.

      Hawk closed his eyes and took a deep breath, mustering all his strength for what he had to do next.

      Just as Decker drew within a couple of meters, Hawk rolled to one side to avoid a blow from Decker’s pipe. Then Hawk lunged back toward the bike and grabbed at the metal piece, ripping it from Decker’s hand.

      Decker skidded to a stop and wheeled the bike around. He revved his engine again. Then he reached into his pocket and pulled out his gun.

      “You’re going to make this difficult, aren’t you?”

      Hawk didn’t say a word, saving all his energy for Decker’s next pass.

      As Decker raced toward him, Hawk feigned as if he was going to jam the pipe into the rim of the bike. Instead, he slung the pipe at Decker, who dropped his weapon as he swerved to miss the pipe. The metal piece clanged onto the ground as Decker wheeled around once more, this time weaponless.

      Hawk, unable to feel his feet, rolled onto his belly and began an army crawl toward the gun. However, before he could reach it, Decker cut him off, kicking him in the head in the process.

      Hawk rolled aside, his head pounding from the blow.

      Decker climbed off his bike and rushed toward Hawk, who tried to clamber to his feet. A ferocious kick to Hawk’s chest knocked him down again. Decker roared with laughter as he circled Hawk.

      “How are you feeling now?” Decker asked.

      If Hawk had been inclined to answer, he would have said he felt nothing short of sheer agony. But he wasn’t in the mood for indulging Decker.

      “Like a million bucks,” Hawk mumbled.

      “You look like death warmed over,” Decker said. “But I must admit that I’ve changed my mind. Instead of putting you out of your misery, I’m going to let you suffer. However, I’m going to make your suffering even greater.”

      Decker drew back and cracked the pipe against Hawk’s ribs. While the hit sent pain searing up the side of his body, Hawk could tell nothing was broken.

      Hawk had Decker right where he wanted him.

      “Is that all you got?” Hawk goaded.

      A smile flickered across Decker’s lips. “Oh you’re about to find out.”

      Decker drew the pipe back and rushed Hawk. Just as Decker took a swing, Hawk spun around on his back and scissor kicked Decker in the knees. Decker crashed to the concrete, dazed by the surprise blow.

      Hawk summoned all his strength and dove for the pipe before rolling onto Decker. The scientist struggled to escape, but Hawk had pinned Decker’s shoulders to the ground.

      With a growl, Hawk pressed the pipe against Decker’s throat, forcing him to gasp for air. He tried to force Hawk off of him but couldn’t get any leverage. Decker continued thrashing as his face turned blue.

      “You should’ve killed me when you had the chance,” Hawk said.

      Unable to break free, Decker pleaded with Hawk, feebly begging in a whisper as he gasped for breath.

      “Please, stop,” Decker said. “I can pay you.”

      “Too late for that. I likely won’t survive—but I’m going to make sure you don’t either. Mutually assured destruction.”

      Decker’s eyes bulged as he fought for another breath.

      “You left my wife to die,” Hawk said. “Think about that with your last breath.”

      Hawk forced the pipe harder against Decker’s neck until the scientist stopped fighting, his body falling limp.

      Hawk tossed the pipe aside and rolled off of Decker.

      “Alex,” Hawk said, his voice barely audible. “I’m at the Boston Harbor. Don’t let anyone near me. I need help.”

      Hawk closed his eyes as everything went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      BOSTON

      Alex jumped out of the car, racing toward Hawk’s lifeless body in the middle of the park. Local authorities had formed a fifty meter perimeter to prevent anyone from getting near him, just like she’d asked Officer Wilson to request.

      “Ma’am,” one policeman guarding the scene said as he put his hand out, “no one is supposed to go near the body.”

      “It’s okay,” she said. “I’m immune and he’s my husband.”

      She rushed over to him, a syringe in her right hand. She dug into his ruck sack and pulled out the antidote. Her hands shook as she drew back the plunger. Too much and it might kill him. Not enough and he’d die. And she had no idea of knowing which.

      After a deep breath, she took hold of Hawk’s hand. She detected a pulse, which gave her a sense of relief, but her work was far from over. She then searched for a vein on his arm. Once she located one, she jammed the needle into him, injecting him with the antidote.

      She gave his hand a squeeze when she’d finished. “Come on, honey. Wake up.”

      As she waited, she watched for signs of life—the twitch of a hand, the flutter of an eyelid.

      But after a couple of minutes—nothing.

      Alex stood and then paced around Hawk for a few more moments before she fell back down to the ground on her knees.

      “Come on, Hawk,” she said. “You’re not dying on me today. John Daniel needs his daddy. And I need you too.”

      The seconds ticked past, each one feeling like days to Alex.

      Finally, Hawk opened his eyes and groaned. “I’m sorry, Alex. I had to stop him.”

      She looked over at Decker’s fresh corpse a few meters away and resisted the urge to pound on the dead scientist’s face.

      “Well, you did it,” she said, choking back tears.

      Then she fell on top of Hawk and sobbed. She buried her face in his chest, wondering if this was how she was going to spend her final minutes with him. While she hoped this day would never come, she was completely surprised. But it was heart-wrenching all the same.

      “You just can’t—”

      She stopped as Hawk eased her head up.

      “What are you doing?” she asked. “Are you—”

      “Okay?” he asked, completing her sentence. “I’m not sure, but I’m already starting to feel better.”

      “Really?” she asked as she wiped away tears with the back of her hand. “You better not be joking about this, because if you are—”

      “I wouldn’t joke about this, honey,” Hawk said.

      She threw her arms around him, pushing him back to the ground.

      After she kissed him, he smiled.

      “What about the conference attendees?” he asked. “What happened?”

      “I gave the antidote vial I took from TipTop to a doctor at the CDC’s quarantine station at the airport to reproduce it. Whatever Decker distributed at the conference was much slower working than what you got.”

      “That’s because he sprayed a stronger dosage directly on me,” Hawk said.

      “Well, whatever we’ve got seems to be working,” she said. “The first batch was distributed to a few of the people at the conference and they are responding well to it. If that goes well, they should have enough for the rest of the attendees by the morning.”

      “And no one escaped?”

      She shook her head. “One woman tried to jump out of a window, but two cops tackled her. They’re now in quarantine, but no one else escaped that we know of.”

      “That’s a relief,” Hawk said.

      “Let’s get you to the quarantine station,” she said. “I think you just might make it.”

      Hawk groaned as he eased to his feet. “You’re the best, Alex.”

      Alex’s phone buzzed with a number she didn’t recognize.

      “Should I answer it?” she asked.

      “Go ahead,” Hawk said. “I’ll rest on this bench.”

      She helped him sit down before taking the call.

      “Alex Hawk, please hold for a call from the President of the United States,” a woman said.

      The line clicked and a few seconds later, the smooth baritone voice of President Bullock came through from the other end.

      “How’s Hawk?” Bullock asked.

      “I think he’s going to be all right,” she said, “but I haven’t gotten him evaluated yet.”

      “I heard what he did. You need to pass along a message that his country thanks him. He’s a real American hero today.”

      “Any way you can keep his name out of the press in regards to this story?”

      “I’ll do my best,” Bullock said. “Shouldn’t be a problem now as this development might just be a goodwill windfall for me.”

      “How so?” she asked. “I’ve been kind of busy today and haven’t seen the news.”

      “Turns out that one Phillip Putnam was responsible for cajoling and threatening judges and police departments to keep law enforcement from getting an arrest warrant for Decker.”

      “What a bastard,” Alex said.

      “And to think he was on track to square off against me in the election,” Bullock said. “The country dodged a bullet, thanks to you and Hawk’s work.”

      “We were just doing our job, sir.”

      “Of course you were,” he said, “but that doesn’t mean it’s still not vital work.”

      “I like to think everything we do is vital to the security and well-being of this country.”

      Bullock chuckled. “You’re probably right, but some things tend to carry more weight than others. What you two did today was definitely on the heavier end.”

      “I appreciate those kind words, sir.”

      “Please extend this congratulations to Hawk. I don’t know where I’d be without you two today—and I certainly don’t know what the state of this country would be.”

      “It’s our pleasure to serve.”

      “And if you ever need anything, don’t you hesitate to call in a favor from me,” Bullock said. “I owe the two of you big time.”

      Alex thanked Bullock again before ending the call.

      “What was that all about?” Hawk asked as Alex meandered back to him.

      “That was Bullock,” she said. “He wanted you to know he was proud of you and grateful for what you did today.”

      “We were just doing our job,” Hawk said.

      “That’s exactly what I told him.”

      “And this is why we make a great team.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      ONE MONTH LATER | BRIDGER, MONTANA

      Hawk and Alex sat swinging on their front porch as John Daniel arranged an obstacle course. Bales of hay, horse troughs, and whiskey barrels formed a circuit formidable for any six year old. After he’d finished adjusting everything to the spot he wanted, he stepped back and put his hands on his hips, a wide grin pasted across his dusty face.

      “What do you think, dad?” John Daniel asked. “Do you think you could do it?”

      “Maybe,” Hawk said, his eyes glimmering with pride. “But why don’t you show me how it’s done first?”

      John Daniel giggled with delight as he raced over to the start line.

      “Just tell me when to go, Dad.”

      John Daniel smiled as he launched forward, his stubby little legs churning quickly as he navigated the course. Alex put her arm around Hawk and pulled him close as they watched their son’s unbridled joy. He ended the course by sliding across the finish line.

      Alex started to say something but thought better of it when Hawk gave her leg a quick squeeze.

      “He’s all boy,” Hawk said with a wink. “You can always wash the dirt out, but the memories of these moments will leave a lifelong mark.”

      “How did you know—”

      “What you were going to say?” Hawk said, finishing her question.

      “I hate it when you do that.”

      Hawk laughed and shook his head. “This is also why we make such a great team. We both know what the other is thinking.”

      John Daniel ran over to them, his face beaming. “What’d you think?”

      They both showered him with praise, resulting in John Daniel wanting to run the course again. Hawk and Alex didn’t mind.

      “If that’s true, what am I thinking now?” Alex asked.

      Hawk took a deep breath and locked eyes with Alex. She looked relaxed, but he could see a distant fear in her eyes—but he wasn’t sure why.

      “Are you still worried about Nikintin?” Hawk asked. “Besserman said he’d be placed in one of those federal supermax prisons. He only gets to see daylight once a week.”

      Alex shook her head. “I’m not worried about him.”

      “Then what is it?” Hawk asked. “We’ve decimated The Alliance, at least as far as we can tell.”

      “They’re still out there, but that’s not what I’m really concerned about.”

      “Then what is it?”

      She dug into her pocket and produced a folded piece of paper. He took it from her and read it.

      “What is this?” he asked.

      “Morgan sent this to me,” Alex said. “Someone sent it to the Magnum Group offices.”

      “So what?” Hawk said with a shrug. “It’s a threat against us, but they couldn’t even deliver it directly to us.”

      John Daniel squealed with delight as he hurdled a barrel.

      “Look at him,” Alex said. “I can’t help but think all his innocence is going to be stolen by some goons from The Alliance or from those Russians or from—”

      Hawk placed his hand on her knee. “Stop, okay? You can’t live in fear like this.”

      “But did you read the note?”

      “We can be wise, even cautious at times when the threat is greatest, but we will not live in fear,” Hawk said. “Besides, anyone who wants to come after us should be fearful of what they’ve got coming to them.”

      She sighed. “I don’t know. I just—”

      “You don’t know what?”

      “See—you can’t finish that sentence. Or maybe you don’t want to.”

      “If you need a break, I understand,” he said. “Sit the next few missions out if you need to. Spend some time with John Daniel.”

      “But it’s you too. There was a moment in Boston where I thought I was going to lose you.”

      “Morgan said she’d give us some time to rest up and spend time together before she sent us back out on a mission.”

      Alex stared off into the distance. “She called today.”

      Hawk sat up. “And?”

      “She has another job and they need us—both of us.”

      “Don’t be afraid to tell her no if you need more time.”

      She rubbed her face with both hands. “I’m just not sure I can keep doing this. I love that little guy so much—and I love you too. If something were to happen—”

      “It’s the nature of what we do,” he said. “We’ve always known it. Serving our country in this way, that’s just what we do. It’s what we were made to do.”

      “I’m just not so sure any more.”

      “Sleep on it,” Hawk said. “You don’t have to respond right away.”

      “Yes, we do,” Alex said. “Morgan’s sending a plane tomorrow if we’re willing to go.”

      “What’s involved?”

      “Besserman thinks they’ve identified who’s been directing some of The Alliance’s projects and they want us to go get him,” she said.

      “They can’t just extradite him?”

      “Not where you’re going. It’s why it requires someone who can work outside the bounds of the law.”

      “That sounds simple enough,” Hawk said.

      “It’s never that simple, Hawk, and you know it. But you go ahead.”

      Hawk gave her a hug as John Daniel came bounding back up to them.

      “What’d ya think, Dad?” he asked.

      “That was faster than last time, son.”

      Hawk tousled John Daniel’s hair before he got up and walked over to the fence to look at the horse and the sprawling land that stretched for miles until the next mountain peak.

      Hawk snagged a weed out of the ground and jammed it into his mouth. He watched the sun dip low before disappearing behind the mountain peak just to the west of them. Then he looked back at Alex. He was ready to move on, but she wasn’t. And he was fine with that.

      But he couldn’t help but think there was something else going on with Alex, something she wasn’t telling him. And that scared him more than anything.

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      To continue reading in The Phoenix Chronicles, order THE KEYSTONE PROTOCOL 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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