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      FLAP - FAIRFAX COUNTY, VIRGINIA

      The death of Konstantin Yegorovich was ground zero for the ripple of shock waves that rattled every aspect of political civilization: finance, military, and intelligence. But the man sitting in the darkening room in the Virginia countryside, sipping a glass of cold, reverse-osmosis water, was thinking of none of those things. Rather, his mind was on the envelope that lay on the table beside him.

      He’d never considered the Russian president a friend. An ally, for sure, a helper along the way, a facilitator, a treasure trove of information and intelligence that put Edmond Flap in the seat where he now sat. But a friend? The line between friendship and useful human was one for which Yegorovich had a perennial blind spot. But the director of the CIA was clear-eyed in his assessment of personal relationships. He knew friendships couldn’t be forged over vodka.

      During the past week, he’d been inundated by senators, congressmen, and the president himself with questions about Russia and what would happen next. He answered them calmly and methodically. For years, he’d studied the art of appearing either interested or disinterested, depending on what was best for the situation at hand. National security was the coal mine and Flap was the canary. How did he want to play this one?

      He took another sip of water and looked over at the envelope sitting on the table next to him. It was addressed with Yegorovich’s spider-thin stroke, handwriting he'd first seen in Berlin in the late ’80s. Back then, Flap had been a station chief before being kicked to the dregs. Yegorovich had saved him. Years before his second act as Russian president, the Yegorovich of 1988 was a newly minted spy, nothing special, just an ambitious young Soviet who knew how to wring personal benefit out of any opportunity. That opportunistic capacity had served them both well through the years.

      They’d grown cynical together, formed a firm bond of understanding, shared meals, killed each other’s spies. But as they’d cemented their relationship, they’d also climbed rung after rung up their own intelligence apparatus.

      Yegorovich’s ladder ran up through his own government and terminated at president. And there he resided until his last breath, taking whatever he wanted from the sweet shop that was the Russian Federation, manipulating oligarchs, and rattling his saber in the world’s face whenever he felt like the world needed a saber in its face. He wrestled bears and swam with great white sharks—a body bloated with Russian pride and bravado.

      Flap put his hand on the envelope, then withdrew it, deciding instead to enjoy a bit more of this untainted ambience before delving in. He’d come out here to his quiet spot in the countryside, a place no one knew about except for Gil, his driver. Gil would never say a word. Flap knew every kink and bad habit the man kept in his darkest corners. That knowledge, and the driver by proxy, had saved him on more than a handful of occasions. Gil belonged to Flap, forevermore.

      It was time. The water glass went down, and the envelope came up. The CIA director ran a careful finger beneath the seal. Within was a greeting card, completely white on the front and back. Those familiar spider-thin strokes again—jerky, harsh, and inelegant, yet bold and strong. Very much what the Russian president had been—rough, up from the ranks, his supposed refinement merely a matter of optics.

      The envelope and the note had been delivered anonymously. That was to be expected. But Flap was still flummoxed over the fact that it had taken so long. He’d expected something immediate, maybe a message through their secure system, an email, or perhaps a plain message slipped through one of their many social media channels. The delay gave him pause.

      He pursed his lips and read the note.

      My Dear Edmond,

      If you're reading this, it means that my demise has finally come. I know you won’t mourn for me as you are not a man of mourning. Nevertheless, you’ve known me longer than anyone, and while I know you’re not an emotional man, I can be, and I am proud to call you friend. And so, as my only living friend left on Earth, I leave you a gift, something extraordinary. How I wish I could be there to see what you do with this gift. And I hope you will do much.

      At the end of this note, you’ll see a twelve-word phrase. You know what it’s for—but let me tell you what it gives you: Every penny I’ve scraped together on my own, every dollar I’ve stolen, every coin I’ve ripped from the grubby hands of the undeserving among my countrymen. I guess you could call it my final legacy.

      At the time of this writing, the number stands at just over 500 billion, American. I won’t tell you what to do with it because you have an imagination much like my own. My only regret is that I won’t be there to see you spend it.

      Please, Edmond, take this gift and sow the chaos that you and I so loved.

      Death is the end of all, and so I do not believe we will see each other again. Farewell.

      Your friend,

      Konstantin

      Flap reread the note three times to make sure there were no catches. Yegorovich was typically a straight shooter with him, but the delay in delivery meant more hands touching the thing, which meant more opportunities to adulterate the contents.

      Satisfied, he placed the fake Hallmark atop its torn envelope and took a long breath, letting it out slowly. It was his way of dancing around the room in joy. He’d earned this. And while he had no need for political office, the Russian president was right. There was always more chaos to be wrought, more power to be grabbed, and old vendettas to set straight.

      He’d le for two newcomers in his life. Two Marines who were proud and patriotic, and naively assumed Flap to be the same.

      Flap had the history on one of them. A full dossier, the good and the bad, the murders and the awards. That one, Briggs, would have to be watched.

      The other was the alpha and the omega of his true objective: He would ruin the life of the son of Major Calvin Stokes. The sins of the father would be redressed even if it meant spending the rest of his life doing it.

      Yes, and in the process, this gift would solidify his own standing in the world.

      Flap picked up the card, memorized the passcode, and then walked to the fireplace in the corner. He dropped the envelope and the card atop the slowly burning log and watched the edges curl, flames licking lazily at them. In a sudden puff, it was consumed.

      Edmond Flap lived for a challenge. Ruining Cal Stokes’s life was going to be just that.

      It was also going to be fun.
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      STOKES - CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

      It was well after midnight and the last thing he wanted to do was sleep. He walked down Rugby Road, past a group of three girls sitting on the curb, giggling, one of them swaying back and forth. It was a Friday night. They deserved their fun. Cal had once been a student at the University of Virginia himself. He never finished, thanks to nineteen hijackers on a single morning one September, but he remembered those nights. Work hard, play hard.

      Thumping bass and cheering partygoers streamed from the fraternity houses he passed. It was one of those perfect fall nights, crisp enough that the Virginia humidity no longer lingered. Part of him wanted to go into one of those fraternity houses, grab a beer, and pretend that he was one of them. It would be fun to pretend he was back in school when things were simple, and he’d been an innocent. But even though he looked younger than his age, he knew the students in their late teens and early twenties would home in on him like he was a narc. To them, he was old. That made him smile. He didn’t feel old. He was in the best shape of his life, his mind quicker, more adept than it had been, even as a top student here at UVA.

      A young man ran by, followed by a group of his friends. The one out in front held a shoe up in the air as he sprinted by. And sure enough, there in the chasing crowd, another young man hobbled along on one shoed foot. They laughed and hooted, completely ignorant to anything that did not exist within their small bubble. That was the gift of innocence. Maybe in that bubble was a whispering voice that told them it would not last, and that once out of the bubble, they would be out for good.

      Or maybe those were merely the thoughts Cal Stokes had as he pined for his own days of dirty socks, beer cans, and not caring a lick for the problems of the world.

      If so, you could blame old Father Time for them, like you could blame him for the fact that Cal liked feeling the energy of 18-year-olds just starting out in life, getting their first taste of freedom. That was what Cal Stokes fought for, their right to that freedom, their right to be innocent, their right to be here. And maybe his right to feed off them like a vampire.

      No, don’t go there, he thought. He’d had enough cynicism during the past couple of months. It was time for gratitude.

      Maybe that’s why he walked the streets, to remember why he did it and to be grateful for it. He could indulge the other side for a moment, however, and put his gratitude into stark relief.

      Many who did what he did went crazy. He had been near that darkness himself. It was equally understandable that some took their money and ran to a deserted island—or worse, a deserted island of the mind. Cal couldn’t blame them.

      But he was far from that, and that meant he was still aware of what could be lost if he didn’t keep going. The world needed him, and he would keep going until it didn’t need him anymore. He remembered a quote—who was it? Stanislaw something? “No snowflake in an avalanche ever feels responsible.” If that was true, that didn’t mean he couldn’t fight like hell against the tumble.

      He passed Chi Phi and the art museum on the right. Figured he could take a stroll up to the rotunda and walk down the lawn. It was one of his favorite places, all lit up at night. The colonnades with their Jeffersonian beauty calmed him. Another reminder of his place in the world and his duty to it.

      He was about to cross the road when four students stumbled out from behind the hedge row. It was easy to tell what sport they were—basketball players tended to be taller and lean, but these guys were meaty and square-headed. Linebackers, offensive linemen. And Cal knew when one of them whipped his eyes Cal’s way, there would be trouble. He crossed the street to avoid it and felt red-rimmed eyes following him.

      “Look at this guy,” said a voice stuffed with steak and cheese.

      He wasn’t a man, rather an overgrown child—they all were. Cal ignored him.

      “He don’t look like a professor. Hey townie! Hey, look, townie, townie, townie, townie!”

      Cal remembered the rivalry between the students and the Charlottesville locals, some of whom took advantage of university students. There had been a highly publicized attack the year before, which had only fed the fire. Cal Stokes was no townie, but he didn’t feel the need to tell this inebriated boy that fact.

      “Come here, townie,” the lineman said. “I need a date with your mom.”

      More laughs from his friends, more scraping of feet on the pavement. They were drunk all right. And at least one of them was looking for a fight when it was obvious that Cal wasn’t going to outwalk them. And he wasn’t about to speed up, that was for sure. He turned and faced the red-eyed tough guy.

      “I’m not a townie,” Cal said. “I live right down the road.”

      The lineman, easily six-foot-seven, screwed up his face. “Yeah, that’s a townie.” He pushed forward from his friends. “I don’t like townies.”

      “I got that impression.”

      “You better get that impression. You the one that raped that sorority girl?”

      “Looks like he could be,” said a slightly less beefy kid behind him.

      “I say we take him down,” said another.

      A group of girls had stopped now and was watching. Cal took a frustrated breath. This was exactly what he didn’t need.

      “Look,” he said, “I’m an adjunct professor. Why don’t you guys go to your party? I’m a little tired for this.”

      “Show me your ID then,” the boy said, wiping a smear of beer-scented drool from his chin.

      At a loss for a university ID, even though sometimes he did come in as a guest lecturer, Cal did the next best thing. He planted his feet and looked the boy straight in the eyes. “You don’t want to do this. That’s not a threat. It’s a reality check. You don’t want to do this.”

      “Oh, don’t I?” the boy slurred. He looked back at his friends and noticed the girls and put a fist in the air. “Don’t worry. I got him, girls.”

      “Go back to the party,” Cal said. “Seriously. Go have fun. It’s still early.”

      “No, I’m interested in what you just said.”

      Cal shook his head. “What did I say?”

      “How I don’t want to do this. You think you’re a tough guy, townie?” The boy punctuated the question by poking the air with his meaty finger.

      “Thank you very much,” Cal said, grabbing the finger out of the air and bending it backward. The football player went down on his knees, eyes watering. Cal bent down and whispered in the boy’s ear, “Now, go back to the party and have fun, or I’m going to rip this finger off and shove it down your throat.”

      “Okay, okay,” the boy whimpered, barely audible, but enough for Cal to hear.

      The Marine gave the boy one last yank on the finger, tearing a little something within—a little reminder for when he finally sobered up.

      “Oh, and one last thing,” Cal said. “Make sure you play nice with others.” He let go of the finger, waved to the other football players, winked at the girls, and walked on.

      Yeah, this was what he was fighting for, the right for a drunk college football player to pick on someone not his own size. That and the boy’s right to complain about it. And the right of the college newspaper to report it. And the right of folks to read it and make up their own minds. That’s what you get with freedom once it’s won. So be it. It was worth it after all.

      The most Cal could do from here on out was hope that the boy had learned his lesson. But in this moment, he allowed himself the luxury of not caring. At any rate, he had a walk to continue and memories to digest. If only this fish was the biggest fry of his life to come.
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      THE HOODED MAN - FALLS CHURCH, VIRGINIA

      The guy in the hoodie put a hand into his pocket. The drug dealer watched him warily, his ass puckering at the thought of that hand coming out with something other than cash. But he’d been in the game for a long time and this bag of bones didn’t look like much of a threat. Besides, it was a small order. No sense spilling blood over it. A crumpled hand came out with an equally crumpled wad of cash. The hand was shaking—not jonesing, something else. Pain, the drug dealer thought. The mangled hand almost dropped the cash onto the ground, but the guy in the hoodie was able to keep it in his grasp. His whole body winced as the claw came forward. The dealer reached out his hand and the cash fell into it. And the small bag of painkillers made its transfer from dealer to customer.

      “You’ve got my number if you need anything else,” the dealer said.

      “I won’t,” the voice came from the shadow of the hoodie. The voice had been weary, slurry, and monotone like a lazy insect. The dealer dealt with all kinds. This guy was more Quasimodo than man. Another whole-body wince.

      “Hey man, you okay? Maybe you should take one of those now,” the dealer said. He decided this was a good opportunity for an upsell. “Listen, if you want, I got the good stuff. Afghan, Mexican, none of this domestic lightweight stuff—you don’t mind me saying.”

      The hooded man shook his head. “I only need this.”

      It wasn’t the dealer’s habit to probe into the inner workings of his customers, and he wasn’t about to start now. Still, there was something he had to question about the guy and his drug of choice, which, if the dealer had to be honest, was no better than Tylenol. Why waste the time or the effort? There were plenty of crackheads and methed-out whores to service.

      But then the hoodie slipped a bit and the dealer couldn’t take his eyes away from what he saw. If the hand was mangled, the face was even worse. It looked like chewed up meat. The hooded man froze. And from within the hood, the dealer saw black eyes.

      “Oh, you want to see?” the strangled voice said.

      “Nah man, it’s all right. Take care.”

      Before he could step away, the hood flipped back.

      The dealer stumbled back so fast that he hit the ground with a thud, bruising his tailbone. He scuttled away, dropping the cash and not even caring. He needed to get out of this place and fast. Whatever this man was, whatever this thing had been, he wanted to be as far from here as he could be. The hooded gargoyle replaced his disguise.

      If he could have laughed, he would have, but it hurt too much. Everything hurt.

      And sure, some primo Afghan heroin might not have been bad. In a past life, maybe he would’ve gone for that, but right now it was all he could do to retain a clear head. Among other things, he needed to remember why he was here.

      He remembered waking from a deep, painful sleep to a rat licking his leg and another one gnawing at his toe. He kicked it away, feeling the guttural scream of primal loathing escape his chest in a single heave as he did, and then he faded back to unconsciousness. The next time he awakened, it was in an emergency room. They patched him up, but he couldn’t understand the words coming out of the nurse’s mouth, or the instructions coming from the doctor. He’d waited until the next dose of painkillers and then he’d left.

      The day after that was the first time he’d seen himself in the mirror. He’d cried. The tears ran into the cuts on his face, lacerations that had been stapled together.

      He could not remember who he was.

      Signs in English all around him. Most likely he was in America. There were places that tickled his brain. A particular bar on the corner, one with the foaming mug in its logo. Had he worked there once? Or had a few too many in the quaint establishment?

      For days, he lived under an overpass, sleeping most of the time to the near-constant rumble and woosh of traffic above him. He was left alone, for his looks scared the others away. Even the dope fiends ran from this guy who looked like he was suffering from some debilitating skin disease—something you could catch. If there was a blessing, it was that his disfigurement provided safety. But then came the cops, and his temporary stay under the overpass was done. He found places to sleep where he could.

      One day a man in a shiny suit gave him a hundred-dollar bill. The hooded man had seen a clipped stack of those hundreds go back into the suited pocket. The money had fed him. It had also gotten him the drugs he needed, because for some reason he knew where and how to get them. Of all the things on the other side of that smoke screen in his head, survival skills were not among them.

      Those first hits were paradise. It wasn’t only the disappearance of pain, though there was that. No, it was the utter absence of fear, of shame, of degradation. Everything was better with the hit. Everything. But he had anticipated all of it turning into paranoia. That was what happened when his manufactured bliss went to rot.

      He thought about killing himself. But his body wouldn’t let him do it. Another indication of survival on this side of the screen. And then his addled mind latched onto the idea that he wasn’t supposed to die. That for some reason, he was supposed to live. And he kept on living. As pitiful as it was, he was living.

      And then one day, a name came to him. He knew it wasn’t his own. No face came with the name, but minor details, memories.

      That same day, he had a memory of kissing a girl behind the gym lockers in eighth grade. Her name had been Madeline O’Leary. He remembered the smell of sweat and a strange, cooing sound in her throat. That’s how the memories came—on a breeze or a tremor in the earth.

      But the other name he remembered was no flash in the pan followed by the elation of sudden recall. It stuck in him, so badly that when he was falling asleep each night or passing out in the middle of the day because of his pain, he murmured the name over and over again like a mantra.

      And he said it again now as he bent down painfully to retrieve the money the drug dealer had left behind: “Daniel Briggs...”

      The name seemed to bestow him with the will to keep moving even though his once-shattered leg still screamed, and his worthless right shoulder ached beyond believing.

      “Daniel Briggs,” he said again, savoring the name like a toffee around his half-toothless mouth. He squared his misshapen jaw and went to find a place to sleep, a place to think—some chapel-like solitude where he could contemplate the name Daniel Briggs, and hope that his memory might reveal the man behind it.
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      BRIGGS - HUMPBACK ROCK, CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

      He came to a loping halt with ten miles of running done. The view below was breathtaking. Daniel whistled sharply, and then a rustle came from behind. A couple of seconds later, the mascot of The Jefferson Group, Liberty, a German Shorthaired Pointer, came to a heel beside him.

      “What do you think, girl? Should we make it fifteen today?”

      Liberty huffed a dog version of, “Give me a minute, will you?” The heat was already intense without the running.

      Barely winded himself, Daniel unslung his backpack and extracted a collapsible bowl and a bottle of water. He poured some into the bowl and set it down before the dog, who waited dutifully until Daniel said, “Go ahead.” Then she attacked the bowl with loud, sloppy laps. Daniel sipped from the bottle of water as he stroked her dark brown coat. They’d gone on many of these runs together, and she was the perfect companion. Not unlike her running partner, she preferred silence.

      Sometimes he wondered what she was thinking. And he knew intuitively that she understood much more than her inquisitive brown eyes led him to believe. She’d spent time with each member of The Jefferson Group. For runs, she went with Daniel. For walks through Charlottesville, she went with Cal. One of her favorite things was to watch Master Sergeant Willy Trent and his best friend Gaucho when they wrestled in the backyard, dancing around them giving yelps of doggy encouragement. And when Trent, known as Top by his fellow warriors, opened his arms, she ran to him and pretended she was some ferocious, feral beast, and they wrestled on the ground while she licked his face and Top let out his booming laugh. They had all become a family, and Liberty was very much a member of it.

      Her instincts were sometimes keener than Daniel’s own. And Daniel knew deep in his heart that this had been a gift from on high, much like the rest of his friends, much like Anna Varushkin.

      His thoughts had gone back to her often as of late. They had that tangle months back in Russia, and because of the death of Yegorovich and Anna’s leadership position within The Fund, there was much to do. While there was definite affection between them, despite their age difference, Daniel knew that if it was meant to be it would have to take time. He knew his friends assumed him to be some sort of celibate monk, but every time he saw Anna, his heart warmed and his mind calmed. There was nothing to be done about that now. She was probably halfway around the world and Daniel had his own responsibilities here.

      Right now, The Jefferson Group had every toe in the water, trying to discern which direction the political tide would take the Russian Federation. As ruthless as Yegorovich had been, they’d maintained a détente of sorts with the man. Now they had to wait along with the rest of the planet.

      Daniel took a seat on a smooth rock and closed his eyes. He settled his breathing and found his inner space. He felt the chaos coming as sure as he smelled the woods and the rocks around him. But right now it was the calm before the storm, the trick that fate used to lull lesser men into complacency. Daniel had the rare gift of pure optimism coupled with eternal vigilance.

      A Muslim friend had once told him, “Allah will provide, but keep an eye on your camel.”

      While he did not yearn for violence, he was ready for it. It was one of his gifts, one that he now thanked God for along with the beautiful day, his friends, and lastly for Anna, wherever she was.

      May you be at peace, he thought, envisioning her completely. May you be free from suffering. He asked God that He might allow Daniel to see her soon.

      He opened his eyes and smiled at the coming sunset. He’d never taken the time to appreciate moments like this when he was a young Marine. It was only in these latter years that he realized Now was a gift, and that in order to appreciate Now, he had to hold it in his hands and cherish it.

      Liberty nudged his leg. He dropped his hand to her head and stroked it gently. “Ready to get home, girl? Or you want five more miles?”

      The answer came not from Liberty, but from his phone. It was Neil Patel’s ring, something EDM-ish that the tech wiz had picked himself. “Neil?” he answered calmly.

      “Hey, I was wondering, when are you heading back home?”

      Daniel looked at his watch. “I can be back in about an hour. What’s up?”

      There was a pause on Neil’s end. Was he thinking or doing a host of things at once, as was his usual habit? Ten tabs open in his brain.

      Neil was not only the technical wizard behind The Jefferson Group, but also Stokes Security International. He felt equally at home dismantling and putting back together a remote-control car for a young child as he did building a billion-dollar network for the U.S. Department of Defense.

      “I guess it can wait until you get back. But it’s about that thing that I mentioned last week.”

      Ah yes, that thing, Daniel thought. That thing was a big deal to Neil. Not so much to Daniel. He’d had people snooping into his life before as a near Medal of Honor recipient in the Marine Corps. It was hard not to be an object of curiosity.

      And that’s what Daniel figured it was. Maybe someone doing a history project or an old commander trying to find him.

      “Find anything new?” Daniel asked.

      “No, but I’ve got some guesses and I wanted to run them by you.”

      “Okay. Sounds fine. I’ll come find you when I get home. Sound good?”

      “Yeah. Thanks.”

      The call ended, and Daniel took one last look at the view. It was important to cherish these moments because the next crisis was always right around the corner. He didn’t think that Neil’s concern had anything to do with that, but best to be conscious of a friend’s concern.

      “Come on, girl, I’ll race you back,” he said, tapping his leg and getting the dog’s excited attention. She paused for a second and cocked her head to one side. That made him laugh. “All right, already, I’m coming.”

      He sprinted back down the path and was quickly overtaken by the dog. That made him laugh again, and he sent one more prayer of gratitude up to Heaven for this moment. This Now.
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      A DAY IN THE LIFE - PHOENIX, ARIZONA

      Francis Climber stacked the last of his generic energy drink dead soldiers next to his computer screen. He couldn’t afford the good stuff. Maybe tomorrow. His mother used to pay him a weekly stipend, and when he needed more, he’d sneak into her wallet and take what he needed. Just enough. Especially at the end, when she succumbed to low-level dementia and barely remembered where she was. That had been a year ago. He still lived in her house, clacking away in keyboard-warrior heaven, and playing Overwatch in the basement. But the house wouldn’t be in his hands for much longer. He’d refinanced it as far as he could, spent the money on various business ventures—a dog treat manufacturing company, various online business courses, and the one that had really kicked him in the can, a knockoff of Uber and Lyft called Pedal that went belly-up faster than a goldfish.

      He’d had high hopes of using his computer skills for something. He’d worked for various start-ups, first in Silicon Valley, then moving back to Phoenix to take care of his mother. But as she had fallen farther into her dementia, he came to hate her, came to despise and resent the fact that he had to be her only living relative. The house had been his compensation for this toil. That money was gone now. The bank would probably come and take the damn house and it was just as well. Maybe he’d take what little money he had left and leave Phoenix. He hated the heat anyway. That’s why he spent most of his time in the basement, where it was nice and cool, dark and away from that blazing sun.

      Thirty more minutes and it would be time to leave for work. The coffee shop job was a cover. He was really a drug dealer. Some would call him small-time, he himself preferred to think of it as “merely a start-up.” The coffee shop was perfect. His patrons came to him under the buzzing fluorescents, wafting in and out like the smell of freshly ground java. He knew them all, some even by name. All he had to do was wait in between lattes, and eventually one would come stalking in. And he’d smile and play the happy barista and tape tiny little bags of cocaine or fentanyl, and occasionally a pill or two, to the bottom of their coffee cup. Not a bad gig, but he didn’t give a damn about drugs. He liked the extra pocket change. One of his friends from high school was deep into “the trade,” as he called it, and had once asked him to come help run it. But Francis didn’t like guns, and he preferred his violence in digital form.

      “Time for one last stroll through the dark web,” he said aloud.

      Sometimes he fantasized of building the next Silk Road, using his skills for the accumulation of riches. And so it was that Francis Climber was the very first person to see the message left in a classified section, simply labeled “Help Wanted.” He clicked on the link and was taken to an even more secure site. His own location was ten times masked, so he wasn’t worried. He could come and go as he chose. But when the website finally loaded, his eyes first narrowed and then went wide.

      “Help Wanted,” the simple one-pager said. “Bounty on American politicians.”

      The ad went on to describe that an anonymous benefactor was putting up billions to set the world right, to rebalance the scales for “The People,” and to give wealth back. To whom? Well, as Francis read it, to people like himself. There was a sliding scale from town councilman to president. A councilman was worth $100,000, the president a staggering $10 billion. There were further instructions. How to submit proof, how to take payment. There was even an app available. A quick check of the coding, and a double-check of his VPN, and the app was downloaded onto his phone.

      He was good at that sort of thing, though he wasn’t very good at holding any kind of job. When he was sufficiently sure that this wasn’t a joke, he scrolled up and down the politicians list. A hundred grand wasn’t bad, and who wouldn’t want $10 billion for taking out the president of the United States? But he lived in Phoenix. And then it came to him—$10 million for a congressman. It just so happened that Francis Climber knew such a type. He reread the directions quickly, scouring the details provided on how to claim the bounty and then how to set up a proper account that couldn’t be traced. Everything was paid in secure crypto, so the government, or whatever government lackey was out there to sniff this stuff out, wouldn’t be able to find it in a million years.

      He ran upstairs, got into his coffee shop uniform, and for the first time since he’d gotten the job, ran to the shop. The manager was surprised to see him early and even more surprised that he didn’t lollygag like he usually did.

      “You’re in a chipper mood today,” his manager said.

      “What? I can’t be happy to serve the best damn cup to the good folks of Phoenix?”

      The manager raised a skeptical eyebrow.

      Francis gave the man’s bicep a slap. “Relax, old-timer, just good things on the horizon, is all.”

      He grabbed a bar cloth and began wiping down the counter, stealing a quick glance at his watch between passes. If there was anything that Francis had learned in the coffee shop, it was that people were very much creatures of habit.

      There was the guy that came in at 6:31 a.m. sharp, always a double espresso, always in a cup without a top. There was the woman who looked like she’d dropped off twelve children at school. She liked her extra-large mocha frappé, extra shot of syrup. That wasn’t going to help her already bulging waistline. And then walking in right on time at 8:45 a.m. was U.S. Congressman Bill Irwin, a second-term Democrat who’d once flown helicopters in the Army. The congressman always took his time to say hello to the staff, paying sweet and sticky compliments along the way. Francis did not hate the man, far from it. In fact, he’d received several tips from the congressman, which he’d appreciated. But business was business.

      When the congressman ordered a large coffee, iced, with oat milk, it was a simple thing to pull the small bag of fentanyl out of his pocket and mix it in. He grabbed a second small bag and poured that in too, just in case, extra mixing. He wondered what it tasted like, worried for a moment that maybe the congressman would take a sip and not finish the whole thing. Would he need to finish the whole thing? Francis didn’t know such things. He didn’t do drugs, he only sold them. He tried in vain to steady his hand as he put the lid on the coffee and handed it to the congressman.

      “Thank you, my dear Francis,” the congressman said in his usual tone.

      Francis tried to smile back, feeling the sweat on his upper lip.

      The congressman took a sip of his coffee, then smiled. “Ah, just the way I like it.”

      Same as always. A creature of habit.

      He took another sip and Francis couldn’t help but gulp. Would it happen right here? Would he fall to the ground and have a seizure?

      He began to panic. They would know it was him.

      How could he have been so stupid? He had to get out, but how? Luckily, his nerves fully hit when the congressman stepped out the door and onto the sidewalk.

      Francis approached his manager. “I’m not feeling good, man. I think I’m gonna puke.”

      “What the hell? What happened to Mr. Chipper?”

      “I don’t know, man. Bad Chinese food, I think.” He put a hand to his mouth for effect.

      The manager pointed at the door. “Go! I don’t need you puking in anyone’s coffee.”

      Francis ran from the place, the heat blasting him in the face. As he hit the pavement, he looked all around. He saw the congressman at the corner, pushing the button for the sidewalk. The man paused, looking at the traffic light.

      And then he dropped.

      Francis was quick to extract his phone, hand still shaking. He did as the instructions had told him. Claim the bounty. The app read back, “Waiting for confirmation.” Confirmation? Well, how long would that take?

      A crowd had already gathered around the congressman. Francis crossed the street, keeping his eye on the growing crowd. It was five minutes before a police cruiser appeared. Shoot, was he really dead? Maybe he was only unconscious. Maybe they’d give him that NARCAN stuff and he’d spring back.

      Then he noticed the foam on the man’s mouth and the blue lips.

      It was another five minutes before the ambulance arrived. No one touched the congressman. No one except for the cop who began a vigorous session of CPR. The foam spewed with every press. Nothing.

      Francis saw bystanders recording, some taking pictures. Such was the new age. The news would hit social media before it hit the actual news.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out. It was the bounty app. He opened it and saw the most glorious message he’d ever seen: “$10 million has now been deposited into your account. Congratulations. Now make yourself scarce.”

      He was across the border into Mexico within a few hours. He used the dark web to find a little place to hole up. He’d stay there for a week, maybe two, and then move on.

      Francis Climber, for all intents and purposes, was no longer a citizen of the United States of America. He was a newly minted man of the world, free to come and go as he pleased.

      And just like that, the first political bounty had been claimed. It was not to be the last.
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      FLAP - CAMP DAVID, FREDERICK COUNTY, MARYLAND

      He sauntered down the hallway, smiling, methodically adjusting his cufflinks.

      One congressman dead, he thought, and barely an hour after the bounty had been posted. Impressive.

      How quickly would the death toll rise and how quickly would someone in law enforcement figure out what was going on—those were the questions. He’d mulled over so many ideas. He could have funded a terrorist organization to wreak all sorts of havoc. He could have paid off politicians in secret, sowing more seeds of dissent, maybe even starting a war in the process. But this? This was a grassroots campaign. Murder by the people, for the people. And the way it had been built it would be impossible for anyone to be traced back to him. Even if there was a whiff, he could always dodge it. He knew the game.

      But it wouldn’t come to that. He was finally untouchable and that feeling gave his stone heart a little tug. He marched down the hall, his chest not puffed and his chin not jutting. It was brilliant. At first, there had been the thought to leave some of the money aside for a rainy day or maybe for another operation. But Edmond Flap was an all-in kind of guy—take all the risk, reap all the reward, and oh, what a reward he was building. Much of his plan would come to pass in the coming weeks. He’d predicted many things, but the swiftness by which the news caught fire underground, filtered through the miscreants and neutral citizens alike, even the great Edmond Flap couldn’t have predicted that.

      He had a very important meeting to attend now. And though the excitement inside him bubbled, he tamped it down and knocked on the door at the end of the hallway.

      He entered to find President Brandon Zimmer, tie loosened, cuffs undone, and shirt sleeves rolled up. And across from him sat a surprise guest, but a very good surprise for the director of the CIA.

      “Edmond, you remember Cal Stokes.”

      “Of course,” Flap said, walking over to Stokes and shaking his hand. He wondered if a man like Stokes could smell him out. But if his father before him couldn’t have, how could he? And sure enough, there was no recognition of foul play. Just a smile and a courteous business nod.

      “It’s a pleasure to see you again.”

      “Director,” Stokes said.

      “Edmond, please. Any friend of the president’s...”

      Stokes nodded and Flap took a seat, directing his attention back to the president, who was finishing his breakfast.

      “Edmond, I brought Cal in because I’d like for him to hear what you have to say. As you know, he’d recently been in Russia and had personal contact with Yegorovich.”

      That was no surprise to Flap, although he knew the details, not from President Zimmer, but from Yegorovich, who had a similar fascination with Cal Stokes, though Flap believed there had been some professional courtesy extended that would not have aligned with what Flap planned to do in the future. So maybe this was all for the best.

      “I’m sorry if I keep asking you this question Edmond, but we’d like your take on where Russia’s heading, who you think will take over for Yegorovich. They keep telling me it’s the prime minister, but I don’t think he has the strength.”

      “I’m happy to give you any information I have, Mr. President,” Flap said. Then he pulled out the file, one that had been prepared by his lieutenants and perfected by himself.

      He laid out, bit by bit, what he believed would happen in Russia. Possible reprisals, even three candidates that might succeed the presidency. He savored the closeness of Cal Stokes. Yes, it was all coming together. And soon he’d have the two men in this room tied down in his web. And he’d have the entire world wondering who or what had been the catalyst. And no one would know that it had been the humble-looking man sitting in the CIA director’s chair, the man who could reshape American politics for decades to come.
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      A DAY IN THE LIFE - ATLANTA, GEORGIA

      Mabel Hayes had once lived a very good life. As an only child, she’d had loving parents. She’d lived an enchanted childhood in small-town Georgia with the lowest crime rate in the state. Mabel had been blissfully unaware of how perfect her life had been. That was until the age of 16-years-old, when both of her parents were killed in a car accident, and her world shattered in minutes.

      Still in mourning, she’d met and been courted by the star quarterback of the football team. The homecoming king, the boy everyone wanted. So tall and so handsome, Mabel was living the American dream. Even though she’d lost her parents, she found the embrace of a great man. He’d gotten a scholarship at a college two hours from home.

      It wasn’t the one he wanted. He’d expected a full ride from Notre Dame, or maybe even Penn State. When he complained, she commiserated. Why wouldn’t she? She loved him.

      He didn’t make it halfway through the first season. A trick play went wrong, and his legs were taken out from underneath him. One ankle was shattered and one knee was badly damaged. The doctor said it would be a long rehab, but he had no patience.

      She’d nursed him back to health, had brought him beers from the Piggly Wiggly, and occasionally brought a bottle home. He had good days and bad, but mostly good. His parents did well and sent them money. It was at Christmas break when he popped the question and of course, she said yes. She was in love. But the wedding was a quick affair.

      Maybe it had something to do with the fact that his parents found out she was pregnant. They smiled for the pictures, but she saw the shadow behind their looks. They were proper Southern folk, so they never talked about it.

      She lost the baby, and that was the first time he went out to get drunk. He came home at 2 a.m. and they cried together.

      She thought the loss would bring them closer to each other. It was the hope she clung to in desperate moments.

      He got a good job selling insurance. He traveled one week out of the month and when he was home, he would come home at lunch and they’d eat together. Every now and again, he’d present her with a small gift—a stuffed bear or a piece of costume jewelry. They were sweet gestures made by a man who couldn’t tell an opal from a diamond, but it was enough that he was thinking about her.

      Once again, Mabel Hayes was living the perfect life.

      Then he lost his job, and then another. The drinking picked up and Mabel suspected that there was another woman.

      As it turned out, there were four other women.

      On her 21st birthday, Mabel waited at the kitchen table with a cake she had made, a dinner she had prepared, and saw him stumble in with his shirt buttoned up with the wrong holes, stinking of booze and cheap perfume. Mabel was no fighter. She offered him a piece of cake. He took it and ate it listlessly, then told her he was going to bed. He didn’t even shower. The stench of that other woman stained the bed they shared.

      Having no family of her own, she went to his mother. And that’s where she heard the sickly-sweet Southern drawl of the devil. Her mother-in-law told her that her son was going through a hard time, that it was Mabel’s duty to be there for him, that men were imperfect and sometimes they got off on the wrong path. “And maybe, you know, I’m not saying anything, but maybe, sugar, maybe you did something to turn him off?”

      Mabel didn’t know any better and tried doubly hard to be a good wife. But things didn’t change. When he was at work, sometimes she herself would drink a little bit. She hated the taste, so she started eating and soon, she was putting on weight. He would come home and demand to be with her. After a loveless, mechanical tumble, he’d roll off her without a word and jump into the shower. And when he emerged, he’d look at her as if discovering for the first time who it was that he’d been with.

      “Look at those chunky legs. What’s with those, anyway? You better watch what you eat, you know that?”

      And she would try not to cry, but she would. And when she cried, he’d throw up his hands in disgust.

      “You know, it’s getting so a man can’t even tell his wife the truth anymore! What do you want me to say? You want me to lie to you? Is that what you’d like? Fine. You’re gorgeous. You look like a model.”

      And it was off to the liquor cabinet to drain a bottle.

      This went on for years, and Mabel figured out over time that it was easier to play the dutiful wife. They went to church on Sundays. She joined a Bible study. But something interesting happened while going through the motions. She found she was interested. Though she rarely said a thing, soon she was volunteering at the church. Though the church was basically run by her husband’s family, she hoped and prayed that it would all get better.

      She had no saleable skills. Nothing that would make her desirable to any other man. So, like many women of her generation, she stuck with it and she took it.

      The years turned to decades and in their mid-sixties, husband and wife rarely talked. She prepared the meals; he drank every drop of booze in the house. He never once touched her in anger, and Mabel supposed that was a blessing. He held onto their money like a miser. He still thought of himself as the star quarterback, though his waistline had gone thick, much thicker than hers in fact. And where he’d once been handsome, he was now unevenly bald and constantly smelled like booze and farmer’s cheese.

      But a year ago, something miraculous had happened. She’d come home to find him spread out on his back, dead as the mice she sometimes found in their barn. She’d gone through the procession in stoic wonder. When neighbors and friends—his friends, not hers—came by to pay their respects, she was respectful in return. But inside, she felt the happiness she’d felt as a child finally coming back.

      She thought that his insurance money would take care of her, but it wasn’t a week after his death and burial that she found out the truth. He’d cashed in his insurance policy years ago. They didn’t have a dime.

      And even still, Mabel didn’t worry. She stopped going to their church, but she kept her connection with her God, the loving God of the New Testament. God the father. Not God the punisher.

      She started going on walks. She scraped together what money she could find and got a phone. She learned to text. When she went to the library one day, she saw that there was a free class on something they called coding. She went because she hadn’t gotten a job yet. She inquired about the class and became excited about the prospects.

      A job was something that she wished she’d always had, instead of catering to that drunken buffoon. As it turned out, the 25-year-old who was building his small business technology consultancy was surprised when Mabel took to coding so quickly.

      “You sure you’ve never coded before, ma’am?”

      “Never in my life,” she said, pleased that she had pleased someone else.

      With her new part-time job at the grocery store, she was well stocked with groceries, including fresh fruit that she bought at local stands. They were kind to her and always let her pay half price. She returned the favor by tidying up on Saturdays or helping them load crates.

      She was finding herself again. And every night, she went online, dug deeper into this world called the Internet. Yes, it was the first freedom she’d had in fifty years and oh, how she thrived. Soon, she was taking small contracting jobs, designing a web page here, or fixing ad copy for a company in Oregon. She wasn’t getting paid much, but she didn’t really care. She was getting five-star reviews and she was happy. She was contributing. She was Mabel again. Or perhaps for the first time.

      It was on one of those late-night saunters down the Internet rabbit hole that she found the bounty. At first, she thought it was a trick. Somebody’s cruel idea of a joke, but then the wheels began to spin. Never in her years of marriage had she ever thought of resorting to violence, never once. Hers was a kind heart that had been taken advantage of, but without those marital shackles, Mabel was free to think, free to ponder, free to plan. Because as it turned out, her now deceased husband’s own father was in his eighties, single, and still held a state senate seat in Georgia. And if this dark-web bounty was right, she could collect quite a tidy sum.

      She closed the laptop and chided herself for the nonsense.

      She awoke the next morning to find the thought had not gone away.

      She knew her ex-husband’s father to be a crook. Not only had the man taken bribes for a quarter of a century, there were rumors that he was also involved in the drug trade and human trafficking. Mabel didn’t know of such things, but she tended to believe it if more than five rumor streams collided. And they always seemed to collide on her father-in-law.

      Another new hobby she'd picked up since her husband’s death was shooting.

      Much like coding, she found that she had a knack for it. She probably could have been a Marine if she had wanted when she was younger. The instructors had been amazed that at her age she could even hold a weapon, let alone hit the bull’s eye time and time again. There was a day when all the instructors had crowded around her and pointed and laughed. And when she was done, they offered to buy her a round of drinks. She declined.

      She learned about all the calibers—9mm, .45 caliber. She preferred the .40 caliber if she was shooting a handgun. They taught her about rifles. She knew that part of the reason they taught her was they thought she was a novelty. She enjoyed it. They became her friends. There was even one older gentleman who had asked her out on a date. She declined pleasantly so as not to offend him.

      It was that gentleman who had taught her how to shoot a hunting rifle.

      Her father-in-law was an avid hunter, and she knew from her many years of marriage where the old bastard would be.

      He was snoring in the deer blind when she approached. He was probably nursing a hangover, maybe even lacing his coffee with that day’s liquor selection.

      It was easy enough to skirt the soybean field and find a hidden nook across the way. She smiled when the crack of a rifle sounded in the distance. They weren’t the only ones on the hunt.

      She peered through the scope, mounted as it was on the rifle her husband had won in some poker game many years ago. It was unregistered and therefore didn’t exist, not here. It was five minutes before she saw the stirring in the deer blind across the way.

      The optical zoom was perfect. Her target was only 200 yards away. She’d practiced up to 500.

      There was his large, ruddy face—awake, a coffee mug lifted to his lips. Mabel inhaled, and then exhaled slowly, watching as the crosshairs settled to a slight tremor. Then as she’d been taught, as she’d done so many times, she pulled the trigger, sending the round downrange. And ending with the round going through her father-in-law’s left cheek and exiting the back of his head.

      There was no need to check. The old man’s head was destroyed. She disposed of the rifle but kept the sights.

      She calmly walked back to the deer blind and took a picture with the secure app.

      “Waiting for confirmation,” the message read.

      Mabel stowed the cell phone, said a prayer over her father-in-law, that his soul might already be on its way to hell, and then she went about her day.

      The news said it was a hunting accident. Though in the coming days, rumors would spread that the great state senator’s corrupt life had finally caught up with him. Never once did the police question Mabel.

      She went on with her life, millions of dollars richer, slowly giving it away to children in need, even donating to a women’s domestic abuse center.

      Mabel Hayes was free. She could come and go as she pleased and be the woman she’d long ago dreamed of being.
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      STOKES - CAMP DAVID, FREDERICK COUNTY, MARYLAND

      Director Flap finished what Cal thought was an astute and insightful analysis of what he believed was happening and what he believed would happen in Russia. “Do you have any questions, Cal?” President Zimmer asked.

      “Not at the moment.”

      Flap rose to leave. “With your permission, Mr. President.”

      “Of course. Thank you, Edmond. Thanks for coming all the way out here. I know it’s a bit of a hike.”

      “It’s fine, Mr. President. Anytime I can leave the hustle and bustle of D.C., it’s my pleasure.” Flap got to the door and then turned, looking at Cal. “Oh, Mr. Stokes, I’m glad that you’re here. I realized something the other day. Your father and I met a long time ago.”

      Cal sat up a little straighter. “Oh?”

      “Shame on me, but I didn’t realize who you were until the president gave me a little more of your history.”

      Cal grinned. “And here I thought I’d already been put through the works with the background check and all. All the skeletons in my closet and whatnot.”

      Flap smiled and shook his head. “If only I had those kinds of resources. And besides, I don’t think the FBI would like me treading on their turf. But as I was saying, I realized the other day that your father and I met... oh, let’s see... probably mid to late ’80s?”

      “Well, that’s a surprise. Then again, I don’t know everything that Dad did.”

      Flap nodded politely. “He was an honorable man, your father. A straight shooter.”

      Cal chuckled. “That was Dad, all right. Not really the type to color outside the lines.”

      “Oh, I think he would have surprised you, Mr. Stokes. From what the president’s told me, you two are very much alike. I’m just sorry that I didn’t have more time with him. And I know this is a belated platitude, but I’m very sorry for your loss.”

      “Well, that’s very kind of you. Thank you.”

      The director smiled and left without another word.

      “Now I could have sworn that I told you about that,” Zimmer said.

      “If you did, I missed it.”

      “Well, I apologize. I don’t know where my head is. At any rate, he did mention it to me a couple of days ago and I put two and two together. Sorry.”

      Cal shook his head. “No, it’s always nice to hear about Dad. And he was right. Straight shooter. That pretty much sums him up. You know, there was a time when I was a kid... I think I was probably, I don’t know, maybe four or five. He took me to the grocery store. I didn’t exactly understand the laws of possession. When you’re four, you still think the whole world belongs to you. So, I grabbed a lollipop and stuck it in my pocket. After we checked out and were walking to the car, I pulled it out and stuck it in my mouth. My dad stood there, looked at me, and then without raising his voice told me to pull the lollipop out of my mouth, go back inside, and tell the manager what I had done. I didn’t even know what a manager was, but I knew by the look on my father’s face that I could not say no. So, I drug my saggy butt back in there, asked for the manager—who by the way looked amused as hell when I showed up. I can still see his face. He was a big fat guy with bulldog jowls. I told him that I was sorry for stealing the lollipop and that I would sweep the floors or clean the toilets, whatever, to pay it off.”

      “What did he say?” Zimmer asked with a chuckle.

      “He told me that he’d let me off with a warning, but he also thanked me for my honesty. He said I could keep the lollipop as long as I came back later that day or the next and paid the quarter that I owed.” Cal chuckled. “You wouldn’t believe what Mom and Dad made me do to earn that quarter. Dad never laid a hand on me, but man, straight shooter might even be an understatement.”

      Cal sat with the memory, wishing his father could be here now. They’d become friends too late, and there were times, whether in the middle of an operation or walking out of a grocery store, that he would have given anything to have his father walking next to him. Simply to feel his presence and smell that damned Brut aftershave he wore.

      “Cal,” Zimmer said after a moment, “I’d like for you to work more with the CIA, if you’re comfortable with that.”

      “Of course. By the by, I can’t tell whether this Flap guy is forty or seventy-five. By all accounts, it seems high-level government jobs tend to age a man. Present company excluded, of course.”

      “I’m letting that one slide,” the president said.

      Zimmer tightened up his tie and rose to put on his jacket. “I guess some spies are just timeless.”

      “While we’re on the subject, Brandon, I’ve gotta say you’re looking a little more chipper than I remember. Well, at least from before you were in the Oval Office.”

      “Oh?” Zimmer said, gathering some papers from his desk.

      “Hold on a minute. You’re seeing someone, aren’t you?”

      The president kept his eyes on his task. “You’re crazy. I’m too busy to see anyone.” He looked up and spread his arms. “Besides, what would the media think? What would America think? I’m a bona fide bachelor and I plan to stay that way.”

      Cal rose out of his chair and pointed his finger at his friend. “I know that look. That’s the look of a man who triple checks to make sure he put on deodorant in the morning!”

      “You’re crazy, Cal. No offense.”

      Cal slapped his leg. “I can’t believe I didn’t see it before. You are totally seeing someone. Come on, what’s her name? Is she a model? No, hold on. It’s not the chancellor of Germany, is it?”

      Zimmer rolled his eyes. “She’s married, you idiot.”

      “Right, yeah, sorry. I know you don’t totally like the gruff type anyway. So, who is it, Brandon? Tell me.” Cal raised his right hand in the air. “I swear I will take it to my grave.”

      Zimmer exhaled and looked at his friend. Cal knew he had him now. “It’s Marge, okay?”

      Cal let out a whooping laugh. “You and The Hammer?”

      “Dammit, Cal. First of all, keep your voice down. Second, it’s not funny, okay? And third, don’t call her that.”

      “Why not? She loves it. She was a terrific attorney—a bulldog in court, not to mention the martial arts mat.”

      “And let’s not forget her stint as CEO of Stokes Security International after you walked away, um, stepped down.”

      Now Cal raised both hands in the air. “Whoa, whoa. Hey, don’t get testy with me, pal. I know you’re the President of the United States and all, but I’m happy for you. Really, all jokes aside, Marge is great. And besides, I feel like she’s a good one to keep you in line. Whew, Marjorie Haines. Madame first lady.”

      Zimmer loosened up and smiled now. “Shut up. And yeah, she keeps me in line, all right. Hell, sometimes I don’t even know I’m out of line until she tells me that I am.”

      “A good woman will do that, you know.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m never going to live this one down, am I?”

      “Not after I tell the rest of The Jefferson Group, and then go to the National Enquirer.”

      “Hilarious.”

      “I think so.”

      “A smart-ass extraordinaire. I mean, let’s face it, you don’t hold a candle to Top and Gaucho. You’d need a PhD for that.”

      “Hey, I’m a pretty funny guy,” Cal said in mock protest.

      “Sure, if your choice of funny is getting my ass in a crack with the rest of the world leaders. Yeah, you’re a real funny ha-ha guy. Maybe you should join the circus.”

      “I hate clowns.”

      “I meant sweeping the elephant droppings. But now that you mention it, I’m sure you could recruit twenty of your buddies to cram into a Volkswagen Beetle.”

      Cal laughed. “Hey man, listen, really, I’m happy for you.”

      Zimmer nodded. “We’re taking it a day at a time. We’re not ready to pick out china patterns just yet.”

      Cal could see that his good friend was content in a way he had never known him to be. Cal knew that feeling well. Two wonderful women had slipped through his fingers, and he was pretty sure love like that would never happen again. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t be happy for two of his friends.

      “Well,” he said, “tell Marge the smart-ass says hi. Is there anything else you need before I take off for Charlottesville?”

      “I will tell Marge you said hello, and my only request is that you keep your ass out of trouble. Can you do that, Marine?”

      Cal clicked his heels together and stood at attention. “Sir, yes sir! After my interview with The Washington Post, sir!”

      “Get out of my sight.”

      The two friends shared a grin, not knowing that trouble was on its way like a swelling storm.

    

  







            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    




      CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

      It was nearly impossible to walk in complete silence, what with dry grass, splintered limbs, and vines that tended to tangle around your ankles. Then there were the animals, which heard everything that passed by them. A dove cooing to its mate would suddenly settle into its little nook until danger had passed. Crickets stopped their call and frogs watched from low hides.

      But dawn was not yet here. And it was going to be a long night. Before the body got used to being in the proverbial bush again, things like tingles of sweat or mosquito bites became unbearable. Every sight and sound felt foreign. But by now, everything that had been a distraction faded into the background. Now it was about scanning through the gloom, watching every step, and minding every fallen branch. It was about taking time, because there was every indication that the target would be waiting, just as silent and just as deadly.

      An owl called out from somewhere above, and the moving figure paused, listened, and waited for confirmation that the world was still alive—and then moved on. A watch was checked. Sure enough, dawn was coming. The first light would ruin everything. The hunter needed to remain in darkness.

      And then there was the unmistakable form, gruff and burly, like a dwarf from The Lord of the Rings. The hunter suppressed a grin.

      The target grumbled something, and the darkness shifted. It was him all right.

      The hunter moved closer, placing each step more carefully than the last, not a sound. Good. The weapon came up and a crosshair settled in the middle of the target’s face. Still closer, had to get closer to be sure. No fancy optics on this operation. Just old-school iron sights. Twenty feet turned to fifteen.

      Slower now, down to ten. The hunter paused.

      “Bang, bang,” she yelled, barely able to contain her laughter.

      Gaucho grumbled again. “Damn, girl, you’re getting better.”

      “I killed you, didn’t I?”

      Gaucho shrugged. “I think you forgot about something.”

      Lena searched back through the night. She couldn’t find a single mistake that she had made. Well, maybe that one wrong turn, but she’d been quick to fix it. Land navigation was one of her strengths.

      “Uh, no, I killed you. I won,” she said proudly.

      Gaucho’s teeth gleamed in the predawn darkness. “Behind you.”

      She turned to find the massive figure of Master Sergeant Willy Trent looming behind her.

      “Bang, bang, little sister,” Top said, his baritone voice strong.

      Lena huffed and took the skull cap off her head, her blonde hair cascading down to her shoulders. “Can someone please explain to me how a man as big as you can be that quiet?”

      Top spread his arms. “It’s a gift. Come on, little sister. It’s breakfast time. Besides, I want to tell you about the time Gaucho got bamboozled by a hooker in Thailand.”

      

      Back at home base, Lena scooped up the last bit of eggs. She couldn’t believe how ravenous she was.

      “You going to take a breath, or you want me to start giving you the Heimlich now?” Top asked.

      Gaucho watched, stroking his braided beard. “Last time I saw anybody eat that fast was when my mother put enchiladas on the table for all us kids. It was like a shark feeding frenzy.”

      “Is it always this way?” Lena asked.

      “You mean Gaucho’s stupid stories, or the fact that you’re so hungry?” Top asked, grinning broadly at her.

      “You know,” Gaucho said pointing his finger at the larger man. “I’ll bet if we had a contest, you’d come out on top with the stupid stories.”

      Top shrugged and sipped his coffee.

      “The eating thing,” Lena said. “Whenever we get done, I’m completely starving.”

      “Some people are like that,” Top said. “Myself, I like to keep my girlish figure.” He raised his right arm and flexed a bicep as big as a bowling ball.

      “Gorgeous,” she snorted.

      “Are you laughing at moi, little sister?” Top said.

      She liked that he called her that. At first, she hadn’t really known what to do with their constant joking. They were supposed to be serious men doing serious things. And still, these two best friends were a prime example of how the light could penetrate the darkness. She’d come to love them like family. Which was why her next question, one she had kept to herself for two weeks, was so difficult to ask.

      “Do you think I should spend time with Anna?”

      Both men’s eyebrows rose.

      “Are we talking about the same Anna?” Gaucho asked.

      “Anna Varushkin?” Top said. “Beautiful, whip-smart, and head honcho at The Fund?”

      Lena nodded, and the two best friends shared a glance.

      “Where’s this coming from?” Top asked.

      Lena shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about it, and she offered.”

      “Are you getting sick of us?” Gaucho asked.

      The poor guy looked genuinely offended, which made the flustered words come out of Lena’s mouth in a jumble. “Well, I don’t know. I’m like the only girl here.”

      Top raised a hand. “You don’t have to say anything, little sister. We want the best for you, okay? And Anna, I mean, come on, she is the best.”

      “Do you think it’ll be okay with Cal?”

      “Of course,” Top said. “Cal would want what’s best for you, too.”

      Relief flooded her body, and suddenly she was starving again. She grabbed her tray. “Can I get you anything?”

      They both laughed and shook their heads. “We’re good,” Gaucho said.

      “Good. More for me,” she said, and went back to the chow line to refill.

      When she returned, Neil Patel and Elijah Huckleberry were at the table, chatting with Top and Gaucho.

      “Oh, hello,” Huckleberry said, his face flushing slightly. Lena knew that Huckleberry, or Huck, as so many of the guys called him, was Neil’s up and coming, maybe soon to be his right hand. He’d proved his worth in the previous months.

      She wasn’t at all surprised when Huckleberry’s face turned red. “Hi, Huck,” she said.

      He was a sweet guy, always trying to help her with something. First there had been the laptop that he swore up and down was as secure as they came. “Not even the CIA could break into this thing,” he told her proudly. She suspected that he had a crush on her. And while she wasn’t necessarily into that sort of thing right now—she had plenty of other things to think about—she was flattered and enjoyed spending time with him. She reminded herself again not to lead him on.

      “Hey Neil,” she said to the head of technology and development for SSI and The Jefferson Group.

      “Lena,” he said, “tell me these two nitwits aren’t picking on you again.”

      She liked Neil. He was always dressed to the nines and was quite possibly the smartest person she’d ever met. Even though he knew more than any geek this side of the world, he still knew the gory details of pop culture. Hip and smart, a winning combination in Lena’s mind.

      Lena retook her seat. “No, I’m just trying to out-eat them this morning.”

      She dove into her food and listened as the others caught up. It was rare to have so many of them in one place at one time.

      “Cal and Daniel are coming back today,” Neil said.

      At the mention of Daniel Briggs, Lena’s ears perked up. If Anna Varushkin was everything Lena wanted to be in a woman—in a successful woman—Daniel Briggs was everything she wanted to be as a hunter, as a sniper, as a warrior among men.

      “When do they get in?” she asked, realizing that she sounded a little too eager through her mouthful of bacon and eggs. No one else seemed to notice, thank God.

      Huck chimed in. “Should be around noon.” His face flushed again. And there were the knowing glances between Neil, Gaucho, and Top.

      “Well, we better get going, Huck,” Neil said. “Plenty to do. And Top, when you’ve got a minute, I’d like to talk about this.”

      “No problem. I’ll come find you.”

      Neil and Huck departed, and the others settled back into their breakfasts.

      “What does Neil need to talk to you about?” Lena asked.

      “Oh, nothing. Just the same old, overly cautious Neil Patel.”

      “Anything I should know about?”

      “Nothing that will keep you from a third helping of breakfast. If you want, I’ll be happy to go get some for you. And in the meantime, if Gaucho doesn’t mind, I will tell you the story about how young Willy Trent, as a senior in high school, broke every football record in the history of Georgia.”

      “Here we go,” Gaucho said, rolling his eyes.

      Top did have a knack for storytelling. And if Lena did make this move and go stay with Anna, it was one of the many things she would miss of her big brother. But that was something to think about later. Now she would enjoy her time, and yes, maybe go and get a third helping.
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      A DAY IN THE LIFE - LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA

      Hector Muñoz stretched lazily as he looked over at the high-class prostitute lying next to him. He thought about waking her and asking her to leave, politely of course. He was nothing but a gentleman. Despite his occupation, he was the antithesis of what one might think. He was as hardcore of a gang banger as they came, though he didn’t look like it. He didn’t wear their clothing and he didn’t have their tattoos—not a single one. He’d grown up in the toughest part of Los Angeles, dodging drive-bys on the way to school and avoiding fights whenever he could. His grandmother had been both his guardian and his biggest cheerleader, and she’d guided his life with an iron fist. She’d fed him, clothed him, gave him a place to stay, made sure that he got straight As in school.

      Yes, from first grade all the way through twelfth. And she’d been so proud when he’d gone off to college. And he’d loved getting away, at least at first. But there was something about the old neighborhood that never left him. Even though there were times that he’d been ashamed of his upbringing and spurned his own heritage.

      But he still missed the smell of fresh corn tortillas. The bubbling pot of refried beans on his grandmother’s stove. And those summer days drinking 7UP out of a glass bottle. He hadn’t come to understand the beauty of his heritage until he left. Yale University had given him a full ride. And while he’d excelled at many of his courses, there were others where he clashed with professors. They were liberal to a fault, and he came to resent them.

      He made it through three years of college. And before his last year, he’d received a letter from the university. It had been polite but to the point. He was asked not to return. But they’d offered him a check as payment for the last year. That was when he’d seen the true strength of his grandmother. “They don’t deserve you and you’re better than them,” she told him. And he believed every word because he’d known it for a long time.

      “What should I do?” he asked his grandmother.

      “I’ve told you all I can. You are a man now. It’s time for you to find your path.”

      He reconnected with his old friends from school. The ones who had stayed. Many were earning an honest dollar at the local garage or one of the many Mexican restaurants in town. But a good portion of them, even Hector’s best friend Julio, had gone to crime.

      It was a slow transition from legitimacy to the darker side of Los Angeles. Because while some gang bangers looked at him with disdain, many respected him. He’d left and come back—the prodigal son. And besides, he’d always stood on his own two feet. But the truth had come out one day from a grizzled war veteran, who’d seen too many street fights to count. He was sitting on the stoop two blocks from Hector’s grandmother’s house and beckoned Hector closer. Hector could see the bulge of a handgun on the man’s waist. He knew the man’s reputation as both an enforcer and a killer.

      “You’re the Muñoz boy, right?” the old banger said.

      “Yes, I’m Hector.”

      “Come closer.”

      Hector did as he was told.

      The older man snorted. “You look like your grandfather.”

      This was the first Hector heard anyone speak of his grandfather. There were the pictures at his grandmother’s house, but there were no history lessons, no tales of the old family or the old days. Perhaps a bit impetuously, Hector said to the old man, “Tell me about my grandfather.”

      The banger grinned and patted the chair next to him. “Come. Sit. I will tell you about the great man.”

      Hector Muñoz found out that his grandfather, the first Hector, had been both a protector of the neighborhood and the fiercest enforcer on this side of Los Angeles. It was with obvious respect that the old banger told him the stories. They were never gratuitous. And there was always the underlying feeling that this man, this violent man, looked up to Hector’s grandfather like a king, maybe even a god.

      When he’d finally gotten up to leave, the banger had said to him, “If you ever need anything, little Hector, you let me know. Okay?”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you.”

      The next morning, he asked his grandmother about her husband. At first, she refused to answer and stared off into the backyard where her little pajaritos, the birds that she left the seed out for, were clamoring for the best spot.

      “I was afraid of this,” she’d said after a time. “Your grandfather and I married when we were very young. He was a handsome man, like you. You do look like him. Sometimes when you walk into the room, I want to rush over and hug you. And yes, I loved him very much. When we came to this country, it wasn’t like it is now. He found that if he wanted to provide for our family, he had to go get it. And he earned the respect of others. I won’t tell you the details because they are not mine to tell. And God would not want me to tell them to you. If you want to find them, you’ll have to find them on your own. But what I will tell you, my dear Hector, is that if you choose your grandfather’s path, there is no turning back. I will pray for you. Light candles for you. Because you are a man and you are my grandson.” Then she reached across the table and grabbed his hands. “Please be careful.”

      And he had been careful at first. The money Yale University had given him he invested with some friends, who at first doubled the money and then tripled it. Soon, he was giving out small loans to mom-and-pop restaurants. Then to kids who cut lawns and needed a new lawnmower. Then to the local grocery store. Within a year, he had a thriving business. Six months later, the head of the local gang who controlled the neighborhood came to visit. He was respectful to Hector’s grandmother and asked that he speak to Hector alone. Outside.

      Hector had seen the look of worry on his grandmother’s face, but he patted her hand and said, “I’ll be all right.”

      The gangster rattled off with surprising detail many of the transactions that Hector had made. When he finished, he said, “So, I think you owe me a piece of this action, little Hector.”

      Hector nodded and promised to make a payment the very next day.

      “No, little Hector,” the man said, “I’ll take payment right now.”

      Hector kept his cool. He went inside and prepared a little brown bag full of cash. He came back outside and gave it to the older man, who smiled and patted him on the back like they were old friends. “Good, little Hector. Good. Now, when you’re ready to go into business, you come see me. You know where to find me, right?”

      “I do,” Hector said.

      “Good, good. Now tell your abuelita I said hello and thank you.”

      That night he told his abuelita that he was going to see some friends for a time.

      The others had been drinking beer and Hector pretended to go along with them, sipping every once in a while, but drinking water more than anything. By 11 p.m. everybody had dispersed. Hector, instead of going home, went the other direction. It wasn’t hard to find the place. There were lowriders parked haphazardly on the lawn and in the street. He found a quiet spot a block away and watched. A few hours later, most of the visitors were gone. Most, but not all. There was a man sitting on the front porch. The same man who’d beckoned him to his own front porch. The one who told him about his grandfather.

      “Hector,” the man said with respect.

      “Luis.”

      There was something coursing through Hector’s veins that he’d never felt. Adrenaline mixed with confidence, the combination of which made him feel more grounded than ever. When Luis gave him the gun, it felt like it belonged in Hector’s hand. He walked inside to find the gang leader sprawled out on the La-Z-Boy. Hector kicked the man’s leg. Red-rimmed eyes snapped open.

      “This is our neighborhood,” Hector said, and then emptied the magazine into the man’s face.

      That wasn’t the last killing. And with Luis’s help, Hector methodically took out his competition. No one called him little Hector anymore. And now, ten years removed from that first killing, Hector Muñoz knew exactly who he was.

      He got out of bed and walked naked to the bathroom, grabbing a cell phone and taking it with him. Every piece of technology he had was secure and virtually untraceable. If you used electricity, for instance, they could find you. But he went through his usual routine, finally logging in where he really felt safe—the dark web. He ran various business arms through websites that catered to drug buyers and weapons aficionados. He had big plans to expand into other more legitimate businesses, but he was in no rush. He was playing the long game. But when he saw the listing for political bounties, he thought it was a joke. He read the description no fewer than ten times. He downloaded the app and sent a quick text to a man he paid much money to, to ask him whether the app was secure. Ten minutes later, the text came back that yes, this was safe to use.

      Hector went back to the listing. If there was anything going on in his part of the city, he knew about it. Major or minor. Big and small players had to come to him to ask for permission. He knew all about the political rally the next day. A group of five, maybe six Latino upstarts on the Democratic side. He’d always distrusted the political system and now this was a chance to exploit it—to fix some wrongs and make millions in the process. And it wouldn’t be hard to pull off. Some of his own men were providing security for this rally. Hector Muñoz and his organization could walk away with more than $100 million dollars.

      He didn’t tell a soul of his plans. He never did. Now that old Luis was dead, a heart attack a few years back, and with his own grandmother passed as well, Hector kept his own counsel. He put the plans in place that day. And when the morning came, he inspected the site of the political rally himself. He’d chosen three of his best shooters. Young, hungry kids who wouldn’t mind taking the risk and hiding out for a few years if things went bad.

      But nothing did.

      The rally began and the politicians took their time at the lectern. The crowning jewel was a senator whom one of the upstarts had brought along—a distant cousin and a full U.S. senator from the neighboring state of Nevada. This man had explained to the crowd that if the five Los Angeles-based politicians were put in office, the lives of all those in the crowd would be much improved.

      “You will find your place in this country,” the man said.

      Hector listened to it all, knowing full well it was a pack of lies. Politicians could always be counted on for moral vice. He had some of them on the payroll.

      Their only rightful place now was at the bottom of a six-foot hole.

      He gave the signal and mayhem ensued. Though not a single person in the crowd was harmed. Hector had been very specific on that point. They would know that he was behind it, and that was fine with him. He was protected.

      In less than a minute, six politicians were dead. The shooters were running, the crowd having dispersed in a frenzy. Sirens in the distance.

      Hector watched the chaos, happy that no innocents had been harmed. Feeling zero remorse for the bloody heaps on the stage, he pondered how he might use this for further benefit. Maybe he would put word out that if politicians didn’t lean his way, they would no longer be politicians. Yes. That was the long view that he knew his own grandfather had. If only the elder Hector had more technology, more education—what might have he become?

      Hector claimed the kills on the secure app and then turned off his phone. The authorities would do the rest and he would fade back into the background, his neighborhood’s protector.

      Maybe today he would go to the cemetery. Visit his grandmother’s grave and leave a bouquet of the roses she liked.

      Yes. Today was a good day.
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      THE HOODED MAN - SPRINGFIELD, VIRGINIA

      The kicks thudded repeatedly. He’d curled up into a ball. The teenagers’ feet caught him in the meatier sections of his body. He winced with each blow, trying not to call out.

      “That’s what you get for scaring my little sister,” one of them said in a heavy accent that the man on the ground couldn’t place. “Who do you think you are? The boogeyman or something?”

      Kicking, again and again.

      A moan escaped the curled form’s lips. The kicking stopped. “What’s that you say?” the teenager asked.

      “Daniel Briggs.”

      “What’s that? You want some ham and eggs?” another kick.

      “Daniel Briggs.”

      “Nathaniel Riggs?” one of the other boys said.

      The curled form turned to face the boys, eyes blazing so hard that the teenager stepped back.

      “I said, Daniel Briggs,” the deformed man sneered, blood and spit dripping from his mouth.

      “Let’s get out of here, man,” one of the teenagers said, grabbing the three others as they ran away.

      The man on the ground replaced his hood, covering his malformed face. His back and neck ached, but that was his life now. Had that even been his life before? He didn’t know. He couldn’t remember. More scattered memories, more snippets. Were they of his life or were they of television shows or movies?

      He got to one knee and then to his feet, but not without effort. The pain was excruciating, but never once did the thought come to dull the pain or to even take his own life.

      No, something was pulling him. Pulling or pushing, he couldn’t tell which, maybe both. Some unseen force. He didn’t know what God was so he would never call it that. No, the only constant was the name.

      Daniel Briggs.

      Was that his own name? No, he didn’t think so. Was it someone he knew? Possibly. Like a television screen flashing on in his head, he had another memory. Lake Tahoe. That was in California, he thought. North Star. Yes, that was the place. Lots of money, ski resort. He was in a condo, three bedrooms, beautiful kitchen, lots of solid wood. He remembered the smell. Gas fireplace, a bowl of fruit on the counter. A note from the property manager, “Welcome to Lake Tahoe.”

      The man strained to see if there was a name on the card, but there wasn’t. He walked to the window and saw the long line of skiers and snowboarders waiting for the lift to go up the mountain. The place had the feel of a Bavarian village, Americanized.

      Then he was back.

      Back to the pain and the side street he’d somehow stumbled upon. He barely remembered waking up that morning. He did remember finding a twenty-dollar bill and seeing a McDonald’s in the distance. He bought three Quarter Pounders but could only eat one. He pocketed the other two, thinking how it was strange that he wasn’t that hungry and that thirst didn’t seem to be a problem. He ate and drank because he knew he had to. For what? He didn’t know. There were so many things he didn’t know.

      But he’d gotten past wondering about everything, except for the one, nagging obsession: Who was Daniel Briggs?

      Give into it, something told him.

      “Give in to what?” he asked, not realizing that he’d spoken aloud.

      Something to take the edge off, he thought. No, that would cloud his mind. At least the pain kept him sharp. He thought that maybe he’d been something, someone, in his past. There were times when his mind felt sharp and on the razor’s edge, but most of the time his mind was cluttered, clouded, filled with insignificant facts that made no sense to him. Had he gone off to war? Had he been shot? No, he didn’t think so. He’d looked all over his body for puncture wounds. He had plenty of scars, plenty of bruises. And even more now.

      He barely remembered the little girl that he’d almost stumbled into. She’d screamed when she saw his face and he cringed, trying to say he was sorry, trying to tell her it was okay. But the only thing that escaped his lips was, “Daniel Briggs.” It seemed to be a mantra he would live with for the rest of his life, however long that would be.

      Daniel Briggs... Daniel Briggs...

      He slapped the side of his head again and again. Why couldn’t he remember?

      Daniel Briggs... Daniel Briggs...

      “Just keep walking,” a voice told him. And he did. To where, he had no idea.

      Later that day he sat down to eat a second Quarter Pounder. He watched the children in the elementary school playground. How happy they were.

      “Was I a child once?” he asked himself.

      He didn’t know. And then he was up again, walking in what seemed like a meandering direction. In truth, he was making his way steadily south.
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      FLAP - WASHINGTON, D.C.

      He was a popular man these days. Not a day went by when a handful of congressmen and a couple of senators didn’t want to bend his ear. He was the talk of the town, not because he was anything of flash, but because he was seen as confident, competent, getting things done, and above all, turning the big beast that was the CIA in the right direction. Even the FBI director had extended an olive branch. Yes, stay right down the middle, Flap thought to himself. Be useful to everyone.

      The situation on the dark web had amused him. He’d had it built in such a way that there was no single listing that friends could point other friends to. No, it was a shifting target. An interested party might see it, but the next person visiting this very same site wouldn’t. It was random, more of a test, a random sampling, but it had already paid interesting rewards. All told, $250 million of the significant sum that Flap held in reserve had been paid out, a tiny part of his war chest.

      The wonderful thing was that the supposedly secure app he’d used for killers to claim their bounties worked both ways. Nobody could hack it, but he could use it in reverse. Just in case he needed to. For instance, he already knew he’d never touch Mabel Hayes, the woman who’d killed the state senator. She’d earned her freedom.

      Flap smiled to himself. He’d managed to democratize assassinations. This was a program for the people, better even than welfare. But it was the up-and-comers like Hector Muñoz in Los Angeles that piqued his interest. This was a man that could, at some point in the future, become extremely valuable. And if at the end of this entire ordeal he had two or three such names in his pocket, it would all be worth it, because it was all about chaos and the reconsolidation of power.

      And that power was coming straight to his office.

      What truly surprised Flap was the fact that not a single government organization had yet to raise a red flag. Plenty of real flags had been at half-mast, especially after the senator was iced in Los Angeles, but nobody had put the pieces together. He’d apparently constructed the randomization on the dark web too well.

      “Very well,” he said, clicking a few buttons and casting his next set of dice in play.

      It was time to turn up the heat, time to see what real chaos could do to a society.

      And while it all went down, he would gladly make the payouts and cherry-pick whatever intelligence or assets he might need for the future. Because like a smart businessman, CIA Director Edmond Flap knew that diversification was the key to survival. And when the dust settled and this national emergency flittered to the wind, he would be standing a little bit taller, a bit stronger. But no one would notice except for him. And he would be more content because of it.
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      BRIGGS - CAMP CAVALIER, CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

      He came down the rope hand under hand, the final climb of the obstacle course. Somewhere during the descent, he had ceased to be, and there was nothing but rope. Friction from the smooth nylon burned as the wooden crossbeam above receded along with its blue-sky backdrop. There was the pull of gravity on his body, and there was the voice in his ear as his feet touched sand.

      “Now that’s ridiculous,” Lena said. “How am I supposed to do it that fast?”

      “Practice,” he said, walking back toward the first obstacle of the course. “A lot of it.”

      “I think it’s skewed. I think they made it for men. You guys have way more upper body strength.”

      Daniel laughed. “I don’t know about that. I’ve seen female Marines absolutely crush this thing.”

      The Marine Corps obstacle course was a mainstay at recruit depots in Parris Island and San Diego, and at Officer’s Candidate School in Quantico. There wasn’t a Marine base in the world that didn’t have one, at least none that Daniel knew of.

      “And that first one,” Lena said from a pace behind him. “That stupid metal bar gets me every time.”

      “Like I said, it takes practice.”

      Lena huffed in frustration. “Come on,” she said, pointing to the high bar that doubled as a pull-up bar, “show me how.”

      “Okay, so, I learned two ways to do this,” Daniel began. “One is the chicken wing. You know, you pull yourself up, put your leg on, and roll over. Then, and this is the one I prefer, under and over.”

      He took a quick running start, pulled himself up, then flipped under and over the bar, landing squarely on both feet.

      “You make it look so easy,” Lena said.

      “Practice.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Whatever. I bet you nailed it the first time you tried it.”

      Daniel shook his head. “Not even close.”

      Lena glowered at the bar. She took her own running start, jumped up, grabbed the bar, and pulled herself up. She got one leg over, then struggled to get the rest of the way.

      “Oh my God, I hate this thing so much,” she said through gritted teeth before coming back down to the ground.

      Daniel had seen all manner of Marines and civilians fail at surmounting the bar because there was a prescribed way. The Marine Corps always had the prescribed way of doing things, whether it was blousing your utility pants, rolling your utility sleeves, or getting over that first bar of the obstacle course. So naturally when they built an obstacle course here at Camp Cavalier, the prescribed rules stuck.

      “Okay, watch me again,” Daniel said. “I’ll try to do it in slow motion.”

      He made a quick running start that led to a jump, then pulled himself up slightly with his arms. Using his momentum, he tucked his legs and rolled up and around the bar. Then he situated himself at the top position and looked down at Lena. “Make any more sense?”

      “I think so.”

      Daniel dropped down and moved aside.

      Lena rubbed her hands together, then clapped. “Stupid bar.”

      A running start led to the leap. She grabbed the bar and went smoothly up and around. She was so excited and surprised by the fact that she’d made it all the way around that she almost dropped too fast and narrowly missed clocking her chin on the bar.

      “Whew, that was close,” she said when she landed on both feet.

      “You’re not done yet,” Daniel said, pointing at the rest of the obstacles.

      “Okay. I think I’ve got this,” Lena said. “Can you time me?”

      Daniel nodded and prepared the timer on his watch. “Ready... set... go!”

      She struggled a bit getting over that first obstacle again, but the rest went smoothly. She even got up the rope at the end without much trouble. When she tapped the log at the very top of the rope, Daniel stopped the timer.

      “What’s my time?” Lena said, chuffing at the top of the rope. Daniel told her.

      “Yes,” Lena grinned, then slid down the rope a little too fast.

      When she hit the ground, she held out her rope-burned hands. “Dammit! Well, that was stupid.”

      “We’ve all done it,” Daniel said, feeling as proud as a sensei with his ace student. “Come on. Let’s go for a walk.”

      “But I want to try to beat my score.”

      “We can do more tomorrow. There’s some things I want to talk to you about.”

      Daniel led her to the running path that meandered over Camp Cavalier’s hills. He glanced out over the landscape, taking in the air breath by breath. He was truly mindful. There was only the air and the land and all its raw sensations. He then turned to her. “Top told me that you were thinking about spending some time with Anna.”

      She turned her gaze to her feet, sticking out her tongue to moisten her lips. It made her look childlike for a moment.

      Daniel continued. “I think it’s a great idea for both of you. We’ll miss you around here, but Anna can give you something that we can’t.”

      “Are you sure? There’s plenty I can help with here.”

      “I’m sure,” he said with a smile. “I’ve already talked to Cal about it, and he agrees.”

      “It sounds like you’re eager to get rid of me.”

      Sometimes the young woman seemed much older than her young age, but right now Daniel could tell that she was struggling. She’d found a family here, a home among the warriors of The Jefferson Group and SSI. Top and Gaucho told him she’d made a ton of progress, not only with her skills, but as a friend. She’d lived a sheltered life before falling in with them, but that was far in the past. What Daniel and the others wanted was what was best for Lena. And right now, Daniel figured that meant spending time with Anna Varushkin.

      “Listen,” he said, “you have a home here with us. That doesn’t mean you can’t leave and visit someplace else for a time. And your home is in here, too,” he pointed to her heart, “which means you get to take it with you. Don’t forget that.”

      “Do you think she’ll make me dress up all fancy and go to balls?”

      That made him chuckle. “Who knows? The woman lives in a much fancier world than we do.”

      Lena shrugged. “I think I’m okay with it. I think it’s perfectly okay to be pretty and rugged at the same time. Right?”

      “Sure,” Daniel said.

      She looked out at the surrounding landscape, like she was trying to find some inspiration. “Daniel, do you ever get the feeling that life’s leading you somewhere, but you don’t know exactly where you’re supposed to be going?”

      “All the time,” Daniel answered. “My whole life, in fact.”

      “Really?” Lena asked, surprised. “You always seem to know exactly where you’re going. The other guys talk about it all the time, that you’ve got extra radar that the rest of us don’t have.”

      Daniel loved the fact that Lena had zero filter. If she was thinking or wondering something, she let it out. It was refreshing, and more adults could stand to learn from her.

      “I think I learned how to listen better than other people. There’s opportunity all around us, Lena. We can take the right path or the left path. Where a lot of people go wrong is they choose a path and then regret it as soon as they get halfway down. I’ve learned to have faith that things are happening for a reason. I’m supposed to be on this path.”

      She looked at him, smiling. “You mean like you’re supposed to be walking on this path, literally, with me right now?”

      “Exactly. There is no place I’d rather be than right here, right now, walking on this literal path with you.”

      “You cheeseball, you really mean that, don’t you?”

      Daniel nodded. “I do. There was a time that I was so discontented with myself, not to mention the world, that I had no idea what it was like to be in the moment, to sit here and enjoy the fact that I was alive. That the world around me was buzzing with energy, and that my life meant something. Today, my life does mean something. Today, I get to spend this time with you. Tomorrow, maybe I get to spend time with Cal or Top or Gaucho. In each one of those instances, I get to be the best friend I can be. Sometimes that means listening. Sometimes that means saving somebody’s life. If I’m not of service, Lena, I’m not doing my job. That’s why I’m here. That’s why I was put on this Earth.”

      Lena nodded slowly, and Daniel figured there was another insightful question coming. He marveled at the way her brain seemed to work. She truly wanted to know what made him tick. He himself still didn’t completely know. And that was just fine with Daniel Briggs. He had given up trying to know everything and figure out everyone. Some things were simply an enigma, and he had to be okay with that.

      “So, this time that I get to spend with Anna,” Lena continued. “You think I should go with the flow, like, try to enjoy it as much as I can?”

      “If I know Anna, she is going to spoil you as only she can. You know, she’s never had a little sister, and I’m sure there are plenty of ways that you can help her. But yeah, enjoy the process. Help her when you can. But most of all, listen and learn. There’s a whole world out there. A world that we can’t show you here. I can think of no better person than Anna Varushkin to show you that world.”

      Lena was studying his face now. “You love her, don’t you?”

      He paused for a moment before answering. “Anna is one of my favorite people.”

      “I didn’t ask you if she was one of your favorite people,” she said in a playful tone.

      He smiled. “You’re right. And it’s probably because I don’t know the answer. I love you and I love Cal. I love Anna, of course. But in the way you mean? I don’t know if it’s time for that yet.”

      Lena was about to ask another question when Daniel’s phone buzzed. He pulled it from his pocket. It was an emergency message from Neil, sent to Daniel and the rest of the team. “Read this,” the message said, and then there was a link. Daniel clicked on the link and read through the message quickly.

      “Come on,” he said, “we need to go home.”
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      ZIMMER - CAMP DAVID, FREDERICK COUNTY, MARYLAND

      “Gentlemen,” he began, “the White House has tasked every three-letter agency to come up with a plan to bring something in. Word has it 911 call centers are overwhelmed. Every Tom, Dick, and Harry is ratting out their neighbor. Doesn’t matter if he’s shady-looking or if his sprinkler is pointed in the wrong direction. I have one report that someone said a long-lost relative might be in a conspiracy to kill the president. Lines are forming at police stations and riots are breaking out. Other cities are completely dark. Everyone is sheltering in place. We’ve got the governors of New Mexico, Arkansas, and Missouri calling out their National Guard. We have military fighting vehicles rolling down American thruways. I think it’s safe to say this is a world-class fucking catastrophe—would you gentlemen agree?”

      There were no murmurs, merely a nodding of heads.

      “With all due respect,” said General Willard, who’d recently celebrated his tenth year with the NSA, “I think it’s a hoax.”

      The immediate protests from the rest of the group threatened to cast the meeting into complete disorder.

      The general stood and held up his hand. “Now, let me finish, let me finish. Before you go showing me pictures of congressmen’s bloody bodies, I’m not one of those cranks you see on YouTube spewing out a bunch of lizard-people garbage. I’m talking about some hacker with a diseased mind posting this thing as a sick joke and thousands of people taking it seriously.”

      “Whether or not that’s the case,” Zimmer said, “I have word from Director Flap that real money is moving on this thing. Someone is taking it seriously enough to pay these people.”

      “Any word on its origin?” said a lower officer.

      Zimmer rubbed his forehead. “Now, Brian, don’t you think I’d tell you if I knew? Come on, people. Let’s have a little display of IQ. What do you say?”

      “We could shut down the Internet,” said Kelley, a high-placed official within the U.S. Department of Transportation.

      Zimmer stared at the man. “So, you’re suggesting we effectively cripple the entire country, if not the entire world. This was my fault, I guess. I asked for a display of IQ. I guess I should have asked for a display of high IQ.”

      It went on like this, with various suggestions for retaliation and no meaningful conclusions.

      “Gentleman,” Zimmer said, “I think we can all agree that the NSA and the FBI should collaborate to figure out a way to take down the bounties.” He tapped the table with a firm finger. “I want the best people on this.”
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        * * *

      

      Exactly fifty-one minutes after the meeting at Camp David had adjourned, the U.S. government attacked and took down every iteration of the bounty listings. There was a collective cheer from the war room.

      Then someone whistled and pointed to their computer screen.

      What they could not have known was that in attacking the system that had been so carefully constructed, it had doubled the reach. And now as the task force watched, the bounty spread from the dark web to the more common World Wide Web. There were ads on major sites like Facebook and YouTube, and somehow impossibly, even in the scrolls of news channels.

      “You’ve gotta be kidding me,” someone in the room said in response to the shocked silence.

      Thus, the political bounty went mainstream.

      Now the entire world would know. And the entire world would have a chance at billions.

      Zimmer sat back in his chair, hands tented at his lips.
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      A DAY IN THE LIFE - WASHINGTON, D.C.

      George Powell didn’t wake up thinking he was going to be a killer that day. It was supposed to be his day off. As a member of the Capitol police, he was on high alert along with the rest of the force. But as far as he was concerned, there was only one problem. As he put on his uniform, he heard the now familiar wail from upstairs, followed by a crash.

      “Dammit,” he said, tucking in his shirt and rushing upstairs.

      His father, face twisted in confusion and rage, was looking all around the room. The plate that George had made for breakfast lay shattered on the floor—scrambled eggs and toast scattered here and there.

      “Aw geez, Dad,” George said.

      His father couldn’t understand. He was deep in the throes of late-stage dementia: The man didn’t know where he was, who he was, or even that his son was there. It took a good five minutes for George to settle his father down.

      What finally got him to was—and this would have made his father cringe in years past—a cartoon, SpongeBob SquarePants, of all things.

      “There you go, Dad.”

      His father settled into the recliner, all 300-some odd pounds of him. His father used to be a fit man, a boxer in his youth, and a Capitol police officer like George. As a kid, George remembered walking the streets with his father next to him, proud in his uniform. Neighbors would wave, and even famous people would give deference to the senior Powell.

      The only time George’s father left the house now was to go see the doctor. He should have been in a home, or anywhere they could care for him better, but his father’s meager pension and benefits wouldn’t allow for it. It was too expensive.

      The full-time care had led to George’s own divorce. Thankfully, there hadn’t been any kids, and he didn’t blame his ex-wife. In fact, they were still friends. She was remarried, and occasionally they’d talk at night. She was still a fantastic listener, and from afar gave him the support that he needed, because this was his duty now—to care for his father. Much as the single father had cared for him as a child, even when he’d gotten into schoolyard fights and slipped into trouble, his father had always been there to help straighten them out, not with a heavy hand, but with love. How could George discard his father now?

      Anita, his father’s caregiver, was late, and George had three texts from his supervisor on his phone.

      Where are you?

      When are you going to get here?

      Hurry the hell up.

      George was never late. He was the guy that anyone on the force could rely on, quick to laugh or give a compliment. George Powell was the model Capitol police officer.

      “Sorry. I’m late,” Anita said, coming in through the front door, simultaneously removing her coat.

      George couldn’t be mad. She was a lifesaver, and luckily, one that lived only a few blocks away.

      “How is he?” Anita asked.

      “Oh, he made a little bit of a mess, but I cleaned it up. He’s watching cartoons.”

      A smile appeared on her face as she lay her purse on the kitchen table. “Tell me it’s not SpongeBob again.”

      “You know Dad. It’s always SpongeBob.”

      They shared a sad smile. George knew that she’d seen it all before. She’d been a caregiver for a long time and had the patience of a saint and the kind faith of a God-touched nun.

      “Listen,” she said, “it’s crazy out there. You be careful today, okay?”

      “You know me, Anita, always careful.”

      Once inside his car, he checked his phone, steeling himself for more impatient texts. Sure enough, two more messages. Then he scrolled through and finished what he had been doing before, closed out all the apps and went to work.

      When he got to the station, he found out why there was an edge of panic and hysteria on top of everything else that was going on in the country. The Capitol police were augmenting every other security force in the district, and today, it fell on George and his people to escort four senators and their families from a secret location to another even more secret location that not even his supervisor would disclose.

      “You’ll find out when you hit the road,” his supervisor said. “Now hurry up. They’ve been blowing me up about timelines, as if timelines even matter these days.”

      “I’ll get right on it,” George said.

      He liked to bring a small backpack to work filled with bottled water and any nourishment he might need for the day. He never knew when he’d be able to step out, and lunch breaks were a thing of the past. With his team assembled—four other Capitol police officers—they went to pick up the senators and their families.

      When George’s team arrived, the Secret Service team was waiting grim-faced and unafraid to show their heavier weapons.

      “Change of plans,” the lead agent told George. They knew each other, having worked together on several occasions, and had a cordial working relationship. Though George never liked the way the man looked down at him for being a cop. “We’re taking the families out. You’re taking the primaries.”

      They went through the full plan quickly. It was a simple one. Still no destination was given.

      “Five minutes. Meet us in the underground garage.”

      George’s team had been working together for a long time. They were professionals who understood security. Ever vigilant, they never gawked. The handoff was made underground.

      “We’ve got this,” George said.

      “Good luck.”

      The Secret Service disappeared, presumably to escort the families away, and George told his team to check every conceivable entrance and make sure the place was clear.

      Then, as the Secret Service agent had told him, he knocked on the door. A familiar face appeared. He knew the senator from California, as well as her three companions. It was split right down the middle: two Democrats, two Republicans. George knew that they’d been friends for years and wondered why they were all here together. It was quite the risk. Strange, what politicians did in a crisis.

      “We’ve got the car waiting for you, ma’am,” George said, pointing to the SUV in the parking garage. “One minute, okay?”

      The senator nodded briskly. She was afraid, George could see that. He checked to make sure his people were in position, checking side doors, checking the ramp up to the main street. Then he beckoned to the senator, who brought her colleagues along.

      “Are you driving us, George?” the senator asked.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said. Then he closed the door and took a long, deep breath. He unstrapped his backpack and unzipped the main compartment. He carefully palmed the two fragmentation grenades he’d taken from his father’s stash. His father had been an ammo tech in the Army before joining the Capitol police. And while George’s father wasn’t a violent man, he had left the Army with his own little stash. He called it his emergency getaway.

      George pulled the two pins, careful to keep the spoons in place. Then he tapped on the window of the SUV. The senator rolled the window down. “Yes, George?” One of George’s hands pushed her head back and the other shoved the two grenades into the vehicle. He clicked the lock button on the key fob.

      “God help them,” he muttered to himself. He backed up exactly five paces.

      The two explosions went off like one. The lives inside the vehicle were vaporized. The force of the blast sent George flying, shrapnel whizzing through the air around him.

      There was a deep cut running from the top of his forehead down to his cheek that had cut through his eye. His eyeball had burst, though he didn’t know it.

      He fumbled with the phone in his pocket, got it out, and somehow managed to focus with his one good eye. He opened the app that he’d downloaded in the bathroom earlier, claimed the four kills, and was on the edge of passing out when he closed out the app and put the phone back in his pocket.

      “That was for you, Dad,” he said.

      George had planned it perfectly. No cameras in sight, no team to see him, no way that those two fragmentation grenades, or what was left of them, could be traced back to him. Then there was the fact that he would spend the next three weeks in the hospital. George Powell was not and never would be a suspect.

      And besides, with what was to come, there was no time for a thorough investigation. The deaths of four U.S. senators were chalked up as a tragic loss—four of many. And when George Powell finally left the hospital, he was a very, very wealthy man who would no longer have to worry about caring for his ailing father.
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      ZIMMER - CAMP DAVID, FREDERICK COUNTY, MARYLAND

      They were getting nowhere. All the agency heads were in attendance and Camp David was bristling with weapons of every kind. Even NORAD was on high alert, although that was more of a precaution.

      Zimmer turned to the director of the CIA. “Edmond, do we have anything?”

      “Mr. President, as I’ve said, we have plenty. The problem is there are too many leads. Now, I’m not making excuses. Please don’t think that. But we simply don’t have the resources.”

      There was some argument from the other heads of the agencies at that. Some probably thought that this was the CIA director’s lame attempt to ask for more money. But Zimmer knew the man to be honest and hardworking. If he was asking for more funds, there was a legitimate reason for it.

      “What about the rest of you? Anything we can go on?”

      The Secretary of Homeland Security spoke up first.

      “Mr. President, this is an unprecedented event. What this person, or this organization, or whoever’s behind this bounty has done has essentially opened up the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow to anyone in the country.”

      “All over the world,” the Secretary of State added, to murmurs of agreement.

      Zimmer couldn’t help but feel there was a big fat red bull’s eye painted on the United States, and that it was indeed open season on politicians. He also understood that to many Americans, the political world had done it to themselves. They taught Americans to hate them. This was a natural purge, one that somebody had been canny enough to figure out on a large scale.

      “What’s the count?” he asked.

      The director looked down at his notes. “Nine senators, twenty-seven congressmen, forty-two state representatives—three or four of whom are in intensive care. And then seventy some-odd lower-level community leaders.”

      The president rubbed his temples. “Good God. This is unacceptable, ladies and gentlemen. We are going to do whatever it takes to make sure: A, we find whoever’s behind this, and B, that we keep our nation’s leaders safe. Am I understood?”

      There were murmurs of ascent in the room.

      Zimmer turned to Marge Haines. “Do we need to ask for emergency powers?”

      Marge had been quiet during the entire conversation, obviously digesting the whole thing. “We can look into that, Mr. President,” she said, “but from the looks of the men and women in this room, I don’t think there are many roadblocks.” She’d cautioned him to be careful, to not overstep the bounds of the federal government. The American people were wary of more government intrusion. After 9/11, the government had added to its power, all in the name of security, and while both Haines and Zimmer agreed that for the most part it had been for the right reason, now they’d worked hard to strip the government of any unnecessary power and jurisdiction.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” the president said, “if there’s anything that my office can do, including an emergency bill to help... what’s left of Congress,” he paused and shook his head, “I will reiterate that we will do everything in our power to bring the guilty parties to justice. Now, I won’t keep you. My door is open. Good luck.”

      The attendees streamed out of the room. But before he could leave, President Zimmer called out to the director of the CIA. “Edmond, can you stay a minute?”

      “Yes, Mr. President.”

      When everybody was gone and Haines had closed the door behind them, Zimmer got down to business.

      “What’s your take?” he asked, loosening his tie.

      “It’s ingenious,” Flap said. “The perfect plan, really. And we stepped right into it.”

      Zimmer couldn’t disagree, though he didn’t exactly like the tone that the CIA was taking. Maybe he was just testy. Flap was merely telling him the truth. Whoever was behind the bounty had sowed chaos in a perfect way, had brought the people into it, and had spun it into a Robin Hood story. There were articles cropping up all over the Internet urging people to rise up and retake control from those dirty politicians.

      “What do you think we should do about it?” Zimmer asked.

      “Mr. President, as you well know, the CIA is tasked with collecting and analyzing information regarding foreign countries and their citizens. And we are doing just that, though none of our assets have yet to uncover the culprit overseas.”

      The president knew well the CIA’s charter, written after what was first called the OSS, the Office of Strategic Services, the precursor of the CIA led by Colonel “Wild Bill” Donovan, and how he had butted heads with J. Edgar Hoover, director of the FBI. Zimmer often thought that President Roosevelt could have given Machiavelli some lessons the way he’d brought in the big guns and let them fight it out. But the system had been set since then. The CIA was charged with operating outside of U.S. borders. The FBI was firmly ensconced in nation, and there’d been many turf wars through the years. But this? This was a fight for the very soul of America. To Zimmer, this was an affront, not only to the Capitol and the U.S. Constitution, but to the American people. This was pure and unadulterated anarchy, and Zimmer needed all the help he could get.

      “Edmond,” he said, tenting his fingers, “I’ve talked to the FBI and for a limited time they’re willing to use whatever assets you can provide. I have Marge drafting an emergency bill so that we can make sure we’re aboveboard.”

      “I’m not sure that’s the best idea,” Flap said. “This emergency will pass, Mr. President, and when the dust settles, the last thing I want is for the FBI director or myself—or yourself, for that matter—to be hauled in front of a congressional hearing.”

      “We’re trying to do the right thing, Edmond.”

      “Yes, sir, I understand that. But I’m trying to protect you, Mr. President.”

      “What if I got everyone to sign off on it?”

      “Everyone, sir?”

      “Yes, everyone. Every congressman, every senator. Hell, I’ll even go to the Supreme Court, if I need to.”

      “Mr. President, I don’t know if that’s an effective use of your time. I assure you that we have eyes and ears on everything outside of our borders.”

      “Dammit,” Zimmer said, clenching his fist, wishing that Flap would go along with this plan, but having no choice but to respect the fact that the CIA was holding to American law. “Fine. I’ll sit on it for a day. But if this thing gets any worse, Edmond, we’re going to need your help. Your country needs you, you understand?”

      “Mr. President, I serve at your pleasure, and I hope that my counsel has been useful.”

      “Of course. It always is. Thank you, Edmond. Now, if you don’t mind...?”

      Director Flap left the meeting room and Zimmer walked to the window. A pair of Bradley Fighting Vehicles drove by. God, they were at war again.

      And if they weren’t careful, it would swallow them whole.

    

  







            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    




      FLAP - CAMP DAVID, FREDERICK COUNTY, MARYLAND

      “God, I love this job,” he thought to himself as he got into the armored SUV and nodded to his driver to go. Chaos was seeping into every nook and cranny of American life. The media was going bananas. Conspiracy theories abounded. No fewer than twenty podcasts had started in the last day, ginning up all sorts of theories, from a rogue faction within the Chinese government to an obscure American expatriate living in Chile rumored to be the messiah. Now the president wanted to change not only American policy, but constitutional law as well. Flap could only laugh.

      Oh, how Yegorovich would have loved to see this. What Flap wouldn’t give to see the look on the man’s face when he told him that a few billion was all it would take. Complete chaos. Added to that, a growing number of citizens were regarding whoever was behind the bounty as some sort of hero, a renegade man of the people sent to crush the status quo and reshape the American political landscape.

      Edmond Flap didn’t give a damn about any of that. What he did give a damn about was solidifying his own power structure and watching the chaos swirl around him. He was a student of history and whenever he heard someone explain that it had never been this bad, that politics were much worse than they’d always been, he would shake his head. Didn’t anyone remember the Civil War? Or the Revolutionary War, where America was teetering on the brink of collapse? Politicians used to walk ten paces and shoot at each other for the tiniest of affronts. Imagine returning to those days. And they didn’t even have flushing toilets. Come on, people.

      Flap understood that politics was a necessary evil. And it was easy for politicians and their cronies to sway opinion. All the public truly cared about was what was on their dinner plates and what went on in the bedroom. As for the rest, all you had to do was scare them into thinking that someone was going to take their homes, their livelihoods, or their beliefs. Americans love freedom, even the ones who act like they don’t. The trick is convincing them that whatever you wanted to do was to protect their freedom. Too few Americans took the time to understand what was going on, to see that they were being manipulated by anyone standing behind a podium, anyone holding a microphone, anyone shooting a video. It was beautiful.

      Flap possessed a sixth sense about human psychology—developed through the years of slithering his way into the right spots in order to outwit his opponents. He had no choice but to strengthen his knowledge of people and their clockwork interiors. But there was only so much power one man could wield. And while the president’s idea did intrigue him—why not mess with American law if he could—Flap figured that it might come back and bite him in the end. It could set politicians on his trail. He’d have to play that one slowly, deferring to the FBI, but poking holes from behind the scenes, snatching little bits where he could. Because another plan was already forming.

      The biggest loss he’d ever endured still haunted him, still pushed him to overcome while protecting his flanks. Cal Stokes was in Flap’s wavering sights, a pawn to be played, maybe even now a swift death was too easy. There were plenty of paid guns that could have done the job for less than a hundred grand. No, what Flap still wanted was extended pain. And until he could bend down and whisper all the vitriol he had stowed away since his time in Berlin into a dying Stokes’s ear, Flap would poke and prod and find the weaknesses. Cal Stokes would be his plaything.

      As his SUV kicked onto the highway, the driver speeding past the other traffic, another branch of Flap’s plan coalesced. Yes, this would be perfect, another viper pit to throw Stokes and his team into.

      But if Flap knew anything, it was that Stokes’s men were resilient. But that didn’t mean some of Stokes’s own team could not die. That was all part of the pain, all part of the journey that Flap was curating for the proud Marine.

      He settled into his seat, ignoring the repeated dings of his phone. He closed his eyes and began to imagine the rest of Cal Stokes’s life, dangling from the strings held by the masterful hands of the director of the CIA.
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      THE HOODED MAN - FREDERICKSBURG, VIRGINIA

      He slipped into the cemetery like the ghost that many locals swore inhabited the place. The crooked form didn’t know that. He barely understood where he was. It was dark, well past midnight.

      He’d slowly been pulled farther south. The last ride, down I-95, had been in the back of a day laborer’s truck. The broken form noted the numerous signs of the cross made by the men in the front. He didn’t think he was anything evil, but he sure looked it.

      He’d found cemeteries to be great places to sleep due to their quiet. He’d only once been awakened from his slumber by an annoyed caretaker who’d called him a drunk and told him to leave the premises. He picked himself up and left, moving on to another town as if pulled by some invisible tether, one that responded of its own accord to unconscious commands.

      At this moment, what he needed was sleep. He found a large headstone and curled up behind it. It became a habit to note the name before lying down, as he found there was comfort in knowing who it was that slept beneath him.

      
        
        David Slomowitz

        Beloved Husband, Father of Two

        Born January 5, 1953

        Departed this Earth December 25, 2004

      

      

      There was something about the solidity of the stone that he liked to have behind him. Somehow it grounded him, even though it was cold.

      As the night wore on, he was about to fall away to sleep when something pulled his eyelids open. What was it? Was there someone there? He looked left and right quickly. No, nothing. No humans, at least. There had been one unfortunate incident with a skunk, but he’d lain still, and the creature had crawled away. No skunks, no dogs, not even any deer. What was it?

      He got to his feet, and he started walking. He didn’t know why. Down one row and up the next. Some of the gravestones were so small and so worn that you couldn’t tell who was buried there, but in places he saw ranks: corporal, sergeant, captain. And that’s when it hit him. The name came again.

      Daniel Briggs.

      A soldier. No, not a soldier. What was it? Not a soldier, not a soldier.

      A Marine, that was it. Dress blue uniforms and billboard posters on the interstate. “The Few, The Proud,” he thought.

      Daniel Briggs was a Marine. But what did that that mean?

      “Daniel Briggs, Daniel Briggs,” he mumbled to himself.

      What did it mean? No more answers came, even as he walked slowly down each row, hoping that the movement, the gravestones, or even a ghost would give him the answers. All they would give him for the night was silence. Daniel Briggs, whoever he was, was a Marine.

      I have to find him, the crooked wraith thought.

      “Daniel Briggs,” he whispered, hoping to invoke the man by repeated incantation.

      He continued walking, wondering when this unearthly ordeal would be over.
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      STOKES - SEDONA, ARIZONA

      They were in position by midday.

      Cal, Daniel, and ten others had set out from the small airport dressed like hikers and hunters riding in two-man off-road vehicles, which were identical to the ones seasonal tourists rented for trails through the red desert.

      They watched the camp that was cleverly hidden far from wandering eyes. There was a series of shipping containers that had been converted into living space. Air conditioning units, mounted on each, pumped hard to fend off the heat. They cataloged the comings and goings, noted that the CIA’s intelligence had been correct.

      Eight hostiles, all armed and busy as bees. Flap told Cal personally that the Salvadoran commandos, most of whom had also made a living in the black market, were here for the money. Somehow the bad guys had received their own intelligence—that Sedona had become a haven for hiding politicians. Flap confirmed that fact. Though he didn’t say how, Cal trusted him.

      This felt like the first move by a foreign entity to capitalize on the American chaos. Cal was more than willing to chop off the head of that snake. All signs of activity pointed to an operation the next day. They were in a rush, but not hurried.

      Night fell and Cal’s team watched. The camp seemed to settle in for the night. Two guards roamed the camp and would be the first to go. Cal would take one team and Daniel the other. They’d split and come in from similar angles.

      “Alpha team ready,” Cal said into the radio.

      “Bravo team ready,” Daniel responded.

      “Roger that. Move out.”

      And like dark spirits, they descended on the camp.

      One guard and then the other were taken down in silence. Liberty stuck to Cal’s side via a tether he had around his waist, a precaution should the dog get too excited.

      “Bravo team entering barracks, over,” Daniel said. And the night air was filled with the sounds of suppressed shots. “All clear.”

      Then came the shouts of the others. Brandishing an impressive variety of weapons, four men slithered out of one of the shipping containers. Cal took one down, then unhooked Liberty. The men to his left took out the remaining three in rapid succession. Liberty went over and sniffed each of the bodies as weapons were gathered and careful pictures were taken.

      Easy day, Cal thought, his adrenaline coursing.

      He went into the shipping container that served as the main office and found pictures taped to the wall—detailed satellite imagery. Cal instructed one of his men to take pictures of everything and then send them to the proper authorities, CIA and the FBI, of course. They would no doubt get confirmation that each one of the men and women, twenty-one in all, with their faces taped to the wall, were politicians of some sort.

      If this was only one cell, Cal wondered, how many more like it were coming across the border? He was exiting the shipping container when automatic fire cut through the night’s calm.

      A buzz came over the radio. “One hostile, one man down. Northeast end of the camp.”

      The automatic fire kept up. And then, something bigger, something more deadly.

      Cal ran that way, Liberty sprinting ahead before he could catch her. He skidded to a halt behind another container and looked to where the firing was coming from. There in the moonlight was a bare-breasted woman covered in tattoos, screaming as she fired a large caliber weapon. Cal then noticed a wounded man, one of his men, off to the side being tended to by his companion. The man on the ground wasn’t moving. “Damn,” Cal said, and then the rounds were flying his way. He had to cut back to avoid being mowed down.

      He went down to the ground and peered around the corner. The woman was still there, still firing. And Liberty was nowhere to be found.

      Good God, had she been shot too?

      The gunfire slackened. Cal thought the woman was reloading. But when he looked around the corner again, he narrowly escaped getting his head taken off.

      He ducked back to cover, feeling the zing of rounds flying by him. The woman was in perfect position, methodical with her firing, and then somehow through the cacophony came the furious barking of the dog and then a scream from the woman. The rounds moved left. Cal looked out again.

      Liberty was latched on the woman’s left hand, tugging, but now the woman dropped the automatic weapon, grabbed a pistol from her waistband, and brought it to bear on the tugging canine.
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      BRIGGS - SEDONA, ARIZONA

      Daniel converged with the others toward the automatic gunfire. And just as Cal had gotten pinned down, the angles weren’t right. Whether by luck or by choice, the woman had chosen wisely.

      He saw Cal duck out of sight and marveled at the fact that the half-naked woman was putting on quite the show. She must have known she was the last one standing. She didn’t seem to care.

      Daniel maneuvered around trying to find an angle. And when he finally did, he heard the barks, heard the scream, and chanced to look. He saw what Cal saw. The woman dropped the larger weapon and grabbed the one at her waist.

      Briggs had his angle now. Just as he was getting ready to take the shot, the woman’s head exploded, followed by a boom in the distance.

      The half-naked body crumpled to the ground and Liberty scooted back, sniffing the air. The rest of The Jefferson Group men came in now.

      “I thought you told her not to get mixed up in this,” Cal said wryly.

      “Girls will be girls,” Daniel said. And then he looked off in the distance to where he knew Lena was watching. She’d been there to observe, but her timing had been perfect.

      Daniel gave a small salute off to the distance and then went to search the dead woman. Liberty was still sniffing the air. She then went to ground, going back and forth, this way and that.

      “She’s got something,” Daniel said.

      Cal bent down. “What is it, girl?”

      The rest of the men were securing the area, and the two friends followed Liberty as she wound her way, guided by her nose.

      They were halfway back through the camp when Liberty became more excited, her tail furiously wagging. She started scratching the dirt. Then came the sound of dog’s nails on metal. Daniel pulled Liberty aside and, sure enough, there on the desert floor was a dirt-covered hatch. Almost impossible to see in the dark.

      “Good girl,” Daniel said, giving the dog to Cal. Weapon at the ready, Daniel found the latch and flung the door open. The light mounted on his weapon shone into the hole. Huddled forms below cowered back from the light.

      “Cal, you need to see this.”

      They looked down together. Scared faces, eyes filled with tears. The smell coming up from the hole was overwhelming. Fear and bodily fluids permeated the night air. But more distressing were the vests strapped to the chests of each of the twenty-one pitiful souls in that hole.

      “Help,” one of them said. It was a woman with dark-matted hair on the side of her face.

      “You think those things are armed?” Cal asked quietly.

      “I’ll check.”

      Daniel dropped into the hole and the bodies cowered farther back. Daniel put both his hands in the air. “It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      They came in all shapes and colors. A black kid that looked no older than fifteen. An old woman with hair so white that it shone in the dark. An Asian couple wrapped in an embrace.

      “We’re here to help you,” Daniel said. That’s when he noticed the red flashing light in the corner. He shone his flashlight that way.

      The plastic dome of a camera was unmistakable. Someone was watching them.

      And then, the cruelest of jokes was sprung. More red lights flashed, this time on the chests of the twenty-one in the hole with Daniel, followed by the beeps of explosives arming themselves. What had been a rescue mission a second ago now turned into an explosive ambush.
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      FLAP - SALVADORAN SAFE HOUSE

      He watched the chaos unfold on the computer screen. The red lights from the vests, the flashlight from Stokes, who along with Briggs had hopped into the kill hole. Someone, presumably the man lying dead in a pool of blood at Flap’s feet, had painted the X on the computer keyboard red. Flap’s finger hovered over the letter. It would be so easy to dispose of them now.

      He zoomed in on Briggs’s face, intently studying the eyes. There was no fear. Even while the prisoners pawed at him, begging him to save them, he stood firm. And then there was Stokes, his grim face set, looking around the small prison for some way out. Just like his father, Flap thought. He watched the scene for at least a minute, wondering if the senior Stokes was watching from above. Maybe this was his moment to exact his revenge, with the spirits of Cal’s father and mother observing helplessly as their son vaporized in a piss hole in the middle of the desert. No awards, no metals, just a quick death.

      Then there was the other side. Was this too fast? This chaos that he’d unleashed was only the beginning, this Salvadorian group the first of many. The beauty of what Flap concocted was that he got to see it all. The bounty app was secure in many ways, but one of the things it allowed him to do was to track anyone who downloaded it, anyone who was using it to plan their nefarious deeds. Not only that, but the app wormed its way into the phone, secretly tagging that person’s whereabouts and listening to their every conversation. For those who knew how to use it, the cell phone was the perfect bug.

      Flap exhaled and took a step aside to avoid the blood creeping toward his feet. He didn’t mind the sight, or even the smell of it, but his shoes were new and would be serviceable for at least two years. That’s how he chose them. That’s how he made his choices—the long run over the quick fix.

      He had to give it to Cal Stokes. It had been an impressive takedown. And the woman who’d made hers the last stand had been a surprise, but she’d been silenced as well. Flap had listened in on the entire thing. In fact, it had been Stokes who had recommended that Flap patch in. It was he, after all, who had given the intel to get Briggs and Stokes to Sedona. And it was he who provided the resources they needed.

      And now, he provided the final solution.

      His mind made up, Flap made his decision.
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      STOKES - SEDONA, ARIZONA

      The red lights made for an eerie glow that illuminated the faces of the terrified prisoners—makeshift suicide martyrs. Somebody in the corner was wailing—a sick, tortured sound. A woman was desperately praying, clutching the front of her tattered shirt like she was going to tear it in anguish.

      Cal turned to Daniel. “We need to get them out.”

      Daniel shook his head. “There’s no time.”

      “What do you mean there’s no time? We can find a ladder or someth—”

      “You should go,” Daniel said. “I’ll stay here with them.”

      “No fucking way,” Cal said.

      “Then we’ll stay together,” Daniel said. There was a twinkle in his eye, like they were about to go on the grandest adventure they’d ever experienced. Cal’s heart felt like it would thud out of his chest. Is this how hostage negotiators felt?

      There was a long beep, followed by every light on every vest flashing at once. The group erupted in a song of screams. One woman collapsed to the ground. Cal unwittingly shut his eyes.

      If this is it, so be it.

      Daniel tapped him on the shoulder. “I think it’s over,” he said, as calm as if he’d told Cal that their Uber had arrived. Cal’s eyes opened and the red lights were gone.

      There was scratching from above and Cal looked up to see Liberty at the top of the hole. “Stay there,” he said. She sat, but kept her eyes glued to him.

      The buzzing in his pocket made him flinch. He fished his phone out. It was Flap.

      “Yeah?” Cal said, noting that his voice sounded more than a little shaky.

      “We’ve taken care of the problem,” the director said. “It should be safe to remove the vests.”

      “How did you know?” Cal asked, surprised once again by the swiftness of the CIA director’s actions.

      “We found the safe house. I’m watching you right now.”

      Cal looked toward the camera in the corner and held up a hand in a half-hearted wave. “Well, that was a close call.”

      “Closer than you think,” Flap said. “We walked in just as the last man was arming the suicide vests.”

      Cal breathed a sigh of relief. “Well, I guess I owe you a drink.”

      “Not necessary,” Flap said. “You and your men did the hard work. Anyone wounded?”

      “We have one. Took a round to the leg, but luckily only grazed him. Got knocked out falling. They’re patching him up now and he should be fine.”

      “Good to hear,” Flap said. “I’ll have a team on the ground in fifteen, twenty minutes tops. They’ll do the cleanup.”

      “What about the hostages?” Cal asked.

      “Why don’t you see to getting them out of those vests? If you’d like to stick around, you can do the hand off to my people.”

      “Your people?” Cal asked, curious that Flap would decide to send his own agents.

      “Well, let’s call them friends of the agency,” Flap explained.

      “Okay, we’ll wait until they get here,” Cal said, trusting the CIA would send its best. “And thanks again.”

      “It was my pleasure.”

      The red light next to the camera flicked off.

      Someone above found a ladder and one by one the hostages were escorted out of their prison.

      Cal was grateful to have Flap on his side. America too, he thought, should feel lucky to have a CIA director with that kind of courage.

      They would indeed make a good team.

      And now, as he listened to a young man telling him how he’d been snatched from a McDonald’s in the middle of the day in Sedona, Cal wondered where the next target would be. And he wondered if next time they would be so lucky.
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      A.K.A. MENARD - LAKE TAHOE, CALIFORNIA

      He had many names, and this time, he went by Theo Menard. A fluid identity was a gift of his profession—he had worked as a low-level French spy for seven years.

      He spent a good thirty minutes looking in the mirror, perfecting his hair, crafting it just so. Everything had to be perfect, because if there was one vanity that Theo had, it was his looks. He was in his mid-thirties but could pull off early twenties with little effort. He wooed teenagers and seniors alike. It was another gift, and it was one of the ways that the French Intelligence Agency utilized him. He knew what the other agents said behind his back. They thought he was some sort of man-whore. But through the years, he’d proven what had been a fact since ancient times: sexual encounters had a way of loosening lips, unraveling mysteries through intimacy.

      He was equally at home in Ibiza as he was in the American heartland. He could dress up as a college pretty boy, a rave fanatic, or simply a good-looking kid who liked to work out at the gym.

      When he first heard about the bounty, he immediately thought of it as a chance at early retirement. If he got bored, there was always work on the open market. He’d taken a flight from Paris to the States. He’d driven from Houston all the way to California. And here he was now, back in Lake Tahoe on the California side, not far from where he’d been a month before, feeding the voracious appetite of a congressman’s wife.

      Theo finished doing his hair and took his time selecting the perfect outfit. The congressman’s wife thought he was a trainer, and in fact, that’s where they’d “met.” He’d arranged it at all, of course, but she thought it’d been a simple coincidence. Same gym, and he’d caught her eye in the way that he’d perfected. By the end of that gym session, he’d given her his business card, and on it, it said that Theo Menard was a trainer with an exclusive clientele. A few hours later, she called him to set up a time for that very night. She had a gym in her home—of course she did. Theo had been only too happy to rearrange his schedule. The husband was out of town, as he always was, and the workout session had lasted all of two minutes before they began fumbling with each other’s clothes on their way to the bedroom.

      He checked his phone, and there was her third text of the morning.

      I’ll be all stretched and ready to go when you get here. 😉

      She wasn’t bad looking, and Theo bet she’d probably dropped ten pounds since they’d first been together. She hadn’t been a real boon to his intelligence efforts, but these things take time. Such was his duty. He knew that even though the congressman was at home, the wife would surely try to get Theo into bed. Five minutes before he was supposed to leave, she texted him again.

      I told security to leave. I threw a real fit lol. Come in through the front door.

      Theo smiled. Perfect. He’d suggested they meet somewhere private, but she said that because of what was going on in America, her husband, the congressman, wouldn’t let her leave. She’d come up with her own solution, and that was perfect for the Frenchman.

      While he laced up his sneakers—Nikes he’d purchased a couple of hours earlier—he thought of his employer, and whether they might look at him differently once he’d made the switch from passive spy to assassin. Or perhaps he shouldn’t even tell them. No, that probably wasn’t a good idea. Officially, the French and the Americans were allies, and if he were to open his mouth, there could be trouble. Even worse, they could try to take his money. That was his money that he was about to well earn.

      No, he couldn’t tell his superiors. They put him up in beautiful hotels with every comfort and amenity available. As he brushed his teeth for a second time, he’d made up his mind. He would not tell his employer, and no, he would not quit his job. Today’s work would simply be his secret retirement fund.

      He checked the bounty app to make sure everything was working, and then stowed his phone in the small backpack that also held the composite knife he planned to use. It was a ten-minute jog from the Airbnb to the congressman’s house. If he worked up a little sweat on the way, all the better. She liked him that way.

      He was reaching for the doorknob of his front door when the bell sounded. He looked through the peephole and saw a large black man in a postal uniform.

      He opened the door with a smile. “Can I help you?”

      The postal worker was even larger in person. He had to be seven feet tall. Theo wondered idly if they made the big man cram into one of those tiny post office carrier vehicles.

      “Yes, sir. I have a package for you,” the man’s deep voice boomed.

      “I’m sorry, this isn’t my house. I’m staying here for the weekend.”

      “Well, the package requires a signature, if you wouldn’t mind, and then I can leave it in the kitchen or the living room, whichever you prefer.”

      “Like I said, I don’t live here, so I don’t want the package to get misplaced. I’d like to get my security deposit back.”

      The big man cocked his head. “Oh, I understand. Hey, you’re not from around here, are you? What’s that accent? French?”

      Theo only let his accent slip when he wanted. He perfected his American English watching old eighties movies. In fact, when he was in America, he did all things American, even smoked American cigarettes, though he hated them.

      He was about to chide himself for not keeping up the act when the larger man said, “America gives its regards, Theo,” and then grabbed him by the neck, pushing him inside, and closing the front door.

      Theo’s hands tried to pry the iron grip from his throat, but couldn’t.

      “You’re a real ladies’ man, aren’t you, Theo?” The big man tore the backpack off Theo’s back and threw it to the ground. “Yeah, but you really like to stick it to the congressman’s wife.”

      Theo’s eyes went wide. He tried to say something, some excuse to get out of this, but before he could, his back hit the wall, and somehow, incredibly, the giant lifted him off the floor with one arm.

      Spots appeared on the edges of his vision. Then the front door opened again, and a smaller man came inside. He had a strange, braided beard, and what looked like a rolled-up black plastic bag in his hand.

      “You’re not done yet?” the smaller man said.

      “Oh no, me and Theo here were having a little chat. Weren’t we, Theo?” The big man squeezed harder.

      “Well, hurry up, will you?” said the braided beard. “We got a plane to catch.”

      The big man locked eyes with Theo. “I hate to say this, but this is the end of the line.”

      Theo tried to choke out words, tried to beg for the first time in his life. But his larynx was crushed.

      The last thing Theo the Frenchmen heard was, “What do you think we should have for lunch?”
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      GAUCHO - LAKE TAHOE, CALIFORNIA

      He backed the rental into the garage, and then closed the garage door as Top loaded the body bag into the trunk.

      “Seriously, I’m starving,” he said. “You want sandwiches, or something healthier?”

      Top closed the trunk and thought for a moment. “I could use an Italian sub, double the meat.”

      “You go Italian, I’ll go meatball. How’s that sound?” He pressed the automatic garage door opener and got into the driver’s seat.

      “Sounds peachy keen, hombre,” Top said. “Hey, what do you think about this business anyway? This feel too easy to you?”

      Gaucho shrugged. “I like easy. Besides, it’s kind of nice to have the CIA on our side for a change.”

      No one would miss Theo Menard. They’d sent a message to the owner of the Airbnb on Theo’s behalf.

      Had to leave early. Business in Los Angeles.

      The owner had already replied and said that he was sorry, but that the remaining two days on the reservation were nonrefundable. Theo was polite in his reply. He understood. Perhaps the owner would keep him in mind for the future.

      The owner was more than happy to say that, yes, if Theo booked again in the future, he would be happy to offer some sort of discount. The owner was so happy that he gave Theo a five-star review, as did Theo for the owner and the property, stating: “The view was to die for.”

      With Theo and all his belongings in the trunk—sure, they’d left a couple of things, like the man’s comb, a power cord, the usual—Gaucho drove to a designated spot five miles away. There they’d left another rental vehicle, a midsized Hyundai. He parked next to it and placed the keys under the front seat. Someone would be by shortly to dispose of the car and Theo.

      The two friends got into the Hyundai, and Gaucho looked over at his friend. “I have a real serious question for you.”

      “I’m all ears, my friend. What is it?”

      “Do you think in honor of our friend,” he pointed with his thumb back at the parking lot they were now leaving, “I get my sandwich on French bread?”

      Top chuckled and shook his head. “Meatballs on French bread. Gaucho, my man, what would I do without you?”

      “Probably get in a whole lot of trouble. Maybe get a wicked case of VD.”

      Top feigned a look of shock. “Are you kidding? I would never consort with any of your ex-girlfriends.”

      As they got on their way, Gaucho held up a finger. “Here’s what you need on that Italian sub.”

      “You’re gonna lecture me on how to construct a sandwich?”

      “Yeah, yeah, Mr. Culinary Expert, I’m gonna lecture you. I saw you put mayonnaise on one of those bad boys once.”

      Top scowled. “Excuse me, that was a garlic and fennel aioli, and it was some serious gourmet.”

      “Oil and vinegar,” Gaucho said, waving him off. “The only way to go.”

      “Oil and vinegar,” Top repeated thoughtfully. “Mmm-mmm, taking out the trash sure does make a man hunnnngry.”
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      STATE OF THE UNION - ONE WEEK INTO THE CRISIS

      Nicknamed by one eloquent up-and-coming reporter in the Bay Area as “Operation Bounty Killer,” it spread far and wide on social media with #OBK, #operationbountykiller, #bountykiller, #bountykillerforlife. Online betting platforms cashed in during those first few days, adding odds on who the next politician would be to die. Then, a week in, the most high-profile politicians, or at least those who could afford to do so, had gone underground, surrounding themselves with security, or displacing themselves so deeply that no one could find them. That left the lower-level politicians, the town electorate, and the career politicians who’d run their little hamlets for too many years to count. And there the new purge began.

      Bitter rivals capitalized. Angry citizens rose up. Those who had once felt secure in their homes, in the places they’d grown up, who’d shaken hands on every election day, now shunned all interaction. Those who’d made promises now felt an obligation to break them for no other reason than a simple human love for life. And while some had done the right thing in their careers and stuck to principles of accountability, integrity, and true representation of the people, none of that mattered. The crisis put everyone on the same level. It was an all-out war on anyone who’d been elected. If you’d asked for a vote, and you were in office, you were fair game. The betting platforms were more than happy to oblige those with bulging wallets.

      After one particularly nasty invasion, where half a town was burned down and twenty-six innocent people had been killed, small towns were barricaded. And still, no one had any idea who was pulling the strings.

      New plans were formed as the bounty-killer crisis led into its second week. Offices were given back to the public and a new calm settled over America. But for every one person who believed this was the end, that there would be no more reprisals, there was another who expected a storm to come over the horizon. And that was because there was plenty of money left in Operation Bounty Killer, and there were plenty of assassins who had yet to play their hand.
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      DR. MCKENNA - UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA MEDICAL CENTER - CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

      Dr. Callum McKenna was at the long end of a very boring shift in the ER. He taught at the University Medical Center, but still liked to keep his skills sharp, even though he didn’t work daily shifts in the ER anymore. He’d been a surgeon for a time and made good money at it. But thanks to his wife’s family—specifically her father who had died and left them more money than they could ever spend—Dr. McKenna had been given the gift of freedom. He’d gone back to teaching, where he told medical students the God’s honest truth: Being a doctor wasn’t what it once was. You needed to get your hands dirty. You needed to respect the nursing staff. You needed a bedside manner. And if you weren’t up for any of those basic requirements, you might as well not become a doctor. Because getting dirty was how you made a true difference. Not with awards or lofty titles. No, by helping people. Helping the hurt, helping the dying, their families, and most importantly, in Dr. McKenna’s opinion, helping everyone from the janitor to the chief of the hospital recognize that they are needed.

      One of his students came into the break room. This one wanted to be a neurosurgeon, like his father. When he’d first come into Dr. McKenna’s life, the twenty-something had been as high and mighty as an emperor in velvet robes. Luckily, Dr. McKenna taught a mandatory course in the medical school and had made it one of his personal missions to get through to this young man.

      “Dr. McKenna.”

      “Hey Sam, how are you holding up?”

      “Pretty well, sir.”

      The fact that Sam said “sir” to the older doctor spoke volumes of how far he’d come. Yes, McKenna thought, someday he would be a good doctor, maybe even a great one—as long as he remembered the lessons that had been laid forth here. He’d come so far as to volunteer to spend time with him in the emergency room.

      “Sir, they brought in a vagrant. No identification. The guy’s unconscious and I don’t really know what to do.”

      “It’s okay not to know. Tell me what you think we should do.”

      Biting his upper lip, Sam crossed his arms and thought for a moment. “Well, they’ve taken his vitals. Everything’s normal. And to be quite honest with you, sir, I can’t even think of what we ought to do with him. You need to look at him. The guy looks like he went twenty rounds with Evander Holyfield.”

      McKenna smiled and rose from his chair. “Now that’s a name that takes me back. You a boxing fan, Sam?”

      Sam shifted nervously in his spot. “To be honest, sir, I knew you were and was trying to sound... you know.”

      “One thing you’ll learn is that the older people get, the more they appreciate honesty. Hang on a second.”

      McKenna walked the three steps to the Keurig machine, trying to decide whether he needed another jolt. He was getting too old for this late-night business. There was a time when nothing but adrenaline kept him going. Now he needed copious amounts of black gold to keep him rolling. He picked out a pod, felt a gurgle in his belly—please, not gastritis—then replaced it in the little spinner rack alongside its dozen or so brethren.

      “Come on,” he said, “let’s go see what we can do.”

      The man lay on the hospital bed, IVs plugged into his arm to hydrate him. One of the interns was taking his vitals. That was good. The young would-be doctors knew that if Dr. McKenna was on staff, they better chip in. Now they did it mostly because they wanted to… mostly. The intern was being observed by one of the circulating nurses. She looked up when McKenna entered the room.

      “How many cups have you had?” she asked.

      “Would you believe me if I said two?”

      Smiling, Sandra O’Day shook her head. “No. I’ll bet it’s more like five or six.”

      “You got me,” McKenna said.

      He shared a look with Sandy, and she nodded, telling him without any words that the intern was doing fine. Then she looked over at Sam and winked at McKenna.

      “He’s a good kid,” McKenna whispered, barely moving his lips, and at the level where she and she alone would hear it. “Let’s hope he stays that way.”

      Sandy nodded knowingly. She’d seen many students come and go in her time, but she was one of the mainstays, as was McKenna. They’d come up together, discovering to their mutual amazement that they’d both been undergrads at UVA at the same time and had never even heard of one another.

      “Okay,” McKenna intoned in full voice. “What have we got?”

      The intern looked up and then back down at the electronic charts.

      “Umm, male, Caucasian, no identification. Could be anywhere from mid-thirties to early fifties.”

      “What about belongings?”

      “They’re right over there on the table,” Sandy said.

      McKenna went to the table and saw some third-hand clothing, some change, and a crumpled piece of paper. He unrolled the paper. Scribble, nothing legible.

      “Doctor,” the intern said, causing McKenna to turn. The patient was regaining consciousness. The eyes flickered open, bloodshot beyond belief. He barely looked like a human. What kind of wringer had this poor soul been through?

      “Where’d they find him?” McKenna asked.

      Sam was quick to answer. “Side of the highway. I overheard the cops talking to the lady who found him. The EMT said he was curled up in a ball. Wouldn’t let anyone touch him. They had to give him a sedative to calm him into compliance.” He paused, then added, “Sir.”

      “Tox screen?” McKenna asked.

      “All clean,” the intern said.

      That was a shocker. The broken man on the bed looked like he spent more than his fair share in rehab. Then again, McKenna had learned from painful experience that what you saw on the outside was not always the truth. It took digging to get there. Most patients lied. How many drinks have you had tonight? Most people said two when the reality was more likely ten. Are you a smoker? Most people said no, even as they hacked the tar out of their lungs right in front of him. So, not unlike a true detective, McKenna had learned to do his digging. He pulled the pen light from his pocket and went over to the patient.

      “I’m Doctor McKenna. What is your name?”

      The patient shook his head. His breath reeked, but there was no smell of alcohol. Though his eyes were red, his pupils were normal. When he pulled out his stethoscope and went to listen to the man’s heart, a broken arm swatted his hand away.

      “No,” the man said.

      “We’re trying to make sure that you’re okay,” McKenna said, unfazed. “Do you remember how you got here?”

      The man shook his head.

      “Doctor?” Sam said. “He kept muttering something about the Daniel Bridge. I don’t know what that means. The lady that brought him in said the same thing.”

      McKenna turned to the patient. “Sir, you don’t remember how you got here?”

      The man shook his head again, this time more adamantly. There were tears in his eyes now.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” McKenna soothed. “You’re safe. And we can keep you here until you remember what happened.”

      McKenna knew that the police would be back and while he appreciated them doing their job, it was his job to make sure a patient was well cared for. And if that patient needed to spend an extra night in the hospital, even if that meant the hospital lost money, it was a tax write-off anyway. He would make the call. This broken man looked like he needed asylum.

      “Have to go,” the man said. They were the first intelligible words to come out of his mouth. He began to sit up and McKenna tried to ease him back down. Despite what he looked like the man was strong.

      “Sir, I really think it’s best if you lie down. We can get you some food.”

      “Not hungry,” the man said, swiveling around, his bruised and battered legs hanging over the bed, feet caked in filth.

      “How about we at least get you cleaned up?” McKenna said, trying to get the man’s attention back.

      The man shook his head. “Have to go.” He got up and almost fell over.

      “Hold on, let us at least take the IVs out.”

      There were times when a patient should be restrained, when maybe security should be called, but McKenna sensed that this wasn’t one of them. The man stood dutifully as he and Sandy removed the lines and placed bandages on the small bleeding holes.

      “How about we have Sam here get you some food from the cafeteria while you get dressed?”

      Sam cringed as the man looked at him.

      “Have to go,” the man said for a third time, and then went to his clothes and began slowly and methodically putting them on. It looked painful to do so. The man seemed either not to realize or not to care that he was naked in front of these people.

      McKenna saw the true extent of the man’s injuries. He was lopsided in all the wrong ways. It looked like bones had been broken and not mended correctly. Not set, not professionally at least. When he was finally dressed, and sweating profusely from the effort, the man grabbed the piece of paper that had been crumpled along with the change and put them back in his pocket.

      “Is there somewhere we can take you?” McKenna asked. “And are you sure we can’t get you some food?”

      The man shook his head and walked by him. When he reached the door, McKenna heard him mutter, “Daniel Bridge.”

      What the hell did that mean?

      McKenna would never know because he never saw the broken man again.
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      LENA - SEDONA, ARIZONA

      Each one of The Jefferson Group operators patted her on the back as they walked by to board the plane. Those pats and those nods meant more to her than an Olympic gold medal. She was one of them now.

      Cal and Daniel were last.

      “That was one hell of a shot,” Cal said. “Thanks for saving our bacon.”

      “Nothing I couldn’t handle,” Lena said. “Where to next?”

      Cal threw his chin over at Daniel. “He’s going to fill you in on that. I’m getting on that plane and getting a little bit of shut-eye. Great work again, Lena. You made what could have been a very bad day bearable.”

      Then Cal was gone, and it was her and Daniel as the private jet whirred up its engines.

      “He’s right, you know,” Daniel said.

      “About what?”

      “Things could have been much worse.”

      She felt herself flush and changed the subject. “What about Tony? Is he going to be okay?”

      “Tony?”

      “The one shot by that cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs lady. You know, the one with the belt-fed monstrosity.”

      “Oh ok. Yeah, he’ll be fine.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief. A vehicle had arrived not long after the hostages had been taken away and taken Tony somewhere. Lena wondered about that, about how assets were placed before, during, and after an operation.

      “I have like a ton of questions,” she said with this in mind, “Okay if I sit next to you on the plane?”

      Daniel shook his head. “You’re not coming, Lena.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “Um, what? Why? I thought you just said—”

      “It’s time for you to go see Anna.”

      That took her by complete surprise. “Okay. That was random.”

      “You have a problem with that?” he asked with sincerity.

      While she admired and even loved Anna Varushkin, this operation, this saving of lives, had reinvigorated her to stay with Daniel and the others.

      “No,” she said, “not necessarily. It’s just that this isn’t over. I mean, you guys need me.”

      “Of course we need you, Lena. But right now, my gut tells me that Anna needs you more.”

      “Daniel, really, I don’t understand. Did I do something wrong?” She felt tears coming and bit the side of her cheek to stop them. God, she felt fifteen again. She wanted to scream.

      “You were perfect,” Daniel said. He reached out and grabbed her forearm. “I don’t know what’s going to happen. What I do know is that I’m getting on that plane, and you are going somewhere else. Knowing Anna, it’s probably somewhere much prettier than where we’re going.”

      Lena fought the urge to stamp her foot. “I can always go see Anna later. I’ll call her and change her mind.”

      “The decision’s been made,” Daniel said. “Go see Anna, learn from her. Keep an eye on her too, will you?”

      By the look in his eye, Lena knew she couldn’t say no.

      “Okay, sure,” she said, feeling pathetic.

      “Thank you,” Daniel said. He wrapped her in a hug and whispered, “You’re the best of us, you know?” With that, he let her go and boarded the plane.

      She stood on the tarmac and watched the plane taxi and then launch itself into the air. She was not surprised a moment later when a Bentley that looked like it could have rivaled the president’s own motorcade pulled up next to her. A man got out, dressed to match the vehicle.

      “Lena?”

      Lena wiped the one tear from her face and then turned to face him. “Yes.”

      “Ms. Varushkin sent me to fetch you.”

      Lena looked up at the sky one last time and wondered when she’d see Daniel and the others again.

      “Miss, we really should go,” the man said.

      Unable to summon up even a thank you, she climbed into the back of the Bentley. Whereas before she might have marveled at the beauty of the vehicle, the thud of the heavy door, or the plush leather all around her, now all she did was hope that Daniel knew what he was doing.

      Because she sure as hell didn’t.
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      THE AGENTS - SEDONA, ARIZONA

      The elderly couple sat stone-still under the RV awning. The man, presumably the husband, had binoculars to his eyes. The woman, presumably the wife, had earphones over her ears and a laptop on a folding table set in front of her.

      “Did you get it?” the man asked.

      “Every word,” the woman said.

      He pressed a button on the side of the binoculars to stop the video and audio recording. “I wonder what they want with her?” the man asked. He was the more sentimental of the two.

      “You know that’s not our job,” she said.

      A few clicks and the entire recorded scene from the private airport whisked on its way to their handler.

      “Well, what do you think?” the man asked.

      “About what?”

      “Mexican or Italian tonight?”

      “How about a salad?” the woman said, still staring at the laptop screen.

      The man snorted and shook his head. “How ‘bout a salad.”

      “On a beef tongue taco, you mean?”

      She looked at him, her lips curled in a half smile, half scowl.

      He shrugged. “If you don’t ask, the answer’s always no.”

      She turned back to her screen without a word. She was always trying to get him to eat healthier. Twenty-five years of working together both overseas and in the States and he still went for the greasiest of the grease and the fattiest of the fat. It was the luck of his DNA that he never put on an extra pound unless he wanted to. She, in comparison, was fastidious about her diet and exercise.

      He fished a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, shook one out, and offered it to her.

      “You know I haven’t smoked one of those in years,” she said.

      “But you know you want one,” he said, waving the pack around like a cat toy.

      She snorted by way of reply. There had been a day when smoking was the norm, when surveillance didn’t exist without a cigarette in your mouth. Now you could stare at your phone like everyone else did and blend right in. She’d kicked the habit. He hadn’t.

      Her computer dinged and she smiled. “Files received,” she said, closing the laptop.

      The man led out a long string of smoke. “Does that mean we don’t have to stay in this bucket of bolts for another night?” He elbowed the RV behind him for emphasis.

      She turned to face him, reached over, grabbed the cigarette, and took a long drag. That made him smile. She held it in for a long time and then blew it straight up in the air the way she used to when they were out with their comrades, sharing jokes and drinks and good conversation.

      “That’s right, lover,” she said. “We earned ourselves a two-week stay at the Enchantment Resort in Sedona.”

      He grinned at that. “Do you think they have any good Russian vodka?”

      They shared a laugh at that. It had been a long time since they’d had their native spirit and they’d have to make do with some fancy concoction made by some equally fancy bartender. Vodka tonic with bacon grease or pomegranate seeds, or something else nearly as ridiculous. But it wouldn’t be on their tab, and so they’d enjoy every moment of it. They were no longer being shot at or chased.

      Two Russian agents, deep in the heart of America. No one was the wiser.

      This truly was the perfect retirement.
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      BRIGGS - LOS ANGELES AIRSPACE

      He closed his eyes and tried in vain to meditate. But this man who could meditate in the middle of battle, this warrior who could focus through explosions and smoke and the cries of the dying, now found himself unsettled.

      He opened his eyes and saw Cal switching between laptop and cell phone with the attention of a fighter pilot. Cal was in his element. Action fed him, and these days, Cal was well fed.

      Daniel motioned to his friend. Cal stayed him with a raised index finger.

      The rest of the team was doing what warriors did best after battle—napping, refueling. You never knew when the next firefight was going to be. And they’d been loitering over Los Angeles for an hour, knowing that the call would eventually come. According to Neil Patel, switchboards all over California were hot.

      Cal finally ended his call, walked across the aisle, and sat down next to his friend. “I know I should be sleeping like the rest of the guys, but there’s so much to do.” He cocked his head and looked at Daniel. “You don’t look right.”

      “I don’t feel right.”

      Cal’s eyes narrowed. Daniel knew why. It wasn’t his typical response. Everyone, Cal included, was used to Daniel being the steadying force, the perpetually calm one. They called him the warrior monk behind his back, but something wasn’t right.

      “Something feels wrong, Cal. I don’t know what it is, but I’ve got that feeling deep down, like we’re about to step into...”

      “Step into what?”

      Daniel shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      Liberty looked up at the two of them as if wondering the same thing.

      Cal stroked her head. “Okay, I won’t say that you’ve got me spooked, but you’ve kind of got me spooked. Here we are doing what we’re supposed to be doing, finally back on the government payroll again, so to speak, and you’re telling me that maybe we shouldn’t be?”

      Daniel shaped the air with his hands. “I’m not saying we shouldn’t be exploiting this intel. I’m just saying that I’ve got a feeling.”

      Cal nodded slowly. “Okay, so we take it slow.” He paused. “Or are you saying we take a step back?”

      This frustrated Daniel because he didn’t know. He wasn’t used to not knowing. It was like the tether he had tied to the universe was suddenly fraying. “I don’t know,” he said honestly. “On the one hand, I’d say we move more cautiously. On the other hand, I’d say caution can get you killed in the wrong instance.”

      Cal grinned.

      “What?” Daniel asked.

      “This isn’t about Anna, is it? Maybe you miss her. Could it be that the great Daniel Briggs is actually a human being?”

      Daniel shook his head, but he couldn’t help but smile. “I wish it were that easy, Cal. I’m telling you. Something else is going on. You know me.”

      “Of course I do,” Cal said, “and I promise, we’ll take it slow. Let the authorities take care of things if we need to. If the world wants to blow itself up, well, we’re not going to let it, but we’ll be careful, I promise.”

      Daniel wanted to explain that he wasn’t trying to be cautious for the sake of being cautious. That he wasn’t losing his edge. That the doubt wasn’t simply doubt, it was something else. Some sixth, seventh, maybe eighth sense. But the words never came out before Cal’s phone rang again.

      “Hey, it’s Flap. You mind if I get this?”

      “Go ahead.”

      The conversation was brief, and when it was over, Cal’s eyes were burning with anticipation again.

      “He says he wants to meet. Says he might have insight into who’s behind Operation Bounty Killer.”

      Daniel perked up at that. Was this the answer? Was this where his prayers had led?

      “Who does he think it is?” Daniel asked.

      “He says right now it’s fifty-fifty between the Russians and the Chinese. I’d put my bet on the Russians for obvious reasons. But you know, the Chinese are always looking to benefit from our misfortune.”

      “And where does the director want to meet?”

      “He’s on his way to Seattle right now.” Cal looked down at his watch. “We can meet him there in, say, two hours.”

      Seattle, Daniel thought. It had been some time since he’d last visited the place. A mixed bag of memories, and for some reason, it felt like the opposite side of the world that he should be on.

      That floating specter, coming closer...

      Not to him, but to his friends, to his loved ones, to those he cared for most.
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      A DAY IN THE LIFE - BRANSON, MISSOURI

      Sam Jans had always felt that life owed him more than he’d ever been given. As an orphan, he’d been tossed from one family to another. One temporary lodging to the next. In the beginning, he’d been hopeful, especially after leaving his parents, who had battled day and night. But soon the bitterness that would become his calling card settled in. And by the time he got to high school, he was a full-blown bully and cheat. A one-year stint in the Army had gotten him some range time and some break time. Now an official criminal, he’d gotten out and somehow wrangled a job as a long-haul trucker.

      He liked that because he never had to stay in one place. Plus, on the road, there was plenty of trouble to be had. He made occasional friends in the seedy underbelly of late-night truck stops. Drugs, prostitutes, human trafficking, counterfeit goods.

      He’d become quite adept at smuggling weapons, but every time he was on the tip of the big hit, as he would call it, something would happen. He always blamed it on bad luck, but in truth, he couldn’t spend a day without getting high, drunk, or bragging to someone about what he was about to do. So inevitably, the big hit never came.

      Now halfway into his forties, his strongest qualities were his well-maintained physique, which got him a look or two from the ladies, and his bitter, sharpened attitude. Something that helped a little when it came to making money, but helped a lot in those poolroom brawls.

      But he’d finally gotten the call, the one that would set him for life. He knew it. It had come from an old pal, a drinking buddy in Branson, Missouri. The guy was in a wheelchair now, but he let Sam Jans in on the particulars of what the world was talking about: OBK. Operation Bounty Killer.

      Sam Jans wasn’t much for technology, so he didn’t know a lick of what the particulars meant. But through his travels, he’d picked up a fair amount of militia time, especially in the Bible Belt of all places. Militias loved their weapons, and they loved the occasional mercenary like Sam Jans. Someone they could plug into a hole and blame the whole kit and caboodle on, if necessary.

      He didn’t mind. They paid decent and usually had a fair harem for him to spend a weekend with. His buddy in Branson, a man he only knew as Two-Tone because of his splotchy skin, had somehow weaseled his way into the leadership of a Branson militia.

      So, Sam Jans had made a beeline for Missouri, dropping off a haul on the way and picking up another. There was always another haul. And when he arrived, he and Two-Tone had embraced. Two non-brothers who pretended to be because a score was on the horizon.

      Two-Tone had one of those rugged off-road wheelchairs that he’d mounted a gun rack on. He proceeded to give Sam Jans a tour of the armory. He couldn’t suppress his whistle of admiration. Good old Two-Tone had somehow fallen in with enough firepower to outfit a battalion.

      “Where’d you get all this?” he asked.

      “This is militia life, baby,” Two-Tone said. And then he explained his plan. Anywhere from five to eight mayors, governors, and possibly an assortment of congressmen and senators, had come to Branson, Missouri to a secret hideout, known only to a few.

      Luckily for Two-Tone and Sam Jans, one of the people who knew about it was an old-timer who’d been part of the militia for decades. He’d helped build the compound and had a cousin on the inside.

      “His cousin is feeding us everything,” Two-Tone explained. “Patrol shifts and whatnot. Hell, we even know what they’re eating for dinner.”

      Two-Tone spread a map over a rusty coffee table and Sam Jans pretended like he understood. Maps weren’t really his forte—GPS usually told him which way to go—but he got the basic gist. Two-Tone explained the general scenario and where the five patrol vehicles might be.

      “And what do you think I should be doing?” Sam asked.

      Two-Tone clapped his hands together. “Hell, man, I brought you here to run the whole thing. You always talk about all your time in the Army, all that shooting up you’ve been doing. Shit, most of these boys here are too young. They’ll take one look at you and follow you into the pits of hell.”

      Sam’s chest puffed up a little bit, not all the way because inside he knew the truth. He’d fed Two-Tone plenty of lies through the years. Was he really qualified to do this? Sure, what the hell.

      “I’m in,” Sam Jans said, before he could take it away. That was what he usually did. Pushed all his chips in before he could back out. It was his way of coping with the world. His way of dealing with his own fear and anxiety. And he felt it now along with the tingling of excitement, the dollar bills piling up. This could potentially be worth more money than Sam Jans had ever seen.

      Of course he would do it.

      The attack started well. He had fifty men on his side. Fifty men that he didn’t know. Fifty men that he didn’t care about and could use as fodder.

      The first wave saw three defenders dead and ten of Sam’s men. No worries. There were forty more, and Sam screamed and cajoled and pushed them forward. And to his credit, he was right there in the middle of them, in there firing away. He even took out two peacekeepers on his own. Two cops whose eyes went wide when he shot them.

      And then there it was, the entrance to the compound. The meat and potatoes, the gravy train a’coming.

      Sam Jans looked back and saw more of his men writhing or dead on the ground. No matter, he had at least half of them left. And he was sure that all the defenders with weapons had been killed.

      “Go take down that door,” he yelled to an old-timer who was lugging explosives. Their mole on the inside had apparently unlatched the rest of the way, but it was the outer shell that still needed to be cracked.

      No sooner had the old-timer deposited the impressive array of charges on the door, that a strange sound hit Sam’s ears. Whoo, whoo, whoo...

      “Get down!” someone screamed. And all around them, explosions cratered the area, shocking Sam back to reality. Something was happening that he had not planned. And in his gut, he knew instinctively that this was the universe again, fighting against him. Dammit, this was his win!

      He grabbed a young boy and threw him toward the door. Then he yelled at the old-timer to blow the fuse. But the old-timer was no more. Just bits and pieces of blood and guts and bone.

      Anger rose in Sam. He leveled his weapon at the door and fired on full auto to absolutely no effect. And then like some hellish scene from a war movie, the sound of terror enveloped him. He remembered the sound. Helicopters flying in, low, close.

      And when he looked up, he was barely able to see the helmeted figure in the cockpit as 30 mm rounds streaked in and tore Sam Jans and the rest of the militia to pieces.

      The attack at Branson came to an abrupt halt, and the name “Sam Jans” was forever forgotten.

      Strike one for the good guys.
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      TOP - CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

      “How much will you give me if I stuff this whole sandwich into my mouth?” Gaucho asked.

      “You already owe me seven dollars for it,” Top said. “Let’s make it seven. If you do it, I’m already paid up.”

      Gaucho rolled his eyes. “Come on, play along. How about five bucks?”

      “Eat that Littlejohns plastic bag and I’ll give you ten.”

      Gaucho snorted. “Man, I could probably chew off my own leg right now. I’m starving.”

      “Me too,” Top said.

      They’d been busy, like firefighters putting out pop-ups in the forest. The two friends had been all over the Southeast, sometimes watching, sometimes interceding. It was amazing what throwing billions in a lottery of life and death would do to a normally sane human being.

      “Where do you think we’re going to go next?” Gaucho asked, putting his nose into the plastic bag and deeply inhaling the glorious aroma of the sandwiches.

      “I’ll bet it’s Florida. Did you see that thing that happened this morning in Miami?”

      “I’ll bet the Cubans are involved somehow,” Gaucho said. “I wouldn’t mind a little time on the beach. Soak up some rays, talk to the señoritas, down a couple of cervezas.”

      “You sound like a Corona commercial,” Top said.

      “Shoot, I wish I was in a Corona commercial. Living the easy life, my feet in the sand. Now that’s something to aspire to. Eh?” Gaucho grinned up at his friend.

      They talked about it often. Though they loved what they did, theirs was a bond that went beyond. They talked of buying a boat, going down to the Caribbean. And when they weren’t hopping from bar to bar, port to port, liaison to liaison, they’d hunt down pirates, help the good people of the islands, make a name for themselves as modern-day corsairs.

      “You see that listing I sent you?” Top asked. “Pretty sweet boat, I’d say.”

      Gaucho nodded. “I’ll bet we could convince Cal to buy it. You know, for the company.”

      This was their new obsession—shopping for boats, though neither one of them would know how to captain the thing. But they’d learn it like they’d learned so many other things on the fly, through total immersion. And by the end of the week they’d both be decent sailors.

      They took a right onto Rugby Road, mere blocks from The Jefferson Group headquarters, when up ahead a figure stumbled over the sidewalk.

      “Looks like someone’s had one too many wine coolers,” Gaucho said under his breath.

      But to Top, it didn’t look like a student. There were plenty of stumbling coeds on the weekend. Even on the weekdays, depending on the event, depending on the time of year, depending on whether the sun was up. This was no coed.

      He instinctively thought of the weapon in his waistband and figured Gaucho was thinking of his too. They both went quiet watching the figure, one foot scraping the other foot, stepping as best it could. As he got closer, under the streetlight, they saw the mess that he was. Vagrant, homeless, a human in tatters.

      Top reached over and grabbed a sandwich from the bag in Gaucho’s hands.

      “Hey,” Gaucho said in protest.

      Top wasn’t listening. There was plenty of food. He rushed to catch up with the man, who was walking away from them.

      “Excuse me,” Top said.

      The figure did not turn.

      Top got closer and hesitated before reaching out and touching the man on the shoulder. The figure turned slowly, looked up at the larger man. The poor soul reeked, not of alcohol, but of despair.

      Top tried to ignore it and held out the sub sandwich. “Are you hungry?”

      The man still stared into his eyes, his face broken. Who knew what sort of dungeon of the mind the man was in?

      But there was recognition there, like the poor soul understood that this was another human being talking to him. And then his eyes flicked to the sandwich, and a broken hand reached out, followed by the other. The man cradled the sandwich and gave Top a nod. That was all the thanks he got.

      And then he shuffled away, and Top couldn’t help but think that maybe there was more he could do. Maybe he should get him somewhere to live, somewhere to stay, even for a night. Growing up in Atlanta, he’d seen plenty of homelessness. You got used to it after a time, but there was something about this man that felt different.

      “Poor guy,” Gaucho said, stepping up next to his friend. “You think he’s from around here?”

      Top could only shrug. He’d never seen the man before. He was probably one of the many lost who wandered from city to city, some to their death, others to, well, wherever they went, wherever they disappeared to.

      But then the strangest thing happened. As the man got close to being out of earshot, Top could have sworn that he heard him utter a familiar name.

      Top paused and then turned to Gaucho. “Did you hear that?”

      “Hear what?” Gaucho said, once again cradling the sandwiches like they were babies.

      Top shook his head. “Never mind. Come on, let’s get you home before you ask to chew on my leg.”

      “Damn straight. I wouldn’t mind a little barbecued leg o’ Top.”

      The two friends walked on, and the broken figure disappeared into the night.

    

  







            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    




      STOKES - SEATTLE, WASHINGTON

      Cal and Daniel rushed through the rain and into the back of the oversized SUV waiting for them on the tarmac.

      “Beautiful night out. Isn’t it?” Cal said as he slipped in, noting that Director Flap looked the same as he always did—put together like an old-school banker or IBM executive.

      “Thank you for meeting me, gentlemen. I thought it would be prudent to talk in person.”

      “Not a problem,” Cal said, wiping a raindrop from his nose.

      They’d seen the plumes of smoke rising from downtown Seattle. Every city had its flare-ups. What they were finding now is that attacks were more haphazard. Somebody thought they saw a politician and took it upon themselves to claim the kill. But often, the kill was no politician, rather a teacher from a local school or a delivery man who happened to be going out on a date with his wife—looking spruced up and sharp enough to pass for Washington elite.

      Cal figured that martial law was coming. Better to lock down the hooligans than to let the world go to hell. At least for now. He was surprised when Daniel spoke up first.

      “Director, I was wondering if you would give us your honest take of the situation.”

      “How do you mean?” Flap asked.

      “What does your gut tell you?” Daniel said.

      Flap seemed to appreciate the question, like he’d been thinking on it as well. “In my experience, such a thing points to a major player, someone who wants to destabilize our country. That’s the official version, Mr. Briggs. Now, you asked about my gut. My gut tells me that there’s something more. My gut tells me that Operation Bounty Killer is only the surface, that there’s another motive, and we have yet to see the snake slither from its hole.”

      “I feel the same way,” Daniel said after a brief pause.

      There was silence for a moment as all three men digested the unspoken words. Something was coming, and Cal was embarrassed to admit to himself that he’d been having too much fun to peel back the layers. But of course, Daniel had. As much time as the two men spent together, Cal never felt that he was on the same level as his friend. His own rashness kept him from seeing the truth. And while that energy, that spark, helped in many situations, he wondered, not for the first time, what it would be like to be in Daniel’s head. That’s why they made such a good team. The yin and the yang.

      “I assume there’s a new target nearby?” Daniel said.

      Flap nodded. “More than one target. But as much as I would love to have the ability to read minds, I was hoping to get your insight into a recent request.”

      “We’ll help if we can,” Cal said.

      Flap folded his hands in his lap. “The president has requested that myself and the agency assist in intelligence gathering and exportation. I’m sure you both understand the position that puts me in.”

      “You’re concerned about how this might look?” Cal asked.

      “We’ve utilized wartime powers in the past,” Flap said, “but this, I’m afraid, could turn ugly when all is said and done. Are you familiar with the Posse Comitatus Act?”

      “The government is limited when it comes to using the military to enforce domestic policy,” Cal said.

      Flap smiled. “Someone paid attention in history class, I see.”

      “We live this stuff, sir,” Daniel said.

      “Yes, well,” the director continued, “I was hoping you might give me some insight into how I might tackle this with the president.”

      “In what way?” Cal said.

      “This situation is clearly a matter of domestic terrorism. To combat it, the CIA must be given Ieeway in its... assistance to law enforcement.”

      “You’re worried about stepping out of bounds?” asked Daniel.

      “Precisely.”

      “Well, sir,” Cal said, “if there’s anything I’ve learned about the president, it’s that brutal honesty goes a long way. He might not like what you have to say, but not unlike me, once you get past that hot head, reason starts to take over.”

      “I appreciate that,” Flap said. “I’ll do as you recommend.” Flap pulled a tablet from his pocket, tapped a few buttons, and held it out. “This is the current situation, all the hot spots that we know of—as you can see, there are no fewer than twenty here in Seattle.”

      He handed the tablet to Cal who scrolled around. Names, photos, video recordings. It was all here. Cal wondered whether the CIA had gathered this information itself or if they’d collaborated with the NSA, FBI, or any of the other alphabet organizations.

      “This will be very helpful,” Cal said. “Thank you. If there’s anything else I can do, please let me know.”

      Cal truly was grateful. He wondered if having access to not only the president, but the director of the CIA might change the world. This could be the start of something.

      “There’s something else,” Flap said. “If you’ve got a couple of minutes.”

      “We’re all yours,” Cal said.

      “This is for Mr. Briggs. You have a friend, Anna Varushkin.”

      Daniel froze, locking eyes on Flap with heated intensity. But in a flash, the look was gone, the calm back.

      “She is a friend,” Daniel said. “A longtime friend.”

      Flap nodded. “The president asked me to keep an eye on your acquaintances, an added layer of security, if you will. I’m sure you already know that Ms. Varushkin is high on the Russian’s priority list. I thought you should know that since Yegorovich’s death, her priority has been elevated.”

      “How do you mean, elevated?” Daniel asked. “Is she in danger?”

      “In our lines of work, there are varying stages of dangers, are there not? But yes, I would say that Ms. Varushkin’s safety is highly compromised. I’m happy to provide you with all the intelligence we have.”

      “That would be helpful, thank you,” Daniel said.

      “But I must ask,” Flap said, “and please don’t take this as an accusation. Call it idle curiosity. But is there any way that Ms. Varushkin could be tied to Yegorovich’s murder?”

      “Absolutely not,” Daniel said.

      “You’ll excuse me if I sounded rude by my questioning,” Flap said. “But given the events before Yegorovich’s death, the capture of Ms. Varushkin and subsequent escape, you could see how certain powers could implicate your friend.”

      “I understand.” Daniel said.

      Cal didn’t know how this was affecting his friend. As usual, Daniel was playing the stoic.

      “Well, gentlemen, as I’ve said, I’m at your disposal. Please don’t hesitate to call.”

      They said their goodbyes and Cal and Daniel went back to their plane. The Marine sniper didn’t say a word, and Cal couldn’t help but wonder how this wrinkle might affect the coming days.
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      FLAP - SEATTLE, WASHINGTON

      He held his phone securely in hand as the helicopter rose into the air. Plumes of smoke flickered with red and blue lights from below.

      He tapped his ring against the armrest as he thought. Anna Varushkin had not been a part of his plan until he’d seen Daniel Briggs again. There was something about that man that he admired. But he feared him as well, deep down in places he never liked to dig. So, when the chance presented itself, he opened a teeny-tiny wound to see what he could ooze out. The reaction was worth it because he knew of Briggs’s past. He knew of the transformation of the man. Marine sniper-turned-drunk wanderer, turned enlightened warrior. It was impressive. But Flap knew that Daniel Briggs was only a man, and men could easily be manipulated. The easiest way to get there was to put a stranglehold on their loved ones. The men and women with the biggest hearts were the easiest to unhinge.

      It didn’t hurt that Flap had a substantial file on Ms. Varushkin herself, that had been thanks to his own efforts and the efforts of his dead friend, Russian President Konstantin Yegorovich. Yes, Yegorovich had really wanted his hands on this beautiful woman. There were times that Flap had wondered whether it was a business decision or a personal passion of Yegorovich’s. He’d gotten his hands on her once, but Briggs had seen to that.

      No, to him, Anna Varushkin was a small player. Her seat at the head of The Fund might make her useful in the future, but at least for now, she could be used and thrown aside.

      Flap thought about his unfolding plan as the helicopter rose into the air. The plan was fluid in many ways. That’s the way he’d always operated. If you got too rigid, too tied to one course of action, the failure rate was unacceptable. Oh, he didn’t really know what his plan was for Cal Stokes or Daniel Briggs. For the time being, he was having fun in the only way he knew how—by sowing the seeds of chaos and watching them bloom carefully under his guided hand. He would feed them with water and just enough fertilizer, and he’d let them have a peek at the sun every once in a while. Fields and fields of them, as far as the eye could see. There’d be pests to swat down, perhaps entire fields to uproot, but that wasn’t a concern for Edmond Flap.

      He looked at his phone and took minor interest in a new player, a long shot, a phone not easily seen, but tracked by his private network. He’d used these folks judiciously, quietly fostering them through the years. They were fed well, much like his seeds of chaos. He gave instructions to keep closer tabs on this budding pawn, this shooter for the stars. What if this brave rogue had his day and the president was killed? Where would that put Edmond Flap?

      And how could that extend his reach, his power, and his knowledge of the world? He would have to think on that. If it came out on the positive scale, he would support it. If it came out on the other side, a possible thorn, he would squash it. But for now, he would let it run and see where it led. Besides, there was plenty more to watch and listen to as the helicopter banked right and headed for the Pacific.

      All he had to do was look down at the city to see that it only took a few carrots and a couple of sticks to sow discord. For Edmond Flap, this was some kind of heaven.
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      LENA - A TRAIN IN THE FRENCH COUNTRYSIDE

      She couldn’t get enough of the cheese. What was with the cheese? Made by elves from magic cows? It wasn’t anything like home. She could eat it for days. Why was she so hungry? She’d been swept out of the States and deposited in London, bleary-eyed, because she tried to sleep the entire way over, which of course had been impossible because of everything battling in her brain.

      She wanted to be with Cal and Daniel, but she also longed to be with Anna Varushkin. She’d never spent time in Europe. There was that recent stint where they’d come overseas, but that had been an operation. This, well, maybe it could be something more, and the fact that she was going to Paris—of all places! Paris seemed like a fairytale land.

      “You’re not a child, Lena,” she would have to tell herself. There is no Cinderella, but she still felt like it. She wondered if Anna lived in a castle. No, that would be silly, but Anna really did remind Lena of Cinderella: beautiful, elegant, smart. Only without those talking mice and silly songs. Who was she kidding? She loved those silly songs. Maybe they could go to Disneyland in Paris. “You’re not a child, Lena,” she told herself again, cramming more flaky bread and cheese into her mouth, adding at the last moment a fingertip of jam—peach or maybe orange—she couldn’t tell. Is this what all the food was like in France? The waiter came by and she ordered another orange juice. She thought about maybe having a glass of champagne. No, that wouldn’t be smart. She was tired and needed her head about her. The last thing she wanted was to add something to her system that she wasn’t used to. Daniel would never do that.

      When the orange juice arrived, she was finally satiated. She sipped and stared out the window at the passing French countryside. She knew little of history, but she often wondered why there was any vacant land left. Why hadn’t cities taken over the world? If there were so many people, why hadn’t everything been inhabited? Her thoughts cast back to Cinderella when a man appeared. He was maybe in his thirties, maybe forties, she couldn’t tell. She was getting ready to say that she didn’t speak French and that he was welcome to have the seat across from her. But he waved and gave her a big smile, almost sheepish.

      “You mind if I take that seat?” he asked, pointing to the exact one that she was going to offer him.

      “No, please do.” She looked down and noticed that she had crumbs on the front of her blouse. She brushed them away quickly, not wanting to seem like some uncouth American.

      The guy was dressed like he traveled for a living; his tie pulled down an inch. He had that easy air of someone who woke up in the morning, took one look in the mirror, ran one hand through his hair and voilà, he was ready.

      The man threw his small valise on the seat next to him and sat down with a sigh. “I couldn’t take the snoring of the woman sitting next to me back there,” he said, pointing with his thumb back the way he’d come. “You don’t snore, do you?”

      “I don’t think so,” Lena said, surprising herself by giggling at the end. Geez, had they put champagne in that orange juice?

      “I swear if the food wasn’t so good here, I would’ve lost my appetite,” the man said.

      “It is good. Isn’t it?” Lena said.

      “The best. I love France for its food. You leave me here for more than a week and I’m pretty sure I’ll put on fifty-seven pounds. Is this your first time in France?”

      Lena wasn’t sure how she should answer. He seemed harmless enough.

      “I’ve flown through once,” she said honestly. “But this is my first time going to Paris.”

      “Ah, Paris,” he said. “The jewel that is my mistress. Sorry, I don’t mean to sound all flowery. But as a history buff and a lover of all things royal, Paris is one of my favorites. Where are you staying?”

      Lena shrugged, “I don’t know, I’m meeting a friend.”

      “Ah, so it’s a surprise?”

      “Sort of,” she said.

      “Well, let me tell you, if you want any good spots to eat, I’m your man. And if you’re into selfies and group photos, I know plenty of those places too.”

      “Thanks,” Lena said, happy to have run into the man.

      She was curious now, wanting to know more about Paris, but not wanting to sound too naive. “What’s your favorite thing to eat there?”

      He tore his eyes from the countryside and looked up at the ceiling. “You’re going to laugh at me, but I love their little grocery stores. You know how at home the cheese section is like a refrigerator box? Here there are aisles of it, and it’s all beautifully laid out. It almost feels like a shrine. But everything’s like that. The bread, the pastries, the fruit, the vegetables, it’s all beautiful. It seems alive. So yeah. I like to go into random grocery stores or markets and pick up a couple of things, take them back to my place and sit outside and watch the world go by.”

      “That sounds amazing,” Lena said.

      “It is, trust me. Sure, there’s time for fancy dinners and if you do a fancy dinner, make sure when you go, you ask for the chef’s choices. They like to show off and it’s great. It’s definitely worth the added price. You’ll get to eat stuff that you never would’ve picked off the menu, but I’m telling you, the markets or the grocery stores, that’s where it’s at.”

      “Thanks. I’ll have to do that,” Lena said.

      The man closed his eyes as if dreaming about food. When he opened them, his eyes were sparkling like he had a story to tell. “If you want me to shut up, I promise I will.”

      “No, it’s fine," Lena said, meaning it. She wanted to show up and be able to talk about Paris with Anna, maybe request to go to one of those little grocery stores or the market or a secret museum that Americans usually didn’t know about. Maybe this guy could tell her.

      “Okay, so I’m going to tell you something now,” the man said, “and I don’t want you to freak out.”

      Lena leaned forward a little bit. This was it. This was the secret of Paris that would change her life. “Okay, I won’t freak out,” she said, smiling.

      “You promise? Because if you make a scene...” the man comically drew his forefinger across his neck and made a cutting sound.

      At that Lena laughed. “I promise, I promise.”

      The man looked to the aisle, which was now clear. “I’ve seen you before, Lena,” he said conversationally.

      And she froze.

      He raised both hands, “But don’t worry. I’m not here to hurt you. I’m here to help.”

      “Who are you?” she said sitting back, wishing she had some sort of weapon.

      She could run. Yes, she could absolutely run, but then she looked at the man again, really looked at him. And she understood by his physicality that she would never make it. Then it hit her, and she understood.”

      “Who sent you?” she asked.

      “No one sent me. No one ever sends me anywhere.”

      When he said it, she believed him. “Then why are you here?” she asked.

      “I told you, I’m here to help.”

      She couldn’t hold it in any longer, “Your mouth—you’re... Wilcox. Aren’t you?”

      At this, he smiled a wide, happy, genuine smile, “Ah, so they’ve told you about me.”

      “They have,” Lena said. Sitting across from her was perhaps the world’s most dangerous man. A man who even Cal and Daniel spoke of with respect, grudging though it may be.

      “Since you figured it out so quickly,” he said, “I want to tell you another little secret.”

      Lena should have said no, should have said something, done something, should have run. But she suddenly felt intrigued. What was this secret, anyway? Who was this man? Maybe this is how she helped Daniel. She remembered something Top had said—Matthew Wilcox was a slippery snake that might pretend to be in your grasp and then bite you in the ass. He’d said it as if he’d had personal experience.

      “What’s the secret?” Lena asked.

      Again, Wilcox looked around and went serious. He leaned forward and whispered, “I haven’t told anyone this. You’ll be the first to know.” He looked around one more time and then said, “I killed the Russian president.” Then he sat back and let her digest the news.

      She was surprised to find that she was not afraid. Not in the least. No, she was intrigued. So intrigued that the words that came out of her mouth next were not a surprise.

      “Tell me how you did it.”

      And he told her, and her mind was open to new possibilities.
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      BENNINGHAM - AUSTIN, TEXAS

      He was a purveyor of fine things. Fine wines, fine whiskeys, fine cigars, fine horses, fine golf clubs. And of course, fine women. But one other thing that Councilman Bernard Benningham enjoyed—and this was a throwback to his time in college, when he’d taken a film class to be close to a coed that he’d later seduced—was independent films. There was something about their rawness, their energy, that spoke to him and made him want to give up his life. He never would. He had too much money and too many things.

      But he didn’t like to watch them in his home, or God forbid on one of the many small screens he had in his possession. No, he liked to go to an actual theater where he could smell the stale popcorn, hear the gasps, and the laughs of those around him, really take in the scene. But it’d been weeks since he’d gotten out. As an elected official, he was on this stupid bounty killer list, though he doubted that he was truly on anybody’s list. Well, maybe there were a few, including that development that he’d kiboshed earlier in the year. So yeah, there were probably more than a few people who hated him, but this was a money play. And Benningham was not a stupid man. He’d get into disguise, tell his security that he would be fine, and go catch one movie.

      And there was one. He’d seen it in the paper. Yes, a real-life paper, printed blocks away and delivered to his doorstep every single morning. He liked to know everything that was going on in his slice of Austin, including the independent shows. And there was one by a Mexican director that he really wanted to see. He knew that he could probably pull some strings and have it brought to his house. Money could do such things. But he wanted to see it in the theater, and there was a rumor online that the director might even be there afterward to take questions.

      While disguising himself had initially been an easy plan, he had to Google how to do it. Finally, after thirty minutes, he somewhat had the gist. He went with clothes that were as oversized as he could find in his closet, a high collar, a ball cap, and some dark sunglasses. He looked at himself up and down in the mirror. “I guess that’ll do,” he said. Then he rubbed his hands together in anticipation. “Stir crazy. Whew.”

      He was not a man to be cooped up. While he thought he might have to convince his overpriced security, he did not. The man was being paid regardless, and only suggested that the councilman keep a low profile. Benningham knew that the man didn’t really care. In fact, he wondered if the man had thought about taking the bounty himself. There’d been those rumors, too. Security turning on their masters, cops turning on the people they’d sworn to protect. Benningham pushed the thought out of his head as he hit the sidewalk, finally breathing in the fresh air. Ah, how he loved the city.

      It was a little too warm for what he was wearing, but he would make do. The theater was two blocks away, and the inside was usually chilled to the bone. He was giddy as he walked, like he was being let out for the first time—his first taste of freedom. Maybe he would make this an everyday thing, or every other day. Yes, it felt good to walk. The treadmill in his apartment did little for the real-world feel.

      There was a short line at the theater, and he paid for his ticket in cash. Not many patrons tonight. And he was a little bit disappointed not to see the director in the lobby. Ah, what the hell. He’d indulge. He bought an extra-large popcorn, an extra-large soda—full sugar—and a couple of candy bars. The opener was a five-minute film that ended up being all jiggly lens and angsty shadows. Not a single human face graced the screen.

      Benningham marked it as pure and utter crap, but he still enjoyed it. He pretended he was some Hollywood producer and thought of what notes he ought to give to this budding director. Maybe he’d really bawl him out. “You’re not living up to your potential. You don’t belong in this business. Get the hell out of here.” Yes, that was it.

      More patrons wandered in. And he thought he saw one young man look at him a little too closely. No, he was seeing things. The guy was looking for a seat and there was a seat right in front of Benningham. The young man took it. He was joined by three others, all properly clad in what Benningham referred to as independent-film wear—mismatched clothes, gaudy hats, oversized and undersized glasses. There was some whispering, and two of them looked back at Benningham. He tried not to notice. He tried not to think back to the times that he’d been in the paper or in the news. There’d been plenty of that recently. Well, at least before this whole OBK deal.

      He liked being in the news. He liked being on camera. He looked good doing it. In fact, no stranger to controversy, he’d once bragged that he’d gotten more airplay than any councilman in the past fifty years. Whether that was true or not, that statistic now stuck in his head. Maybe he should leave. He could call his security team. He had another one that he could call, just in case. But no, he told himself, “You’re imagining things. They’re just stupid kids. They’re probably making fun of you. Probably wish they had an extra-large popcorn like you do.”

      The movie started and everyone settled in, including Benningham. Two minutes in, he knew he was really going to enjoy this movie, even though it was completely silent, and the style was a little too much throwback for him. There was a storytelling flare for sure. This director had talent.

      One of the guys in front of him got up, blocking Benningham’s view.

      “Hey, would you mind sitting down?” he said. “Really into the movie now.”

      The man looked straight at him. “Are you Bernard Benningham?” The man held out his phone, showing Benningham a picture of himself, one from the paper not a month earlier.

      “No, that’s not me,” Benningham said, trying to sport an accent.

      The man switched on the flashlight on his phone and shined it at Benningham’s face, who recoiled.

      “Yeah, that’s him,” the boy said, because he was truly no more than a boy.

      “I’m not who you think,” Benningham said. “I’m only here to watch the movie.”

      All four were standing now. One stepped over the seat and was in the councilman’s aisle, then another.

      “I’m calling the cops,” Benningham said, fumbling with his phone and dropping it onto the floor.

      “You’re not calling the cops,” one of them said.

      “Hey, sit down. We’re trying to watch the movie,” somebody said from the back.

      Benningham prayed that they would listen to whoever it was, but they didn’t. They stared down at him like some curious beasts from prehistoric times. And he was a benign beast—no quills, no sharp teeth, nothing. No weapons of any sort. Completely helpless.

      And when the first blow rained down, he yelped in surprise. The blows turned to kicks. And then there was a poking feel and a burning sensation, and Benningham realized he was being stabbed, repeatedly in the side, in the leg, in the neck. He couldn’t scream.

      Over and over, and all he could think about, as they finally released him, as his eyes glazed over was, “I just wanted to see the movie.”

      And when he was done breathing, one of the young men bent over, took Benningham’s picture, and claimed the bounty.

      “Popcorn’s on me,” he said.

      And they left as if nothing happened.

      And the movie continued to the end, and the director never showed, and the world moved on.
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      BRIGGS - SEATTLE, WASHINGTON

      “Stay on the ground,” he barked to the man with the shards of glass sticking out of his palms, the result of crashing through an expensive-looking art display.

      “Clear,” Cal said from another room.

      “All clear,” came from the rest of the team.

      The twentieth-floor penthouse was not exactly ready for out-of-town guests. Windows were shattered, tables broken, spent rounds all over the floor, casings clicking as one settled into the corner. Daniel kept his eyes on the man who hadn’t even been a threat when they’d come in the door—some criminal indeed. He’d thrown his hands up as soon as he’d seen the black masks, only diving through the art display when he thought he had an opening. An opening to where, Daniel had no idea, but such was the life of a coward.

      “We’ve got three dead in the back,” Cal said, joining Daniel. “Another two wounded.” Cal Looked down at the man on the ground. “And this is the ringleader, huh? Doesn’t look like much. What do you say, tough guy? Feel like killing any politicians now?”

      The man blubbered a response, his midsection jiggling out from under his T-shirt. “I didn’t mean any harm. I swear. It was only a game.”

      “Just a game,” Cal said. “A bunch of morons. I say we take him and throw him out the window.”

      “No, no, please,” the man begged, making a move to put his palms together and then realizing better.

      “Yes, shards still sticking out of there,” Cal said. “But don’t worry. I’m not a sadistic prick like you.” He bent down and looked the man in the face. “Though I wish I had a better fate for you than what the cops have in store. Although,” he looked up at Daniel, “I’m sure we could make some phone calls, get him in the right prison. We’ve still got some friends in there, right?” Daniel nodded, playing along.

      “Then it’s set,” Cal said, standing back up. “You bag him up and I’ll make the calls.”

      Cal went off to brief the others. There wouldn’t be much time. They had to get out before the authorities showed. A call would be placed, but it would be more of a federal anonymous tip, something for the authorities to put in their records. “Blah, blah, blah, a secret federal agency has come in and exploited intelligence, blah, blah, blah. Now we are delivering these criminals on a silver platter. Yours truly, Uncle Sam.” It was the best they could have come up with. Staying and dealing with the authorities was not in their best interest. Too much time, and undoubtedly too much paperwork.

      Daniel instructed the man to roll over, and then bound his hands behind his back. There was nothing he could do about the glass. It had to be painful, but the cops would bring medics with them. He’d be sure of that. He stood and looked around the room once more. Should have been a beautiful place, probably somewhere around eight or maybe ten thousand square feet. There had been a politician who’d owned the place once, but whatever the guy on the ground had paid for the inside scoop, he’d overpaid and been ripped off. As for the poor guy who had been killed, they’d found him as they entered through the front door, his scrawny body peppered with bullet wounds. Someone had kicked in the side of his face for good measure. He was no politician. In fact, had no ties to politics. He was a one-time banker who had gone out on his own ten years before, started a small company and sold it to a regional conglomerate.

      Earlier that year, he’d spent half his windfall on this place. The other he’d stashed away in safe Vanguard funds and bonds. The poor guy had never stood a chance. Collateral damage, Daniel thought, the world tipping on its end.

      Daniel had no doubt that Operation Bounty Killer would be over at some point. His job was not to figure out the why, but to find out the who, cut off the head of the snake or the multiple heads of the hydra, and maybe then this would all end. But he still wondered what it was for. Was this all a smoke screen? And even though the world was on fire, Daniel’s mind slipped to Anna. Had Lena made it there yet? No doubt they were in Paris, sharing stories and talking about him. Daniel knew how much Lena looked up to him. He also knew how much Anna loved him.

      But for some reason, despite the looks and the questioning glances from his friends, Daniel couldn’t quite pull that trigger. He didn’t know why. And he searched deep, had spent days pondering and praying. And yet he knew it wasn’t time.

      “Oh man, can you at least put me on the couch?” the guy on the floor said, bringing Daniel back to the present.

      “Okay, take a deep breath. This is going to hurt.” Daniel eased him up to his feet and settled him on the couch, the man groaning every inch of the way. “Why’d you do it?” he asked the man, not really expecting an honest answer. But the guy was regaining his composure. Who knew, maybe he had friends in the clink. Maybe he didn’t care that his companions were dead, that he’d committed murder. Maybe it would be easier to put a bullet through the guy’s forehead after all.

      “It was for the money, man. Come on, you tell me you wouldn’t do a little different for a hundred million dollars? That’s a lot of smackers, brother. Come on, help me finish and I’ll split it with you.”

      “Sorry,” Daniel said. “That’s not what my life is about.”

      Then he left the man, never to be seen again. And he, Cal, and the others filed out of the penthouse apartment, past the dead banker and through the curious onlookers in the lobby. Daniel searched their faces as he walked past and found it interesting that he did not see fear there, only idle curiosity, like this was a game. Maybe it was.

      And if it was, what part did he, Daniel Briggs, play in it?
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      ANNA - PARIS

      The announcer’s voice squawked overhead as the train came to a stop. Anna Varushkin felt like a high school girl again, the excitement of seeing Lena almost too much to contain. She glanced around and spotted various members of her security entourage. It was a necessary evil now. After the dustup in Russia, she was a wanted woman. But she took it in stride, knowing it was part of the role that had been given to her by her grandfather. And since taking over as head of The Fund—a group of Russian expatriates who’d pooled their money and resources together into a formidable consortium—Anna had done her work. She’d traveled all over the world, visiting with members of The Fund, getting to know them, assuaging their fears, telling them about her visions for the future. They’d given her plenty of recommendations, but she’d been able to steer it back to her grandfather. Everyone had loved the man.

      How she missed him now. She wondered what he would think of her and what she’d done. Since taking over, their cash assets had more than doubled. She’d recognized in herself a flair for finances, organization, and management. Her strange upbringing had prepared her well. But it was the intervention of one man in her life that had changed everything—Daniel Briggs, a man that she thought of every day.

      A man she respected. A man she adored. A man she loved.

      And from him, she learned many things—like what a true friend was, what working hard and putting your heart and soul into something really meant, and what being an honest, good human being could do for the world. In many ways, she saw herself as Daniel’s protégé, though he would never, ever commit to that. He was not that vain of a man, but she did appreciate that he’d sent Lena all this way.

      It had to be hard for the girl, spending all her time with the boys. And even though Anna knew that the men at The Jefferson Group were loving in their own way and that they were good people doing good things in the world, Lena needed a female in her life, something that she’d never had. Anna and Lena’s bond initially had been quite strong. Each had seen herself in the other. So when Lena emerged from the train, Anna’s immediate reaction was to run to her and wrap the girl in her arms. And then she noticed the man stepping out after Lena, and her entire being froze.

      She felt rather than saw her security team converging, acting like members of the populace all around them. But to an experienced eye, they would know.

      “Anna,” Lena said, waving an arm.

      Anna shook off her shock and walked forward.

      She knew the face of the assassin standing behind the beautiful young woman. She grinned, knowing her team would protect her, and that he could be shot at any time. He grinned just as wide, she imagined, for the same reasons.

      Anna stood a little taller and pretended as if nothing was amiss. She wrapped Lena in a hug and squeezed her tight.

      “Oh, I’ve missed you so much,” she said.

      “Me too,” Lena said.

      They separated and Lena looked up at her. “You know who this is, don’t you?” Lena said, looking back at Matthew Wilcox.

      “I do,” Anna said. And then with all the poise she could muster, she reached out her hand. “I don’t think we’ve ever had the pleasure, Mr. Wilcox.”

      “Ms. Varushkin,” he said grandly, taking her hand and kissing the back of it. “You are more beautiful than any CCTV footage could have possibly portrayed.”

      “And you are as handsome as every mugshot I’ve ever seen of you.”

      “You know, I hear if you get a signed copy of one of those mugshots, it’s worth a small fortune.”

      “I’m sure it is,” Anna said. “Now, Mr. Wilcox, will you be joining us? Or is this a brief visit, a coincidence?”

      Wilcox looked all around, even waved to two of the security team. “Gee, I don’t know. I do love Paris, and I sure have enjoyed my time with Lena. And I have to tell you, I’ve been really looking forward to meeting you.”

      “Is that so?” Anna asked.

      “Oh, it is. I probably shouldn’t say it right here because who knows who’s listening, but those Russians sure do have their panties in a wad talking about you.”

      “Then it’s settled,” she said. “You’ll be my guest. I hope you don’t mind if my security acts as your escort.”

      “I’d be offended if they didn’t. In fact, I’d be more than happy to put myself up for a strip search right here and now.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Anna said, marveling at the way he was completely at ease, then noticing how Lena looked at him with obvious admiration. She couldn’t wait to hear how they’d met, what they’d talked about, and why Lena looked at him this way. “Come on,” she said, putting an arm around Lena. “We have so much to talk about and I’m sure you’re famished.”

      “Oh, I ate like a pig on the train, but I’m sure I could fit in more,” Lena said. “Come on, Matthew, you have to tell Anna what you told me.”

      Matthew Wilcox, the most elusive assassin in the world, followed right along like the order from a girl many years his junior was the most natural thing. “Ah, Paris,” he said. “If only I could write poetry, I would write a sonnet about your enduring beauty.”

      Yes, this would be interesting, Anna thought. Even more interesting when Cal and Daniel find out that their old friend had paid her an unexpected visit.
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      TOP - CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

      He couldn’t sleep, and he didn’t know why. Willy Trent had always been a good sleeper. In fact, his late mother had often teased him saying that he owed his size to the number of hours he slept. There were times that he’d woken up as a child to her shaking him, laughing as she did. But this wasn’t that. This was the opposite. Sleep, he needed, and sleep he could not find. But what was it? Intuition of some sort, he guessed, but intuition of what? As he lay in bed, scouring his mind, taking slow steps back through the preceding days, the conversations he’d had, the news he’d seen, the operations they’d run—none of it coalesced into anything resembling an actual answer.

      He glanced at his clock: 2:14 a.m. He groaned. There was a lot to do, and he needed to be well-rested. What the hell was keeping him awake?

      For the next hour, he replayed farther back. Had he forgotten something? Had he seen something that he should have recognized? Was it Cal, Daniel, Gaucho, Lena? No, they were all safe, as far as he knew.

      People from his past life, people from the Marine Corps, the president. He tried to tell himself that it was what was happening in America. Operation Bounty Killer was taking over everyone’s lives. Schools were being shut, as were businesses. Everyone afraid that they might be mistaken for a politician. There’d even been a popular website selling T-shirts that said, “I AM NOT A POLITICIAN,” front and back, written in reflective decal.

      If the American public had hated politicians a month back, they really hated them now. In the beginning there’d been sympathy for the dead. Now, there was only anger and confusion.

      “That’s how I feel,” Top, thought. “Confused about why the hell I’m lying in bed and can’t fall asleep.” He pounded the side of the mattress. “Let it go,” he told himself. And then he sang the song from the Disney movie Frozen, but he got two bars in and shook his head. “Great. Now you’re going Disney crazy,” he said aloud, but that last word stuck.

      Crazy... crazy... crazy...

      Then he remembered the guy on the street, the broken one, the one he’d given the sandwich to. What was it about him? Then, he remembered. He could have sworn at the time that the man had said “Daniel Briggs,” but he’d written it off as a trick of the wind or maybe a slurring that he wanted to sound like “Daniel Briggs.” But as he thought about it, Top knew that this was it. This is what was keeping him awake.

      He sat up and turned on the light. He couldn’t call Daniel right now. He was probably asleep. Besides, Cal and Daniel were busy themselves. Top dressed, threw on some running shoes, and left The Jefferson Group headquarters.

      He wandered for a time and then started jogging, hoping that the exercise would further incentivize his brain to work faster. He looked carefully behind houses, behind alleys, always looking for the broken figure. A campus security guard drove by and Top flagged him down. The vehicle stopped and the window rolled down.

      “Can I help you?” the pudgy-faced guard said.

      “I was looking for someone.”

      The guard’s eyes shifted. “Okay.”

      “I think he’s a homeless guy.”

      “Broken face? Burnt trench coat?” asked the guard.

      “That’s him.”

      “What do you want with him?”

      “Would it be weird to say that I don’t know?”

      The guard twisted his lips and nodded. “Kind of.”

      “Well then, I guess I want to help him, maybe find him a place to stay, see if he’s okay. Does that sound strange?”

      “Not so strange,” the guard said. “My mom used to pick up homeless people and bring them home for lunch, if you can believe that. So, no, it’s not strange. But I have to ask, or I wouldn’t be doing my duty—you from around here?”

      “I am.”

      “Where do you live?”

      Top gave him the address.

      “Sure, I know the place,” the guard said. “You don’t look like a professor. What are you, a coach?”

      “No, I left that game a long time ago,” Top said. “I guess you could call me a consultant. Sometimes we do some work with the university, but we don’t spend much time here. Good to be close to Washington.”

      The guard nodded as if he understood. “Okay, the guy you’re looking for, I passed him back there by the art museum. He was wandering around the steps. Seems harmless, but you never know. I’d tell you to take care of yourself, but, well, you look like you could probably do that on your own.”

      “Yeah, thanks,” Top said, “and have a good day. Okay?”

      “Sure, you too,” the guard said, and gave Top one more up and down, and left.

      Top kicked up into a jog. The art museum was ahead up on the right. He’d passed it at least three times in the past hour.

      But lo and behold, there was the guy standing at the top of the steps, staring at the entrance of the museum like he was waiting for it to open. Top slowed down, not wanting to scare the man. He walked up the stairs carefully.

      “Excuse me,” he said. The man didn’t turn. “Oh, sir, I was wondering if I could have a quick word with you.” Still, the man didn’t turn.

      Top was at the top of the stairs now, and he walked around to see what the man was looking at. He was staring straight ahead, tears streaming down his face.

      “Are you okay?” Top asked, worried that something had happened, worried that this man, this broken thing, was on his last legs. Was this the final crack before the crumble?

      The man looked up at Top, a deep sorrow there.

      “Can I help you?” Top asked, not knowing what else to say. The man did not respond. Just kept staring at him, pleading, but for what?

      Top took a chance. “This is going to sound crazy.” He regretted saying the word as soon as it came out of his mouth, but he pushed on. “But do you know Daniel Briggs?”

      The change in the man’s eyes was like nothing Top had ever seen.

      When he would recall it later, all he could think was it was some sort of awakening.

      “Daniel Briggs,” the man said. “Daniel Briggs,” he said again. “Yes, Daniel Briggs. Do you know Daniel? Daniel Briggs.”

      And right then and there, Top made his decision. He didn’t know why. And that didn’t really matter. This man needed his help. And for some reason, Daniel was the answer.

      “Come on,” Top said. “Daniel Briggs is a friend of mine.”

      “Daniel Briggs,” the man said, almost whining.

      “Yeah, Daniel Briggs,” Top said. “Come on. My place is down the street. Let’s see what we can get sorted out.”

      And they walked together, side by side, slowly. And every few steps, the man reached out and tapped Top on the forearm and said, “Daniel Briggs.” And with each iteration, Top’s conviction grew. But what was the connection and how would he find time to help?
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      THE MESSENGER OF GOD - OWENSVILLE, KENTUCKY

      John Smith lay on his brick-hard bed, hands clasped, eyes shut, praying as fast as he could. During the past week, the voices from heaven had come more frequently. So, he prayed more frequently. He’d lived a hard childhood: beaten and abused, kicked to the curb, wandering from trash bin to trash bin. He’d wandered the Midwest, looking for death, looking for a peaceful end. And he’d found it in a tiny church house in the middle of a field. He’d gone there to die. But what he’d found instead was hope and new life.

      He didn’t remember his old name, and the pastor, old and gray even at the time, had renamed him John Smith. For what reason, John Smith did not know. He did not understand the significance and that did not matter. What mattered was that someone had taken him in, loved him, fed him, and gave him a place to stay. Then had come the lessons. Lessons of a harsh God who would come again, but who needed his sons and daughters to rise with him to teach the world of their sins and punish them for it.

      Through his twenties and thirties he’d followed the old preacher as they’d snagged a follower here and there. They’d been chased from towns, kicked out of establishments for preaching, for writing, for screaming the truth at the top of their lungs. But in every moment, John Smith had known that this was what he was meant to do—to speak God’s word and follow his adopted father. But then, the man who had raised him in his new life died, but not before bequeathing the teachings and the mantle of the head of their tiny church.

      The old man had shown him the wonders of the Internet and how, with the right tools, more followers could be found. He showed John Smith all the followers he himself had found. Thousands cast all over the world, all saying the same thing. All one in God’s blazing, magnificent glory. So, when the old man had died, John Smith had gone to those with similar beliefs and his own voice he’d crafted, and he found out about the little things and the big things that his compatriots all over the world were doing to further the will of God the Almighty.

      Then, Operation Bounty Killer struck the United States. And he thought that maybe, just maybe, this was the beginning of it all. And true to his belief, one morning as he prayed with such fervor that his long nails cut into his palms, the voice had come. The voice of God, or maybe one of His angels, John Smith did not know. But he had cowered and prostrated himself. In that first time, all the voice had said was, “Thy time hath come, John Smith.” It was an oddly soothing voice with a magnificence that John Smith could not describe. He’d prayed for answers, prayed for more information, but that day it had not come.

      The second day, it did. “Be prepared,” it said. “Tell thy followers that the time hath come.”

      He told his followers. The few he had in Kentucky and the many he had on the Internet. During the next days, more messages. “I shall send thee to Washington,” the voice had said one day. “Be ready.”

      John Smith wanted the details. He wanted to know exactly what he was supposed to do. Were they to converge on the nation’s capital, make the politicians see the folly of their ways? He did not know. He had to have faith. He was only a man. And when the answers didn’t come, he hit himself in the chest. A reminder to have patience. A reminder to be calm. A reminder to find peace until there was war. He lay on his bed praying, hoping that today would bring the pivotal answer.

      His breath caught like it did every time when the voice came, coming from everywhere but nowhere.

      “Goest thou to the old granary at the Miller farm.”

      “The Miller farm,” John Smith thought. That was two and a half miles away. An easy walk.

      “There thou shall find what I have left for you. Bring it here and begin to cleanse your body and soul. Your time has cometh, John Smith. Your time has cometh.”

      The voice was gone, and John Smith leapt from the bed. “Thank you, Lord. Thank you!” And he hurried to dress, ignored his grumbling stomach, and made for the door.

      He took the beat-up truck that he hated to drive. The one that had been left for them years before. Half the time it was broken, and the steering wheel liked to hitch to the left. But speed was needed. And John Smith drove to the Miller farm, which he knew would be empty. The Millers only used the land for hunting now, and it was not hunting season. The granary was a familiar sight, and he found it easily. He parked right in front and walked around finding the door. And there it was.

      He was shaking now. Would God Himself be there? “No, that’s ridiculous,” John Smith thought. God did not make His presence known this way.

      He opened the door and peered inside. A pair of doves flew from the space, frightened away by his entrance. It was a fitting sign. Two doves. He would have to look up their symbolism.

      It didn’t take long to find. A cardboard box, not five steps inside. Written in red lettering, it said, “Do not open.” And although John Smith wanted to know what was inside, he had faith in his God. Hadn’t He brought him this way? Hadn’t He saved him from a horrific fate? Yes. Although he was an imperfect human, a sinner, he could do this. He could have faith.

      The box was heavy, but John Smith was used to toil. He made ends meet by doing construction, farm labor, and his corded legs helped heave the weight up and into his arms. Again, he wanted to know what was inside. The cardboard was thick, not a standard delivery box. He took it to the truck and put in the bed carefully. He ran one hand over the top. And for a split second wondered how the package had come here. But the answer came. It had no doubt been one of God’s servants, someone like John Smith, but someone not as important. Just a delivery man. No. The important work would come to him. He had earned it. He had done the work, the time, the toil. And, when it came to the Day of Judgment, John Smith would be ready.

      Maybe this was his final test. Yes. He longed for it. He wanted to show his God what he had, the fortitude he’d built. When he got back to his humble lodgings, he put the heavy box in the closet next to the front door. But then he thought better of it, pushed it all the way to the bedroom, and set it right there next to his bed. Yes, he would keep it safe. No one would disturb this gift from God.

      His spirits bolstered. John Smith went to his computer and scoured the familiar message boards. There seemed to be a new excitement there, a new edge that he hadn’t seen before. Maybe it was simply him and his excitement. Either way, it didn’t matter. All he had to do now was wait, have patience, stay in the peace, and the answer would come.

      Yes, John Smith thought. The answer cometh, and the world shall pay.
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      LENA - PARIS

      The monkey wrench that was Matthew Wilcox had ruined the beautiful welcome that Anna had prepared. Lena could see on Anna that his presence disturbed her, even though the man had done his best to conceal himself.

      But Anna, the consummate host, had graciously provided Wilcox with a room, though it was guarded 24 hours a day, and had even invited him to meals, though there were certain times when it was only herself and Lena.

      Sometimes she and Lena would go for a walk. Other times, they would sit in the small parlor and chat. Two women, getting to know each other. But the specter of Matthew Wilcox was always there, as was the specter of Daniel Briggs.

      Lena tried not to bring any of it up. She peppered Anna with questions about what she had been up to, about how The Fund worked, and who she would be able to meet next. Because aside from the security and the servants in the house, they’d taken no visitors.

      Anna had told her that it was sort of a slow time with work, but Lena sensed that it was more than that. Perhaps it was the security, the wary glances, the way she always felt watched when they went for a walk, like it was all a perfectly choreographed routine.

      Anna never once paid with a credit card, always with cash. Lena had gotten used to all that technology had to offer. It was hard not to when you spent time with Neil Patel and his sidekick Huckleberry, but it was something about the slower life, the markets, and the casual strolls, that seeped into Lena’s veins.

      She could see herself spending more time here, years maybe. But what fascinated her was the man sleeping two floors above her.

      One night, she decided to take a chance, though Anna had warned her not to spend time alone with Wilcox. But what could it hurt? Besides, she had questions.

      She took the stairs, up two flights. A man who spoke only Russian and broken French guarded the door. Lena simply pointed to herself and then to the room and the man said something into his microphone. And then slowly, begrudgingly, he got up, unlocked the door, and let her in.

      The room was spacious and decorated for a king. Huge windows were set on one side and one of them was propped all the way open. Wilcox sat on the edge of the window with his legs dangling out.

      He looked back. “Oh, a visitor. Couldn’t sleep either?”

      Lena shook her head. “I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

      “What? Disturbing me? Come on. Here, come have a seat.” He patted the large windowsill, and Lena didn’t hesitate.

      When she looked over, she had to take a breath.

      Wilcox grinned. “Not afraid of heights, are you?”

      “No, not really,” Lena answered, but she was careful to ease her way onto the seat.

      For a split second, she thought that it would be so easy for him to push her, or for her to push him. But he was looking out over the city, his legs kicking back and forth like a child. And that’s when it hit her. He really did have the wonder of a child. He wasn’t serious like Daniel or brash like Cal could be. He was a different kind of warrior, and that intrigued her.

      “What are you thinking about?” she asked.

      “Hm, I was thinking about going for a late-night walk.”

      “I don’t think Anna would allow that,” Lena said.

      “Do you really think that she could stop me?” He looked down to the street and she followed his gaze.

      It was eight stories down and she couldn’t see anything handy to hold onto. “You could climb down this?”

      Wilcox laughed. “Where there’s a will, there’s a way, my lady. Haven’t done much climbing, have you?”

      “No, never really had the chance,” Lena said.

      Wilcox nodded. “Well, we’ll have to remedy that, now won’t we?”

      Lena wondered if that meant they were going to scale down the building now. But Wilcox made no move, and she was relieved. She’d like to start with some ropes maybe, work her way up to Spider-Man status.

      “So, why are you really here?” Lena asked.

      “Here in Paris or here with you?”

      “Both.”

      “Well, as I told you on the train, I love Paris. So anytime I have a chance to be here, I come. But being here with you is another story. Obviously so with Ms. Varushkin.”

      “She wants you to call her Anna,” Lena said.

      “I know, I know. But since I was the uninvited guest, I figured I should probably be polite, don’t you think?”

      Lena shrugged. “It’s your funeral.”

      Wilcox laughed at that. “Not yet my lady. Not yet. Anyway, with you and Ms. Varushkin, I’d kill two birds with one stone. Sorry, bad metaphor. You, I’ve been curious about and I wanted to get to know you. With our hostess, it’s something different.”

      Lena searched his face, trying to figure out the riddle, and she could see that he was getting some amusement from it.

      “You want me to let you keep guessing? Or do you want me to tell you?” Wilcox asked.

      “Just tell me, please.”

      He pouted. “You’re no fun. Well, you see, it’s like this. I know you’ve been spending a lot of time with Daniel, but don’t let his lack of humor rub off on you.”

      “Daniel’s funny when he wants to be,” Lena protested. “Maybe you don’t get his sense of humor.”

      Wilcox shrugged. “Maybe. But I think life’s too short to take it so damn seriously, don’t you?”

      Lena answered with her own shrug, “Maybe. You were saying about Anna...?”

      “You know, you should enjoy these little tangents a bit more. Enjoy the moments between the moments, if you know what I mean.”

      “Is this friendly advice or are you lecturing me now?”

      Wilcox raised both hands. “Fine, fine. I’ll shut up. Back to your question. She’s in danger. They all are. The Russians are not happy, and I’m sorry to say that I’ve had a part in that. They don’t know that I killed their president, and they naturally assume that Anna was behind it. So, I guess I’m here to clean up my mess, so to speak.”

      “And how are you going to do that?”

      He gazed down at the street. “I don’t know. Enjoy my time here. I’m not going to go hungry. Holy cow, I’m still thinking about that dinner, aren’t you?”

      Lena smiled. “I’ve never had anything like it.”

      “Just the tip of the iceberg, my lady,” Wilcox said. “But yeah, I’ve got my own way of figuring things out and I figure if I hang around long enough, shit will hit the proverbial fan and I will be here to help.” He looked at Lena. “You look like you have another question.”

      “I do, but I’m trying not to be so serious, as someone said.”

      “Okay, I’m sorry I said that. Please ask any question you want.”

      “Any question?”

      “Any question.”

      “Are you ever afraid? Like, you kill people for a living.”

      “Well, technically I don’t do it for a living. I have my own money, you know. Cal and Daniel have probably told you that. Technically, I steal the money I need, and I kill for necessity. The Russian, for example, he’d been on my list for years. It was only thanks to the shenanigans that Ms. Varushkin and your other friends got into that I had an opening. It was perfect, so I capitalized on it.”

      “And you’re not concerned about what could happen? The repercussions, politically, internationally.”

      “Look, Lena, I’m not a politician. I am, however, a sort of public servant, not unlike your friends. I serve the public by taking out the trash, the worst of the trash—the most dangerous, the ones that everybody else is too afraid to kill. So no, I’m not afraid. Are there situations that tickle my bravery? Absolutely. I’d be psychotic if they didn’t. Try jumping out of an airplane and having your chute fail. That’ll get your heart racing. So yeah, I guess sometimes a pinch of fear is healthy. But if you’re asking if I’m wired like the rest of you, no, I’m not.”

      “Is that because of how you were raised?” Lena asked.

      “I’m sure that’s part of it,” Wilcox said. “But I won’t pretend to understand why. Like somebody walking the streets with a few screws loose. Why are they that way? I’ve never been one for deep reflection, so I don’t think about it too much. I guess you could say that when I see a problem, I attack it. Screw the consequences.”

      “That’s dangerous,” Lena said.

      He winked at her. “But it’s worth it. I get to do what few people can. And while I’m young, strong, and healthy, I plan to keep doing it.”

      Lena thought that he made it sound like it was so adventurous, so much fun, so universally gifting, but she also saw the truth. He would always be an outlaw. He would always to be on the run. Did that bother him? It didn’t seem to.

      “Do you have any friends?” she asked.

      At this, he hesitated. “That’s a complicated question with a not so complicated answer. No, I don’t have many friends. And before you get all weepy for me, I think I prefer it that way. Despite what you might think of me, I do care about people. And the last thing I want is for a friend to get hurt because of what I do. But yes, I do have one friend. I guess you could call him sort of an adopted son. His name is Pindip. I found him in the Philippines—smart kid, living on the streets. I have no idea the hell he’d been through and so I’ve got him tucked away. He’s got private tutors. Sometimes we go on extravagant trips.”

      “Is he your protégé?” Lena asked.

      “No, nothing like that. I don’t want him to be in my world.”

      “Does he know what you do?”

      “He’s seen me do what I do, so, yeah, there’s no going back on that. But I don’t want him to live my life. I want him to do what he wants to do. Be a doctor, be a lawyer, a painter, whatever. I don’t care. But I also want him to have a realistic view of the world, that it’s not all roses and rainbows. But that it’s not all bad either.”

      “You love him, don’t you?”

      “Yes, I do. The kid’s hard not to love. You know, the first time I met him, he thought I was some sort of angel. How funny is that?”

      “A guardian angel,” Lena said.

      “Yeah, that’s what he called me.”

      “But you sort of are, aren’t you?” Lena said. “I mean, you kill bad people, and you take care of the rest of us.”

      “I’m not sure your pal Daniel or Ms. Varushkin, for that matter, would think of me that way.”

      “No, but what if I do?”

      “Well, then you’d be the second. Maybe one day, I’ll introduce you to Pindip. I think you’d like him. I know he would like you.”

      “I would like that,” Lena said.

      And as their conversation faded away, she thought deeper, longer, wondering not for the first time what would it be like to live the way Wilcox did. She could be a guardian angel, but there was so much to do first.

      When the explosion rocked the building, their path was set for them.

      She almost slipped off the sill, but he grabbed her and pulled her inside. She felt her heart pounding, her eyes gone wide, and he grabbed both sides of her face, locked eyes and said, “Come on, Lena. We’ve got work to do.”

      But it wasn’t his words that pulled her, soothed her, readied her. It was his eyes, full of wonder, full of excitement, full of yearning for adventure. And when he ran for the door, she did not hesitate to run with him.
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      ANNA - PARIS

      The explosion knocked her from her bed. Seconds later, she heard gunshots.

      Lena.

      She grabbed the pistol from the nightstand and crept her way to the door, careful to do as Daniel had taught her. Luckily, the walls of this room were lined with brick and stone. More gunfire erupted from somewhere below. She found her phone and went to dial the police, but there was no signal.

      This could only be the Russians. She’d stayed in one place for too long.

      She made it to the door and then into the hallway. It was all clear, but the emergency generator had kicked on and the ancient lights cast an eerie glow. Through the dust, more gunfire, harder now.

      All the security from this level had gone below. Anna was on the fourth floor. Lena was a couple of floors up. But if they’d come in from below, which wasn’t the worst thing they could do, Anna had to make a choice to go up or go down. Down one floor was the security hub of the building. Yes, she had to go there first. She made it to the stairway and crept her way down. She saw no one. And when she got to the security room, it was empty, save the body on the floor. It was a man she’d seen each day for the past week since coming to Paris, an old Russian who’d once been a professor in Moscow. He was dead now and there was nothing she could do about that, but at least the security feeds were up. She saw figures on the first and second floors.

      She scanned the images, trying to find Lena. Then she remembered Wilcox. Where was he? Was he somehow part of this? Dammit. She never should have let him in. How could she have been so stupid? She hadn’t even told Daniel that he was here. What had she been thinking? Well, what she had been thinking was that she could handle it, that Daniel had enough on his hands, and that if she told him he would fly here. She picked up the phone on the desk and hit one of the landlines. Dead. She had to find Lena and they had to get out. They had another security team nearby and once it was realized that communication had been severed, they would come.

      Back up to the fourth floor she went, then to the fifth. She barely missed being shot coming around a corner. Automatic fire tore up the wall where her head had just been. She stayed low, weapon in hand, trying to control her breathing, and trying to imagine what Daniel would tell her.

      Pop-pop-pop, went another weapon.

      She realized it was of a smaller caliber than what had tried to kill her. She chanced a glance around the corner and saw Matthew Wilcox, weapon in hand, and Lena right behind him.

      “Grab the weapon,” he ordered Lena, and she did, taking it from the dead man.

      Anna stood and pointed. “This was you, wasn’t it!”

      “Ms. Varushkin, I can promise you that I had nothing to do with this. I will, however, promise you that I will get both of you ladies out if you’ll let me do my job.”

      His calm somehow put her at ease. “Okay, what do we do?”

      “I think you should find a secure spot and stay put. I’m sure your quick reaction force is on its way.”

      “How did you know about that?” Anna asked.

      “Let’s not get into that now. No time.”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      “You’re not a shooter,” Wilcox said.

      “Then fine, you do the shooting. I’ll stay behind you.”

      He looked like he was going to argue but instead nodded. “Fine. Stay behind, Lena.”

      “I’m going with you,” Lena said.

      “Well, we can’t all be having fun,” Wilcox answered, rolling his eyes.

      “You call this fun?” Anna said.

      “Tomato, tomahto, but yeah, this is what I do. So come on, who’s ready to have some fun?”

      They made their way downstairs methodically. Anna thought of Daniel. Smooth is fast, slow is smooth, smooth is fast. Wilcox looked more like an animal stalking his prey, but it wasn’t until they got to the second level that she saw him in action, and she held her breath, watching.

      Two shots to take out one man, three to take out the next, picking up the weapon of the first man, discarding his pistol, and taking on the rest. But what truly astounded her was the way Lena went in with him. They maneuvered without talking, attacked without coordination, as if accessing the same brain. They bounced from room to room, Anna barely catching glimpses of them. Men were dead everywhere. She counted no fewer than twelve. Some of her own people and some of the enemy, whoever they were. She resisted the urge to pull back any of their masks. This wasn’t like the movies. She knew that she wouldn’t recognize one of them.

      She exhaled a sigh of relief when they got to the first floor. She saw the front door now. Down the long hallway through the waiting area, it looked a mile away. It was the only entrance and it had been blown wide open by whatever explosives had been used. There was no back door. They’d all been secured for her arrival.

      “We’ve got to get to there,” Wilcox said, pointing at the front door.

      “What do you want me to do?” Lena said.

      “Let’s wait here for a minute to see if any of the bad guys have any fight left in them.”

      And it was no sooner that the words had come out of his mouth that the enemy appeared. Three of them.

      They didn’t last long. The combined unstoppable force of Matthew Wilcox and Lena took them out quickly.

      “This is fun,” Wilcox said. “See, aren’t you having fun?”

      Lena nodded, but Anna could see that she wasn’t on the same plane of excitement as the assassin.

      Through the haze, Anna thought she saw something fly in through the front door—something small. She pointed to it.

      And Wilcox was grabbing her then, pulling her into the side room. There was an explosion that left her ears ringing. More enemies, she thought.

      Dazed, but otherwise unharmed, Wilcox put a finger to his lips, motioning her to stay quiet, then he disappeared, but not before telling Lena to stay with Anna.

      There were shouts in Russian and Anna thought she heard Wilcox replying in her people’s native tongue. And then he reappeared, followed by a man she recognized—the head of the other security attachment. She had met him upon arriving in Paris.

      “Ms. Varushkin, are you hurt?” he asked, bending down to check on her.

      “Ah, she’s fine,” Wilcox said in Russian, “but the rest of these yahoos,” he kicked one of the dead men in the side, “you’re going to need one hell of a cleanup crew for this mess.”

      “Please, Ms. Varushkin, we have a vehicle outside for you.”

      When they emerged, security was swarming the place—streaming upstairs, weapons bared, barely giving her a glance. She was shielded from the open air by some of the security team and shoved into the back of the waiting SUV. Lena and Matthew Wilcox followed, the door was shut, and off they zoomed.

      “Well, wasn’t that a night to remember?” Wilcox said.

      “Do you ever take things seriously?” Anna asked.

      “Sure. I only eat peanut butter with jelly. I don’t think you should put ketchup on a hot dog. And despite what most of the American public think, I do think that the WWE has some of the finest athletes in the world.”

      Anna huffed, uncomfortable with the fact that her hands were shaking. She clasped them in her lap, wishing she could have a drink.

      “Anna, are you okay?” Lena asked.

      “I’m fine,” but she didn’t like the way the words came out of her mouth. She didn’t need to be snapping at Lena. She wasn’t part of this, but there was something about the way Lena looked at her. It was not unlike the way Matthew Wilcox was looking at her—like a highly trained palace guard who held off a hoard of barbarians and was now checking on the pitiful princess. That made Anna sit up a little straighter.

      “I’m fine,” she repeated, “but we need to figure out who did this.”

      “Oh, I think I could wager a guess,” Wilcox said. “But for now, why don’t we get out of here? I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to figure out the rest.”

      Anna could not disagree, and she surprised herself. Composed now, mostly at least, she looked at Wilcox and then at Lena and said, “Thank you for what you did. I won’t forget it.” And then her brain went to unraveling the mystery, but more importantly, trying to figure out how she would tell Daniel Briggs what had happened.
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      TOP - CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

      “The guy really stinks,” Gaucho whispered to his friend.

      “Hey, be nice,” Top said. “We don’t know what he’s been through.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know, but... geez, is there any way we can get him to take a shower?”

      The homeless guy was sitting on the very end of the couch, as if the rest of it was made of lava. He had his hands tucked in his sleeves, and occasionally he would let out a long shiver like a seizure.

      “What do you think happened to him?” Gaucho asked.

      “I tried to ask, but he wouldn’t tell me.”

      “And you really think he knows Snake Eyes?” Gaucho asked.

      “He kept saying his name over and over again. Daniel Briggs, Daniel Briggs. Anyway, I figure if anybody can get to the bottom of it, it’s Doc.”

      Gaucho nodded at that. Dr. Higgins was The Jefferson Group and SSI’s resident specialist in all things related to the human mind. As a former top CIA interrogator, he knew how to get to the truth. It didn’t hurt that Dr. Higgins was a hell of a nice guy, a reputation which belied the fact that he was an expert in the inner workings of the worst kinds of men.

      Higgins entered the room. “And what do we have here?” he said, his voice formal enough to place him in the New England area, or maybe to suggest that he had spent some time in the United Kingdom. Top gave him a quick rundown of what he knew about the man, about where he’d seen him.

      Higgins nodded. “Have you done facial recognition?”

      “Not yet. Neil’s been busy with, well, everything, and I didn’t really want to throw this on his plate if we didn’t have to.”

      “Smart, very smart,” Higgins said, and then turned to face the homeless man. “My name is Dr. Alvin Higgins. What, may I ask, is your name?”

      The man didn’t answer. He didn’t even look up.

      “Are you hungry?”

      No answer.

      “Has he had anything to eat?”

      “I offered him some grub,” Top said. “He took it but didn’t eat it.”

      “Why don’t we get him some fresh food and something to drink?”

      Food was Top’s forte, so he whipped something up in the kitchen quickly and was back with an assortment of cheese, crackers, slices of meat folded in flowery shapes, and a small dish of cured black olives—a perfect charcuterie board. He put it on the coffee table in front of the man and then set down a large glass of ice water.

      “Go ahead, you can eat,” Top said, grabbing a square of cheese and popping it into his mouth. “Mmm, see? Good stuff.” He turned to Higgins. “Smoked gouda. Always a winner.”

      The man looked up at him with those broken eyes and then snagged a cracker and ate it slowly. Then as if he’d gotten the bug, he attacked the platter with vigor.

      Higgins watched him for a moment, then turned to Top. “You think he knows Daniel?”

      “I don’t think I know anything, Doc. All I know is what I heard.”

      “And you have no idea how he sustained his injuries?”

      “Nada,” Top said. “Do you want us to stay, or should we go?”

      “Why don’t you stay? But leave the talking to me if that’s okay?”

      “This is much more your show than mine, Doc. We’ll keep our lips zipped, right Gaucho?”

      “Right,” Gaucho said, his eyes on the man devouring the food. “Poor guy.”

      When the feast was finished and the entire glass of water had been gulped down, Dr. Higgins pulled the chair in front of the man and took a seat. “Have you ever been hypnotized?”

      The man looked over at Top and then to Higgins. It was obvious he didn’t know how to answer.

      “You don’t remember anything, do you?”

      The man shook his head.

      “Why don’t we start with something easy. Do you know what year it is?”

      The man shook his head.

      “Do you remember what my name is?”

      For the first time the man spoke. “Higgins,” he said with a croak.

      “Very good. Now, I would love to know your name, but we’ll get to that in a moment. I asked you about hypnosis. It’s not what most people think. I can’t make you do anything that you don’t want to do, but it could possibly jiggle some things in your brain.” He emphasized this last by tapping at his own temple. “It might help you to remember. Would you like that?”

      The man’s head nodded slowly.

      “Good, so would you’d be open to being hypnotized? Again, I’ll repeat that this is more suggestion, that there are more invasive ways. I know that sounds like a terrible word, but hypnosis has been around for a long time and these two gentlemen will be here to witness. To make sure I don’t do anything that makes you uncomfortable. Would that be okay?”

      Again, the lone slow nod.

      “Terrific. Now, if you’ll close your eyes...”

      The man did as he was told, and Higgins walked through the hypnotic process. Top and Gaucho watched in fascination. Higgins was a master of his craft, and while hypnosis might not work on a terrorist, it sure did work on the homeless man.

      “Do you remember any names?” Higgins asked.

      The man nodded.

      “Tell me one name you remember.”

      “Higgins,” the man said, his voice soft, calm, and clear.

      “Good, very good. Tell me another name that you know.”

      “Daniel Briggs,” the man said without hesitation.

      “Good. You’re doing very well. Do you know where we are, what city we are in?”

      The man didn’t answer.

      “How about the country? Do you know what country we are in?”

      “The United States of America,” the man said.

      “Excellent. And now I want you to relax. Breathe in slowly, breathe out just as slowly.”

      The man did as he was told.

      “I want you to think back, back to before you got hurt. Tell me your name.”

      The man didn’t answer.

      “Tell me your mother’s name.”

      “Margaret,” the man said.

      “Very good. Do you remember Margaret’s last name?”

      The man shook his head.

      “And your father, do you remember his name?”

      “His name was Ted,” the man said.

      “Margaret and Ted, lovely names,” Higgins said. “And did Margaret and Ted have any children?”

      The man nodded.

      “How many children did Margaret and Ted have?”

      “One,” the man answered.

      “And was that you? Were you the only child?”

      “Yes.”

      “Excellent. Was Margaret and Ted’s child a good student? Did he get good grades?”

      “Sometimes,” the man said.

      “Was Margaret and Ted’s son loved and cared for, and given a warm place to stay?”

      “Yes,” the man said.

      “Did Margaret and Ted’s son get gifts at Christmas?”

      “Yes, a lot of gifts,” the man said.

      “Well, that is exciting. And tell me, do you remember what the name was on the gifts?”

      The man paused as if in thought, and then shook his head. “I don’t remember.”

      “That’s okay. What about pets? Did Margaret and Ted’s son have any pets?”

      “A goldfish that he won at the carnival,” the man said, his voice more excited now. “A dog in middle school, seventh grade. His name was Charger. He liked to lick feet.”

      “Oh, I bet that made you laugh,” Higgins said.

      “It did.”

      Then, to Top’s surprise, the man did laugh. And he wiggled his feet as if the dog was licking them right then and there.

      “This is good. This is all very, very good,” Higgins said. “You’re doing so well. Would you like to remember what Margaret and Ted’s son’s name was?”

      “I don’t know,” the man said.

      “Tell me why you don’t know.”

      “I don’t think I’m supposed to remember.”

      “That’s very interesting. Did someone tell you that you shouldn’t remember, or do you think you’re protecting yourself?”

      “I’m protecting myself,” the man said, more robotic now, sitting a little straighter.

      “Good. We all need to protect ourselves,” Higgins said. “But as I told you before, I want to help. We all want to help you and we can protect you. If you knew that you were protected, could you maybe find out what Margaret and Ted’s son’s name was?”

      “Maybe,” the man said.

      “What would you have to know to let us protect you?”

      The man did not hesitate in answering. “That the truth would come out, that the story would be told, that the bad man would pay.”

      Higgins looked back at the two men in the corner. Top nodded at the unasked question.

      “Okay,” Higgins said. “We believe in the truth as well. We believe in finding and bringing justice to bad men. Do you believe me?”

      The man nodded his head.

      “If you believe me, and you understand, can you search your mind and tell me the name of Margaret and Ted’s son?”

      There was a long pause and Top figured that they’d hit another dead end, but then the man leaned forward and said in a hiss, “Dirk Springer.” Then he sat back exhausted.

      “I’m going to bring you back now. So, listen to the sound of my voice...”

      Thirty seconds later, the man was out of the trance, accepting another glass of water from Gaucho.

      Higgins had rejoined Top. “Do you recognize the name?”

      “Doesn’t ring a bell.”

      “Well, I’m sure it could be an easy search. I didn’t want to push too hard in the first session. I’m actually surprised I got that much, but he looks happier now.”

      “He does,” Top agreed. “What do you think about the bad man?”

      “I don’t know. So many questions left unanswered, but I have faith that we’ll find out. I won’t leave until I do.”

      “Thanks again, Doc,” Top said, shaking the man’s hand with vigor.

      Higgins left the room, no doubt to plot out his next session. But that left Top to wonder. Who was Dirk Springer? And who was the bad man behind the velvet curtain?
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      FLAP - ARLINGTON, VIRGINIA

      He replayed the footage sent by the Russians. They’d been too brash. To conduct such an attack in the middle of Paris was their style, and Flap knew how much they wanted the Varushkin woman. He didn’t care one way or the other, but the fact that his old compatriots somehow wanted him involved was ridiculous.

      This was their problem, and he meant to keep it that way. No doubt he could figure out a way to play both sides. Maybe he would reach out to Anna Varushkin and extend his aid. Maybe he would do the same thing with the Russians, see who comes out on top.

      In truth, the interplay bored him. The Fund’s money meant nothing to him, and there was so much more to do in America right now. So many threads coming together. Ah, how freeing it was not to care about anything but the plotting itself. No one else would understand. You could take away all the trappings of his office, all the money he’d been gifted, and if Edmond Flap still had the ability to manipulate and sow discord, he was happy.

      His assistant walked into the room, and Flap tried to hide his annoyance.

      “What is it?”

      “Sir, we just received positive identification on an old target.”

      “Where?”

      “Charlottesville, Virginia.”

      Charlottesville. The only thing he knew in Charlottesville was the university and, of course, The Jefferson Group.

      Flap rubbed his temples. “Can’t this wait?”

      The assistant looked uncomfortable. He’d kept his mouth shut about so many things through the years. “Sir, I think you will want to see this.”

      “Just tell me who it is.”

      “It’s Springer, sir.”

      Flap had to search his mind for the name for a moment. “Dirk Springer?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      That’s impossible, Flap thought. With his own eyes, he’d seen the man fall off the top level of a Georgetown building. Impossible. “You’re sure?”

      “Sir, it came back with a ninety-eight percent match.”

      Flap had walked right by the body and the onlookers. It was impossible that Springer could still be alive. Usually, he would’ve disposed of such things, but what with the drugs and the erratic behavior that Flap had inserted into Springer’s employer’s files, no one had batted an eye at the man’s death.

      “Where is he?” Flap asked.

      He could tell by the look on the assistant’s face that he didn’t want to answer, but he did anyway. “The Jefferson Group headquarters.”

      “You’re certain?”

      His assistant held out a tablet, and Flap scrolled through the video. He recognized Stokes’ compatriot, Willy Trent. Trent was escorting another form who happened to glance up for the briefest moment at the video camera. Flap zoomed in, staring at the broken face.

      The recognition software had to be wrong.

      “Is he wearing a disguise?” Flap asked.

      “We don’t know, sir.”

      There was only one reason that Springer would be in Charlottesville, and that was to give Daniel Briggs the information that the director of the CIA himself had compiled a dossier on Briggs that could ruin him. And had furthermore suggested to Springer, an award-winning reporter, that he ought to leap from the top floor of his building.

      “How would you like us to proceed, sir?”

      There were plenty of wet teams that he could send in—men that had no connection with the CIA, but maybe there was a way to salvage this situation. Maybe this was merely a coincidence. Flap had seen it before. The lords on high ruffling all their feathers because someone who looked like someone important had shown up at the right time.

      But no, this couldn’t be the same. This was no coincidence. The convergence of events rang alarm bells in Flap’s head. But how big of an emergency was this? He was protected, of course. He could deny it all. And what did it really matter that he had dug up information on a former Marine sniper? He could simply explain to the president, or to anyone who asked, that it was important to have such information to make sure Briggs wasn’t a danger to the President of the United States himself. Yes, there were ways around this predicament.

      “Give me the night to think about it,” Flap said.

      “Yes, sir.”

      The assistant disappeared, and Flap turned to the window. Maybe it was time to capitalize on the opportunity.

      Yes, he would ratchet up the heat and tie up every loose end, all risks be damned.

      And with that, he made his decision. But he did not leave his office before watching the video of Dirk Springer three more times, all the while shaking his head at the wonder of the world, and how luck sometimes trumped logic in the most profound way.
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      THE MESSENGER OF GOD - HURRICANE MILLS, TENNESSEE

      John Smith could not contain his excitement. When he went into town to speak of damnation, his cries were all the louder. It got to the point where citizens that once ignored him now cowered and the police who told him to move on his way became more belligerent. John Smith took this as a sign that he was doing the right thing, that he was listening to his God, doing his mission. But the night after the police had given him a stern warning, a warning that he would’ve ignored, God again spoke to him as he was lying in bed. The voice told him that now was to be a time of cleansing, that he would not speak until he was told to do so. “A cleansing? Yes, that’s what I need,” John Smith thought. “I am impure and imperfect.”

      And when the voice stopped speaking, he went straight to the shower, turning the water on as hot as it would go, and spent the next hour scrubbing until he was raw. It was hard not to speak after what he had been taught. He liked to pray out loud so all the world could hear him, but that night he prayed in silence. And the next day, when he would typically go to the tiny shed and pull out the cardboard sign with “GOD IS WATCHING” written in thick, black letters, he did not do so—cleansing, cleansing.

      How else would God want me to be cleansed?

      He went for a walk, hoping that maybe God would show him a sign, but he didn’t. The walk was pleasant, though it took much effort for John Smith not to speak out loud as he was accustomed.

      It was one of the many reasons that the people who encountered him thought he was crazy. But it was all he had ever known since coming to this place and being given a new name. He did not go into town to get work that day because he had no idea how to get work without speaking. God will provide, he told himself.

      And He did.

      When he returned from his walk, there was a brown envelope on the front stoop. Nothing was written on it, but when he opened it, he found $1,000 in well used hundred-dollar bills. It was the most money John Smith had ever seen. His immediate response was to throw his hands in the air and exalt to the Lord. But he remembered his orders. He kept quiet, looked up, and closed his eyes saying his thanks without words. He wondered if God could hear him as well this way.

      Well, of course He could. It was John Smith who wasn’t used to it. He would get used to it. If God wanted him to be silent for the rest of his life, he would do it. He had the faith. The old preacher had told him as much. He, John Smith, had come all this way. His gift was pure faith and the gifts kept coming.

      The next morning, a pair of slightly used hiking boots were outside the front door. His truck seemed to run a little smoother, not as much gurgling and spouting from the old thing. Yes, things were going his way. The cleansing was working. He kept praying in silence, kept going for walks. The only time he went into town was to buy a sack full of groceries. And even then, he didn’t say a word. It was this practice, this silence, that seemed to be more disturbing to those around him. They were used to his berating and going on and on. It had something to do with the fact that he was more put together now.

      God had said that he needed to be cleansed. So, after he showered, he would comb his hair. He even shaved. He thought about shaving his entire body but didn’t know if that was what God really meant. He’d even walk down the personal beauty aisle in the grocery store to see if there was some soap that would do a better job because John Smith wanted to heed God’s orders. And all the while the package that he’d first received, the thick cardboard box, remained in the house. How long would he have to wait? Not long. That night God spoke to him again. It was the longest John Smith had heard thus far.

      “Drive to Eastport, Tennessee,” God said, “There shall thee wait for Me.”

      He even gave an exact address, more instructions, and bade John Smith to bring the box.

      “You will leave tonight. And more gifts will be given to you on your journey.”

      God reminded John Smith not to speak. And if anybody asked, he could lie and indicate to them that he was mute. After God was done speaking, John Smith thought that maybe he should cut out his tongue, and then there would be no problem. Then he couldn’t make a mistake. Then he couldn’t let God down. But no, that would delay his travels and God had said to leave tonight. He did so, bringing along a small backpack of belongings and some food for the road. He had no idea how long he would be gone. Maybe he was taking the box to someone, another follower of his Lord. That could be exciting. John Smith had not met another as devoted as he, since the old preacher had died.

      There were some who came around for services or a small blessing, but none who lived the way John Smith lived. So yes, he was excited when he hit the road. He kept one hand on top of the cardboard box, praying as he drove. And even if the truck did have a radio, he wouldn’t have listened to it. There were too many prayers to be said, too many thanks to be given.

      Yes, this was exciting. Exciting, indeed. He was so excited that he didn’t even mind using the battered cell phone that one of his past employers had provided him. John Smith knew enough to put in an address and follow the directions. In eight hours, he would be at his destination. In eight hours, he would get his next assignment. He hoped it would be a grand one, an adventure for God, an adventure that would change his life forever.
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      STOKES - DENVER, COLORADO

      They couldn’t keep up this pace for much longer. Too many fires to put out and not enough time. They’d come up with a system. Whether it was Neil, or the FBI, or the CIA that provided their information, they analyzed it, discussed it, and ranked it in order of importance, considering such things as collateral damage, location, and fallout. It wasn’t a perfect system and there was no way to make it perfect, not on the fly. They would probably look back years later and regret some of the calls they’d made, but there was no changing that now. Martial law had been declared in most cities. Prices for common goods were skyrocketing. Brave delivery drivers were the sole source for many necessities—basics like food and toilet paper. And they were no closer to discovering who was behind it at all.

      Shut off the flow of money, they believed, and the attacks would cease. As it was, the attacks were becoming more brazen as desperation grew. The thought of a million dollars or more created courage where before there was none. Ordinary citizens turned on their neighbors. Someone on their team had said out loud that this was the worst face of humanity. But Cal wasn’t surprised. He’d seen all manner of evil in his lifetime. This was one more iteration. But what he wouldn’t give to cut off the head of whoever was pulling the strings.

      Daniel had gone into the private terminal to scrounge up some coffee. When he returned, he was without coffee and Cal did not like the look on his friend’s normally calm face.

      “What is it?” Cal asked.

      “There was an attack in Paris.”

      “Lena and Anna, are they okay?”

      “Anna is a little shaken,” Daniel said. “But they’re both fine.”

      “Do we know who did it?”

      “It’s pretty obvious that it was the Russians,” Daniel said. “But that’s not the biggest surprise. Your friend Wilcox was there.”

      “He was part of the attack?”

      Matthew Wilcox was no friend of Cal Stokes, but if he was forced to admit it, Cal did admire the man’s bravery. Though reckless, he had skills. Even though he dragged Cal halfway around the world on a little educational journey. He had been useful more than once.

      “He somehow found Lena when she was on her way to Paris, on the train,” Daniel explained. “Anna’s not too happy about it. But I guess you could say there was a silver lining. Wilcox got them to safety after the attack.”

      “Well, that’s a relief,” Cal said. “Where are they now?”

      Daniel shook his head. “She wouldn’t say. But she did say that they were safe, and that Wilcox wants to talk to you.”

      “We’ll arrange that.”

      “He meant now.”

      “Right now?”

      Daniel nodded.

      Wilcox had given Cal his number, though it had never been used, theirs was a contentious relationship and that was putting it mildly. Cal, the Marine who was always trying to do the right thing, trying to align his morals with the laws of his nation. And Wilcox, who always said he was doing the right thing, laws be damned.

      He dialed the number and took a long, deep breath before Wilcox answered.

      “Well, hey there buddy. How’s the good fight in America?”

      “Cut the crap, Wilcox. What are you doing in Paris?”

      “Oh, come on, Cal. Didn’t they tell you I saved the day? Again?”

      “What are you doing in Paris?” Cal asked again.

      “Geez, you should lighten up you know. Maybe a colonoscopy would help?” When Cal didn’t answer Wilcox let out a long, frustrated exhale. “You know, I’m going to get to the bottom of you. I’m going to make you laugh on command and we’re going to do each other’s nails and have pillow fights the next time we’re together.”

      Cal gritted his teeth. “Do you want me to tell them to shoot you now or later?”

      “Oh, they could try,” Wilcox laughed. “I’m sure they’d love to but I’m worth something to them now. I’m worth something to you, too, Cal. If you would only open your eyes and see it. You weren’t too proud to use me before. And you weren’t too proud to kidnap me and drag me on your little witch hunt. Can’t you see it for what it was, Cal? It was an adventure. We had fun. Look that word up in the dictionary.”

      “Get over it, man,” Cal said. “This is the real world. I live in one, you live in one.”

      “Let’s meet in the middle and hug it out. What the hell, if you want to kiss me on both cheeks, I’ll take it. That’s fine.”

      “Last time, Wilcox, what are you doing in Paris?”

      “Fine,” Wilcox huffed, petulantly. “Daniel’s girlfriend’s in trouble. And not in an ‘I left my cellphone charger home’ kind of way. More of a ‘grab her by the hair, take her down to a dungeon, and strip the skin inch by inch from her body until she divulges everything that she knows’ kind of way.”

      “Is it me? Or have you gotten more creative with your flowery language since the last time we spoke?”

      “Well, you know me—always reading. Shakespeare today, Danielle Steele tomorrow. Oh, and for the record, this Lena, she’s a firecracker. Maybe I’ll stop wasting my time with you and recruit her.”

      “Leave her out of this,” Cal said.

      “I don’t know if you can actually order me to do that. At any rate, I’m pretty sure it’s her decision. And don’t worry about it for now. We’ve got other things to worry about—like the Russkies.”

      “Someday I’m going to figure out how you know all this,” Cal said. “But right now, as much as it pains me to say this, I need you to stay with Anna and Lena and protect them. Can you do that?”

      “I thought you’d never ask, buddy. It’s my pleasure to be of service. And if there’s anything I can do, anything at all, please, don’t hesitate to ask. Because after all, we’re out for the same thing, Calvin. Whether you like it or not, we’re both killers of bad, bad men. And the sooner that you see that we’re on the same team, the sooner we can kill more of them together.”

      “One big happy family, huh?”

      “Not a bad way of putting it.”

      “Listen, I don’t need you to kill anybody right now,” Cal said. “I need you to keep an eye on Anna and Lena. That’s it. Tell me now if that’s going to be a problem.”

      “Oh, it won’t be a problem, Stokesie boy.”

      “Good.”

      Cal had a thought then. Wilcox did somehow have an impressive way of knowing just about anything that he wanted to.

      “Wilcox, tell me about Operation Bounty Killer.”

      “What you want to know? Billions of dollars put out for bounty. Politicians on the other side getting slaughtered like baby goats. No offense to baby goats. Is there something else that you want me to explain? Because I’m sure a quick search on the Internet will bring up as many articles as you need.”

      “Do you know who’s behind it?” Cal asked.

      “Oh, that’s what you want to know. I’m surprised you’re not closer on that one. No, I’m sorry to say I don’t know who’s behind it. Whoever it is, is pretty damn smart. And I hate to tell you this, Cal. The fact that they’re using dark cryptocurrency and every tool at a geek’s disposal to keep it secret does not bode well for you and your country.”

      “It’s your country, too, remember?”

      “Well, sure, I was born and raised there, but I’d say I’m more of a son of the world, if you know what I mean. No allegiance other than to mankind. I’m like Superman. Thanks, Cal ol’ pal.”

      “You really are full of it, you know that?” Cal said.

      “Full of hero and full of spunk. Hell yeah, I am.”

      “Geez. When are you going to grow up?”

      “I hope never. You should take a lesson from the kids, Cal. They know what’s up. But in the meantime, I’ll hold down the fort here. And tell you what, since we’re best buds and all, I’ll do a little more digging. See if I can find out who the mastermind is behind this Operation Bounty Killer. Will that make you happy? Will we be BFFs after that?”

      “How about if I promise not to kill you?”

      “Good enough for me, Calvin. Give Daniel a big squeeze when you see him. I’m so looking forward to meeting him, for real this time.

      “Say hi to Jor-El,” Cal said.

      “Wait... did… Mr. Stodgy Loafer himself, Cal Stokes, just make a funny? I gotta go and take my heart medication.”

      And then the call ended.

      Cal shook his head. “What the hell am I going to do with that guy?”
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      FLAP - FAIRFAX, VIRGINIA

      The news from Charlottesville was not good, not good at all. He’d contemplated a full takedown of The Jefferson Group headquarters. There were a hundred ways that he could spin the tale, but when he really thought about it, what did Springer really know? He knew that he had been hired to build a dossier on Daniel Briggs. He knew, or at least suspected, that Flap had tried to kill him, but his history had been tarnished. Everyone assumed that he was dead. So really, was he a player? Yes. And what’s more, he was a player that Flap could not control.

      He’d held his hand on the button, ready to press it and send the team in that had been watching and listening—or at least attempting to. Apparently, Cal’s people were smart enough to have the headquarters shielded so no listening devices could penetrate, and the security was too dense for a casual drive by. But there was still the team on the ground, just in case.

      Paris was another interesting wrinkle that had come to his attention. He’d gotten a full rundown of the attack, that Varushkin and Lena had survived. But there had been a third. And at first his contacts had no idea who the man was, but they did now. It was Matthew Wilcox. The assassin Cal Stokes had told him to keep an eye out for. Up until now, Flap hadn’t caught a whiff of the elusive mercenary. Could Wilcox be recruited?

      He didn’t know, but there were ways to manipulate the unmanipulated. Flap had perfected that game many times. And while these wrinkles could unsettle the common man, they only served to further excite Flap and make him do what he always did—push in every single chip he had. Because what did it really matter? The truth was what he told. He was the director of the CIA, a sterling reputation. He’d saved many lives, earned countless silent awards, and while he had no personal friends, politicians up and down both aisles wanted him there. They felt better that he and his organization were keeping an eye on their enemies.

      And yet, there was always a chance, but he had his fail-safe now. And that fail-safe had just arrived in East Tennessee. Maybe the toying with Cal Stokes was done. Maybe that time had passed. Because this wasn’t really a grudge, not in Flap’s mind. It was more personal curiosity. How many times could he poke the Stokes bubble before it burst?

      Well, maybe it was time to make it burst, no more poking needed. But it had been such fun, the most fun he’d had in years. There Flap was sitting right under their noses and not one of them knew it. So, no, he was not afraid of Springer or anything that he might say. And he was very curious about Matthew Wilcox, but maybe he would let both lie.

      Perhaps tomorrow would bring the answer, or perhaps not. Either way, Flap was very much in his element. And as he strode into the safe house, he felt that chaos swirling all around, and that he was the conductor, waving a languid hand, destroying and building with every step he took.
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      GAUCHO - CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

      “How’s our man?” Gaucho said with a stretch. He’d just come off a sleep shift.

      “Well,” Top said, “you’ll be happy to know we finally got him to shower.”

      Gaucho patted him on the shoulder. “Your turn. Go get some shut-eye.”

      “I wanna stay up. Doc’s got the info back on Springer.”

      “No kidding?”

      “Ah, Gaucho, there you are.” It was Higgins cradling a mug in both hands.

      “Heard you got news. That coffee?”

      “Earl Grey.”

      Gaucho stared at the man.

      “Tea, you Philistine,” Top said.

      Higgins straightened his glasses. “In answer to your question, yes, we’ve got news. Gentlemen, that person in there is a dead man.”

      Now they both stared.

      “I’m not surprised at your reaction. But it’s true. He’s dead. Or at least he’s supposed to be.”

      Higgins put down his mug and took out his phone. “I know it’s not exactly protocol, but I have the pictures here on my phone. There. See for yourself.”

      Gaucho looked and grimaced. “That’s gotta hurt a little.”

      Top shook his head. “Man, the guy looks like roadkill.”

      “Apparently he jumped.”

      “Wait a minute,” said Gaucho, surprised that he recognized the architecture surrounding the carnage. “Yep. I know that building. High-rise apartments, downtown Arlington.”

      Top scratched his head. “How’s a guy survive something like that?”

      Higgins replaced his phone and took up his mug again. “That may be a question for another day. Right now, I’d like to try and get to the bottom of this so-called ‘bad man’ he keeps referring to.”

      “How’s that going?”

      Doc shrugged. “There’s quite a wall there. We’re getting closer, and I’m sure if I can convince him to let me use some chemical assistance, we’ll be able to figure out the whole truth and nothing but the truth, if you know what I mean.”

      Gaucho liked Higgins in every way imaginable. Like others, he wondered how the astute psychologist could act so normal when he did such abnormal things for his own work. “Do you think it’ll break him, Doc? I’d feel bad if we brought him in here and all it did was kill him again. Geez, those pictures.”

      Higgins nodded, “Quite gruesome, and if everything is confirmed, I’m sure we’ll have to do some sort of DNA testing or maybe dental. But, as our friend Daniel might say, the man is here for a reason. It’s our job to find out what that reason is.”

      “You ever see anything like this, Doc? I mean, the guy should be dead. I don’t know how he’s walking. Let alone thinking.”

      “I’ve seen as many things as you have, Gaucho. Who knows why the mind works the way it does. We think we know, but we really don’t.”

      “That’s something coming from someone in your profession,” Gaucho said.

      Higgins laughed. “We have barely begun to scratch the surface of what the human mind is capable of. I believe, as many of my colleagues do, that we may soon understand a different level of enlightenment.”

      “Oh, now you’re really sounding like Snake Eyes,” Gaucho said.

      “Don’t laugh before you’ve tried it, Gaucho,” Higgins said, taking a sip of his tea. “Daniel’s ahead of most of us. Have you ever wondered why we have premonitions? I’m sure you’ve been on operations where you had a hunch to go left instead of right, to duck instead of stand.”

      “Happens all the time.”

      “Can you explain it?”

      Gaucho thought for a minute. “No, not really, but I don’t know if I believe in that whole universal interconnected mumbo jumbo, Doc.”

      “You don’t have to believe it, Gaucho. Just like you don’t have to believe in gravity, but it’s still here. Now, what I wanted to talk to you about was you.”

      “Me?” Gaucho said.

      “Yes, you. It’s been months since our last session. You haven’t been avoiding me, have you?”

      Gaucho tried not to squirm. It was not in his nature to open his heart or his mind to certain things. When Higgins requested that The Jefferson Group members come sit down with him for a few moments, just to check in, just to chat, Gaucho had been the final hold out. But he’d gone, and he’d said things that he’d never told a soul. Why lie now? he thought.

      “It made me uncomfortable, okay, Doc? There I said it. It’s nothing personal. It’s nothing against you. I just... well, it took me by surprise, is all.”

      “That’s completely understandable. I wanted to make sure that I hadn’t done something to offend you or scare you off.”

      “No, Doc. We’re good. Well, I won’t lie. You do scare me a little bit. If this whole universal interconnectedness is right, sometimes I feel like you’ve got a direct line into my brain.”

      Higgins’s face went serious, then he held up a hand and wiggled his fingers in the air. “And what if I did, Gaucho? Would that worry you?” They both laughed at that.

      Top entered the room with Springer then. Springer was freshly shaved, and they could clearly see the scars on his face now, the unnatural set of his jaw, a cheekbone that would probably be forever dented, but at least, to Gaucho’s estimation, he didn’t stink anymore.

      “Well, look at Mr. Clean over here,” Gaucho said.

      “Feel better?” Higgins asked the man.

      Springer nodded. “I’m ready to try again,” he said haltingly. He’d been speaking more, like he was trying with every breath he had to do what he had promised, and like he wanted to find the truth.

      “I was going to suggest lunch, maybe a little time to rest, but if you think you’re up for it...”

      Springer nodded. “I am. I have to do this.” Tears came to his eyes again. The man was in obvious pain, but Gaucho had to give it to him. He was brave as hell, and tough. It made Gaucho wonder if the reports following Springer’s death had been completely honest—that he had a record of drug abuse, depression, and violence. As far as Gaucho was concerned, the guy had run through the pits of hell and somehow made it out. Maybe this was his penance, and Gaucho believed in penance and forgiveness.

      They were about to go back into the room they’d been using to question Springer when Top and Gaucho’s phones both went off at the same time.

      Top got to his first. “Cal wants us in D.C. Says the CIA director wants to talk to us. He and Daniel will meet us there.”

      The last Gaucho knew, Cal and Daniel were on the West Coast. They probably had some time to kill. Then the next text came through.

      “Get to D.C. ASAP.”

      Well, there went that. So much for plans of a casual meal.

      “You think you can take care of Springer?” Top asked Higgins.

      “Of course.”

      “Call us if you need us, okay?” Gaucho said.

      Higgins nodded and disappeared with Springer into the next room. They still didn’t know Springer’s connection with Daniel, and Gaucho doubted that even when this story did come out that it would have anything to do with what was happening in the world. Probably an old enemy that was trying to sneak up on Snake Eyes. Well, Gaucho had a pretty good idea of how that would end up. Daniel had no doubt made many enemies throughout his lifetime, as had the others. It was impossible not to when you did what they did for a living.

      “You want to drive, or you want to go shotgun?” Gaucho asked.

      “I’ll let you drive,” Top said. “I’ll pick the music.”
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      LENA - PARIS

      The place where they were now hiding was far from the regal luxury they’d just left, but they were safe and surrounded. But Lena still couldn’t shake the feeling that they were trapped. They needed to go somewhere, maybe the countryside or another country entirely. But when she went to ask Anna, her hostess had been on the phone talking animatedly, putting up a finger, silently telling Lena that she would get back to her. That had been an hour ago and still Lena was waiting.

      She couldn’t sleep, so she went to find Wilcox. They had given him the center room—no windows—and he didn’t seem to mind. When she got to the door, there were no guards out front. That was strange. Maybe they were inside. She knocked on the door. There was no answer. Strange, but still she wasn’t concerned. Wilcox had proved himself, and if he wanted to kill them, he could have easily done so. She opened the door, and it was hard not to miss the guard, wide-eyed and hog-tied, a pillowcase gagging his mouth and tied around the back of his neck. Damn, what has he done now? Lena thought to herself and rushed to untie the man.

      “He get out,” the Russian said in broken English.

      Well, of course, he did, Lena thought. “Are you okay?” she asked.

      The man nodded as she continued to untie him. Pillowcases, she’d have to remember that. Lena thought that there was a lot that she could learn from Wilcox. Other than the guard, the room was untouched. The bed still made, not a thing out of place. She would have to tell Anna, well, the guard would tell Anna.

      Just then, Wilcox strolled into the room biting into a Nutella-filled crepe. The guard immediately went for his weapon and found that it was gone. He looked all around, trying to figure out what to do.

      “It’s okay,” Lena said, but the guard didn’t look too sure.

      “She said it’s okay,” Wilcox said. “And, hey, you went out pretty quick. I promise you’ll maybe have a headache.”

      The guard was confused with what to do. It took Lena to say, “You can go. Tell Anna, so she knows what happened.”

      “Thanks a lot,” Wilcox said, after the guard had left. “Now I’m going to get in trouble. Probably get a spanking. I wonder if she’ll put me in the corner? You think she’ll have me hog-tied, too?”

      “Why did you do that?” Lena asked.

      “I didn’t hurt him. Just choked him out. It’s pretty easily done. Haven’t they taught you that?”

      “Of course,” Lena said. Sometimes she felt that her neck still hurt from where Top had pressed his huge arms. “Tell me why you left.”

      Wilcox held up the crepe. “I was getting hungry, and I was sick of the food in here.”

      “We just got here.”

      “I know, I know. But what can I say? I get bored. And before you ask, no, I do not have ADHD and, no, I’ve never been on meds.”

      It was all too ridiculous for Lena to even come up with a reply. So, instead she asked, “Seriously? You went out and you didn’t even get me a crepe?”

      Wilcox held it out. “I’m willing to share. I figured you were more of a cheese-and-baguette kind of girl.”

      Lena grabbed the crepe from him and took a big bite. “Nutella and strawberries. Nice touch.” She handed the crepe back. “I think we should leave. We need to go somewhere else. Get out of the city.”

      “I knew I liked you, Lena.” Wilcox polished off the crepe, crumpled up the packaging and tossed it into the trash. “I suggest either Norway or Bulgaria.”

      “Why those countries?” Lena asked.

      “There is a certain girl I would love to visit in Norway, and it really is pretty this time of year. She said she’d wait for me. Do you think she will?”

      Lena shook her head and couldn’t help but laugh. “You must have really pissed off Cal.”

      “What? I’m a swell guy. Everybody likes me.”

      “Somehow, I find that hard to believe,” Lena said, but she was smiling. “You really are ridiculous, you know?”

      “Yeah, yeah. But I don’t care. That’s one of the tricks. You can’t care what other people think.”

      “Doesn’t that make you a complete narcissist?”

      “You really should look up the definition of narcissist and, no, I am not a narcissist. I do not fit the definition. Eccentric? Yes. Full of humor? Absolutely. But a narcissist, I am not. Now would you like to know why I’d like to go to Bulgaria?”

      “Sure. Tell me.”

      “I’ve found out where they’re hiding.”

      “Where who’s hiding?”

      Wilcox rolled his eyes. “My, my. I’ll tell you what, Lena, if we’re going to be spending more time together, you need to keep up.”

      But she could tell that he was kidding with her. He was really enjoying this, and if Lena was to be truthful with herself, she was enjoying it, too. What was it about this man that both attracted and repulsed people from him? The duality was dizzying.

      “The people that attacked us, the ones who were after Anna, they happen to be in Bulgaria, but they won’t be there long. They’ll be there for, say, the next 48 hours.”

      “How do you know that?” Lena asked, surprised, but maybe she shouldn’t have been. He hadn’t really gone out for a crepe. What he’d really done was gone out to get information. The crepe was a bonus.

      “I can’t tell you my secrets yet. Maybe in time, when I trust you.”

      “You don’t trust me?" Lena said, throwing the same sarcasm that he had at her.

      “Oh, now you’re getting it,” Wilcox said, appreciably. “You keep that up and you’re going to get a gold star today, young lady.”

      “I’d prefer a gold crown, if you don’t mind.”

      Wilcox laughed. “A gold crown it is. Now you’re not going to like the next part.”

      “Just tell me.”

      “You and I are going to break out of this place, go to Bulgaria, kill the bad guys, and save the day.”

      “Why do you think I’m not going to like that part?” Lena said.

      “Oh, I don’t know. Because it would piss off Ms. Varushkin, dash her hopes of figuring this out on her own.”

      Lena took one step closer, looked him right in the eyes and said, “Anna is one of my best friends, but you’re right. She shouldn’t be in the middle of this. So, yeah, I’ll go with you, and I’ll help you kill them. Every one of them.”

      “Whoa. Okay. Now we’re kicking. So do you want me to tell you the story now or the plan now or when we leave?”

      “Let’s leave first. I’m afraid if I stay much longer, I’ll lose my nerve.”

      “Well, there you go, girl. At least I know you’re human. Thanks for telling me the truth. Always tell me the truth. Because as a man much smarter than me once said: ‘The truth will set you free.’ Who was that? Gandhi? MLK? Lincoln? I don’t know. I told you I’m terrible at history.”

      But Lena figured that he knew very well who had said that line. There were many things that Wilcox knew very well, and she reminded herself never to underestimate the man. While now he seemed the kindly uncle, he was possibly the most ruthless and dangerous man in the world—and she was about to follow him into the darkness.
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      STOKES - WASHINGTON, D.C.

      The sight of armored vehicles and tanks on the streets of Washington twisted his stomach in knots. How had they gotten this far? And while Cal didn’t think this was the last time this would happen in America, he couldn’t shake the feeling that they should have figured it out by now. That the answer was right there and, unfortunately, he might be somehow involved. Was it what they’d done with the Russian president? Or was it some other operation, like the one in Iraq? Or perhaps he was chasing rabbits down trails he shouldn’t be treading.

      “There’s Top,” Daniel announced when the private plane pulled to a stop at the hangar. Cal looked out the window and saw Top and Gaucho leaning on the bumper of a sprinter van.

      “They don’t look happy,” Cal said.

      “They’ve probably gotten about as much sleep as we have,” Daniel said, though he barely looked fazed by the events that had brought them here. How did he do that? He couldn’t have slept more than Cal. Damned Snake Eyes and his otherworldly gifts.

      There were shakes and hugs all around and the rest of the team went to get in the van.

      Top held up his hand. “There’s another one coming for you guys. We need to talk to Cal and Daniel.” There were no complaints. They were good troops. “But have no fear. We’re taking you boys to a hotel right around the corner. First class all the way boys, and the limited booze is on me.”

      There were murmurs of thanks. The poor guys were running on fumes.

      Top, Gaucho, Daniel, and Cal got into the van and Top pulled away from the airport.

      “Okay,” Cal said. “What’s so secretive that you had to kick the rest of the guys out of the ride?”

      Top held up a finger. “Not yet.”

      They waited, somehow making it through the bumper-to-bumper airport traffic.

      When they were finally well away from Reagan Washington National, Top glanced back at Cal. “You look like crap. Whereas Snake Eyes over there looks like he’s been on a beach vacation for the past month and a half. Want to tell me what that’s all about?”

      “Good, clean living,” Gaucho said out of the corner of his mouth. “Isn’t that right, Snake Eyes?”

      Daniel smiled and stayed silent.

      “What’s with all the cloak-and-dagger?” Cal asked.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be all dramatic,” Top said, “but I figured you two might want to digest this information before we let the others in on it.”

      “Okay. I’m all ears.”

      “First, we had a meeting with some of Director Flap’s people. He couldn’t make it. Out there putting down bad guys. But he said there is an imminent threat to the president’s life.”

      Cal sat up at that. “How imminent?”

      “He didn’t say. Something about chatter and deep moles. I don’t know how the CIA works, Cal. All I know is it got the hairs on the back of my neck going. You know what I mean?”

      “Where is the president?” Daniel asked.

      “You don’t know?” Top said.

      Daniel and Cal both shook their heads.

      “It’s like this,” Gaucho said. “The Secret Service got their panties in a wad. It seems they don’t like it when American citizens are running around killing politicians. So, our good friend Brandon is in an undisclosed location and unreachable.”

      “I’ll call him when we get to the hotel,” Cal said.

      “We are not going to the hotel,” Top announced.

      “Okay,” Cal said. “More surprises.”

      “Well, this leads me to the second thing I needed to tell you. Snake Eyes, have you ever heard of a guy named Dirk Springer?”

      “Doesn’t ring a bell,” Daniel said.

      “A reporter?” Top said.

      “Not that I remember.”

      “Well, he showed up in Charlottesville. Rather, he wandered into Charlottesville, from what we can gather, and he seems to know you.”

      “Somebody you knew from the Corps?” Cal asked Daniel.

      “No, I really don’t remember a Springer.”

      Tom and Gaucho looked at each other, obviously disappointed that Daniel didn’t recognize the name.

      “You want to tell me what the hell’s going on?” Cal said, the words coming out with a bit too much bite.

      Top told him the story about how he’d found the guy, how they brought him in, and how Higgins had gotten him talking.

      “I don’t understand how—” Cal began.

      Daniel cut in. “I need to talk to him.”

      Cal turned and looked at his friend, who suddenly looked on edge.

      “Well, good news,” Top said, “because we have a helicopter waiting to take you back to Charlottesville.”

      Cal thought for a moment before turning to Daniel once again. “What’s this all about?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t explain it. I had this feeling.”

      “You could’ve told me you had a feeling.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t. But this story, it just—I don’t know. It made sense, like the next crumb on the trail. But Flap needs us here in D.C.”

      Daniel’s voice was packed with punch. And when Daniel Briggs talked to you like that, you listened. But Cal couldn’t help think they were going in the wrong direction, that this was a trail they didn’t need to follow. But he trusted his friends and needed to go along with them, at least until he could get some sleep, clear his head, and regain the sight.
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      THE MESSENGER OF GOD - ADAMSVILLE, TENNESSEE

      The motel room he’d stayed in was plush, compared to what he was used to. He’d slept with the cardboard box lying next to him, just as the note he’d been given at check-in said. It had been in an envelope, and even though he had a thousand questions, John Smith had relied on God’s word and not said a thing. He was to wait until God called on him, or one of God’s messengers told him where to go.

      He thought about watching television. He hadn’t watched television in ages, but he figured that was probably a sin. That’s when God told him to wait.

      The only time he left was to go down the hall to the vending machine. He thought about calling and ordering a pizza. He had plenty of money, but then he remembered that he wasn’t supposed to be speaking.

      He’d slapped himself on the side of the face three times to punctuate that point. “Listen, listen, listen to God, you sinner!”

      That night, he slept peacefully. It had been a long drive. Something he wasn’t used to, and he considered the sleep a gift. When he’d awakened, he looked toward the door, hoping to see that someone had passed a note underneath, but there was no note.

      He took a long shower, looked in the mirror, and was pleased to see what he saw: clear eyes and a face worthy of God’s mercy when the time came.

      But another day passed and still no message. No note, no call, no words from the Almighty.

      But the next morning, he was awakened by a knock at the door. He looked through the peephole and saw a man in a delivery uniform.

      “John Smith?” the man said when he opened the door.

      John Smith nodded.

      “Sign here, please.” The man held out a clipboard and John Smith signed it, crooked and barely legible.

      The delivery man stowed the clipboard under his arm, reached behind his back, and produced a box. A small one. “Have a good day.”

      John Smith almost verbally returned the thanks, he was so excited.

      But instead, he went inside, locked the door, flipped the dead bolt, and tore open the box. There was a phone inside and basic instructions on how to use it. The first thing was to get rid of his old phone. There were precise instructions on what he should do. Then he turned on the new phone and waited for it to power up.

      He fully expected God’s voice to come out of the small speaker, but it didn’t. Instead, there was a pleasant chime and a single button with a telephone handle on it. That was in the instructions.

      As he watched the screen, two more apps appeared. One looked like a map and the other said “Text.”

      A red dot appeared on the text icon. Just as the instructions had told him, he pressed on the icon and was pleased to find a note: “Drive to the following address.”

      John Smith did not recognize the address, but he did recognize the city. Midlothian, Virginia. He’d heard of it somewhere before. Maybe it was in one of the old preacher’s sermons. Or maybe he’d passed through there. It didn’t matter. It was as easy as pressing the address and the map application opened. An easy day’s drive.

      Another text appeared. “Leave today. Don’t forget the package.”

      John Smith looked over to the bed and asked himself how in the world he could forget that package, but this was God he was dealing with and any reminder was a welcome reminder. “Don’t be stupid, John,” he told himself. “You’re nothing compared to God.”

      He hurried to get ready, packing the rest of the vending-machine goodies into his pockets.

      Ten minutes later he was pulling out of the motel parking lot, heading to Virginia and whatever God had planned for him. And while he didn’t know the details, John Smith knew that it would be something grand, something to be remembered.
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      BRIGGS - CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

      “I’ve never met him.”

      “You’re sure?” Higgins asked. “He’s been through a great deal of trauma. Maybe if you look closer.”

      The man was sitting across the room—staring into what, Daniel did not know. But even at this distance, Daniel was sure he did not know this man. So how did Dirk Springer know him?

      “Maybe if you talk to him,” Cal suggested, and while Daniel felt a pull to help the broken form, he also felt a repulsion, like the man was somehow tainted. He forced away that thought.

      “How invasive has your questioning been?”

      Higgins nodded. “Well, if you’re asking if I’ve used all the tools at my disposal, no, I have not. Some hypnotism seemed to work, it put him more at ease. But drugs, no, we have not tried that yet.”

      “This is a waste of time,” Cal said. “We should be in D.C. right now.”

      Daniel grabbed his friend’s arm. “We need to be right here talking to him.”

      They all expected a huge revelation that when Daniel stood in front of the man, everything would snap into place, a pop and all his memories would be back. But they were sorely disappointed.

      “Mr. Springer, I’m Daniel Briggs.”

      Springer looked up, zero recognition. But he held out a hand and Daniel shook the crooked claw. Then he pulled up a chair and sat in front of the man, still trying to figure out if he’d maybe met him before. Maybe it had been in his dark days when alcohol had clouded everything in the world and painted reality flat gray. No, he was sure he didn’t know this man.

      “Daniel Briggs,” the man muttered.

      “Yes, that’s me,” Daniel said.

      Still no hint of recognition in the man’s face.

      Higgins had given them a detailed rundown of what Springer had said so far, including mention of a “bad man.” In Daniel’s mind, he saw a hooded figure in the corner, maybe someone controlling this poor shell of a man.

      “Do you remember if we’ve ever met before?” Daniel asked. “I’ve been all over the world. I’m sure you have too as a reporter. Dr. Higgins told me that you were quite the accomplished journalist. I can’t wait to read some of your articles.”

      Still no response.

      “Mr. Springer, I don’t know if you understand what’s happening in the world. People are dying. And while I don’t think you have anything to do with that, I think you might know who’s behind it.” Daniel didn’t know why he was saying the words because he didn’t believe them. He was pulling at straws, trying to get any kind of response from Springer.

      Unfortunately, there was none.

      “Dr. Higgins has certain tools. They won’t hurt, but they might help loosen up your memories. There are certain drugs that—”

      “No, no drugs,” Springer said, frantic and trying to get up from his seat.

      Daniel pushed him back down gently. “It’s okay, we won’t use drugs if you don’t want. But we want to make sure you’re okay. We want to make sure that the bad man doesn’t hurt you.”

      “The bad man,” Springer whined. “The bad man!”

      “Tell me about the bad man,” Daniel said. “Why does he want to hurt you?”

      Springer’s hands went to his temples. “I can’t tell you. He’ll hurt me. He tried to kill me!”

      Daniel looked over at Higgins, who nodded that he should continue.

      “What if I told you that if you remember the bad man, and if you tell us who he is, we can make sure that he never hurts you again?”

      “No, no, he’s too much of a bad man. He has powers. He does things. He knows things.”

      What could Springer have seen that would elicit such a response? Daniel figured that it had something to do with his near-death experience. Jumping off a building was no walk in the park.

      Daniel grabbed both of Springer’s hands, easing them off the poor man’s head. “It’s okay. Look at me for a moment. Please look at me.”

      Reluctantly, Springer complied, eventually looking straight into Daniel’s eyes. No recollection, nothing other than fear and confusion. Whether Springer was an innocent or not, Daniel didn’t want to force the man to do anything. It wasn’t right. And yet, he felt the keen presence of something otherworldly, something dark, something that had tainted this poor man’s soul.

      He tried to soothe his way in, prayed that God would give him the right words. And the hours passed by. And still, Springer would not tell them. And the bad man remained in the shadows.
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      LENA - SOMEWHERE IN BULGARIA

      They left Paris at 1 a.m. in a four-seat Cessna and landed somewhere southeast of the border, where they then boarded a freight train and hunkered down among industrial-sized boxes of chicken feed.

      “Whatever has become of that concierge?” Lena quipped.

      “Milady,” Wilcox countered, “I believe she’s at this moment attending to the car carrying the engine lube and elephant meat.”

      Neither of them laughed at these jokes, as few and far between as they were.

      The final leg consisted of an hour crammed down in the back of a car, heads hidden. By Lena’s watch, it had only been an hour. It felt like forever.

      At each landing, someone was there to meet them. Few words passed between Wilcox and these men, dour and pockmarked guys who dealt with the assassin with equal parts fear, respect, and servitude.

      And now here they were, watching a high-rise apartment building that had seen its heyday when the Soviet Union was still in existence. Now, it was a wreck, a relic of a bygone time, and would remain so until someone decided to knock the whole thing down in an overly optimistic attempt to beautify the town. And yet, there was life there, somewhere behind the mottled, crumbling concrete and yellow terraces. Lena felt it. Yes, there were rats and an occasional stray dog or cat that she spotted through the scope, but they didn’t count. There was something else there.

      “You’re sure they’re there?” she asked Wilcox.

      “Oh, they’re there.”

      “When are we going to get them?”

      “Patience, young one,” Wilcox said. “This is all part of the adventure. Besides, I have something fun planned for these guys. No one messes with friends of my friends and gets away with it.”

      His delivery was equal parts Shakespeare and Looney Tunes. Lena couldn’t help but laugh. Wilcox portrayed a man with a couple of screws loose, but Lena had seen him in action. While the jury was still out as to his sanity, she sure as hell knew that Wilcox was locked in tight, every fiber of his being attuned to the world around him and the profession he’d chosen.

      Wilcox tapped three times on his phone and then smiled. “Here comes the fun. Are you ready, Lena?”

      “Sure.”

      “You don’t sound so sure. Come on, camper. I need a hip hip hooray, let’s go!”

      “Um, hip hip hooray, let’s go?”

      Wilcox rolled his eyes. “I mean, really, we’re going to have to work on your enthusiasm, young lady. Now, watch very carefully as Uncle Matthew shows you how to scare rats out of their nest.”

      Lena watched the building, but then she heard something—where was it coming from? Overhead. She looked up and at first thought it was a plane high above them. But no, that wasn’t right. Then she recognized it. One of those first-generation drones. What was it? Global Hawk, Global Eagle, global something. And as they watched, it banked left and did a pass around the apartment building very close. Lena glanced at Wilcox and realized to her surprise that he was controlling it with his phone. She went back to her scope and looked up and down the building. Then she caught it. Two faces looking out a window, tracking the drone. Then the drone disappeared, but the faces stayed.

      Here came the sound again and this time she saw weapons. Gunfire erupted, spraying toward the streaking drone, but it was too fast, and they missed completely.

      “Oh, we’re getting them riled up now,” Wilcox said. “So much fun. I love my job.” He elbowed Lena.

      Another flyby and more machine gun fire, heavier this time, but smaller than .50 caliber rounds. Portable, it had to be to get it in that apartment building.

      “Time, time, time for some action,” Wilcox said, and brought the drone in low again.

      Fire spat heavier, three, four weapons at least. The drone was hit multiple times because this time it was not dodging. The fire was coming from the center of the twelfth story.

      And at the last possible moment, the smoldering drone gained sharp altitude and crashed into the tenth floor.

      “Woo-hoo, look at that,” Wilcox said. “Okay, now go get your things.”

      “Wait, what?” She had assumed that there would be a secondary explosion that crumbled the building in on itself, but it didn’t.

      “Oh, it’s not over yet,” Wilcox said. “Come on. The fun’s just starting.”

      They grabbed their weapons and ran toward the apartment building, cutting around the rusted-out remains of a pile of cars. That’s when Lena saw it—the building was leaning, groaning now, and Wilcox was running faster, laughing.

      My God, we’re running straight for it.

      Luckily, the building was leaning the other way, but still, wouldn’t they be crushed? They were maybe 100 yards away when Lena saw them—the rats running from their nest—six figures emerging from the bottom floor. Each one of them looked back as the building collapsed.

      The building crashed sending plumes of dust and debris every which way. A huge chunk of stone took one of the runners out at the legs.

      “Oops,” Wilcox said.

      He cut to the right and pulled her down next to him behind a broken brick wall. The other figures were still running. And that’s when Lena realized they were running straight at them. She tensed, ready to pounce, but Wilcox held her. He let the four men run by and then he turned with a grin and shot them all in the legs with methodical accuracy.

      “Woo-hoo, let’s go get them,” he said.

      Two tried to raise their weapons, but Lena shot one out of the man’s hands and Wilcox took care of the other. He didn’t have to tell her that he wanted them alive.

      “Eeny, meeny, miny, moe,” Wilcox said, “catch a Russian by the toe...” He shot another man in the foot. “Oops, I’m sorry. Was that your wee little piggy?”

      The man cursed and reached for his weapon.

      “Uh, uh, uh,” Wilcox said, and followed it by rattling off a series of Russian words.

      Lena knew immediately what had been asked: Who’s in charge?

      The two men didn’t say a thing. They didn’t have to, for their eyes flickered to the guy in the middle, two from the left.

      “Bingo,” Wilcox said, and then shot the other three men in the head. “Come on, Ivan.” Wilcox dragged the man to his feet, ignoring his screams of pain. “Pat him down, check him for weapons, dirty porno mags, or half a bottle of Russian vodka. Keep everything but the vodka.”

      Lena patted him down, checked him from top to bottom. She found two cell phones and a knife strapped to the man’s leg. It was covered in blood.

      “What’s your name? Wilcox asked the man.

      “Go to hell,” the man said in broken English.

      “Oh no, you first, but not yet. Here, give me your hand.”

      The man glared at Wilcox in silence.

      “I said, give me your hand.”

      The man held out his shaky hand. Wilcox pressed his weapon into the man’s palm and fired, blowing a hole in his palm. The man howled.

      “I can do this all day, Ivan. You better put some pressure on that. I don’t want you to bleed out. Not yet. I’ll ask you again. What is your name?”

      “Pavel,” he said through tears.

      “You look like a colonel. Were you a colonel?”

      The man nodded.

      “Yeah, I can smell it on you… definitely not a general. You look like a tough guy. You think you’re a tough guy, Pavel?”

      The man did not respond.

      “Hold out your other hand, Pavel.”

      “Alright, I’ll answer. Yes, I am tough.”

      “Good, that’s better. Well, I’m sure you think you’re tough, but we’re going to prove that you’re not.” Wilcox pulled something out of his pocket, pressed it to the man’s neck. Pavel’s eyes went wide.

      Then he collapsed into Wilcox’s arms.

      “Huh, that was fast. I’ll have to keep that in mind for next time. Come on, Lena. Let’s go find a quiet place to talk to our new friend here. I can’t wait to find out why he has such a bug up his ass about Ms. Varushkin.”

      Anna must be worried sick, Lena thought. She had left her phone behind and could only hope that Anna wouldn’t be disappointed in her. Lena promised herself that she would not divulge the details of what they were about to do. She didn’t think Anna would approve.
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      ZIMMER - UNDERNEATH PENNSYLVANIA

      “Is it me or are the walls closing in?” he said, crumpling up another piece of paper and throwing it toward a trash can. He missed again.

      “Stir crazy already?” asked Marge “The Hammer” Haines, his chief of staff.

      “I can’t believe they expected people to live in these things for years.”

      The old shelter had been modernized through the years, but still had remnants of the past Cold War, lettering that told you which way the restroom was or which way the exit was. The president had laughed at that. Back in the days of nuclear annihilation, if a nuclear bomb had gone off, would you really need the exit? Not for many, many years.

      “What’s the latest from the FBI?” he said.

      “Same as last time.”

      Zimmer tried to control his anger. He had the most sophisticated intelligence apparatus in the world. Not only that, but he’d gone to allies—the Israelis, the Brits, the Aussies, and the Japanese—and had asked them for help, and still nothing. He didn’t know if it was the walls closing in or his own paranoia that their allies might be enjoying the fact that America was in complete upheaval. The only problem was it affected them, too. Commerce had slowed to a trickle. Container ships were stacking up outside of ports, businesses were no longer sending their representatives to the United States.

      “We need to do something,” Zimmer said.

      “Why don’t you go for a run? Get a workout,” Haines suggested.

      She was already in her workout attire no doubt having burned 1,000 calories before Zimmer had even stepped out of his room. He was not a morning person and didn’t care admitting it.

      “I don’t want to go for a run. I want to get the hell out of this place. Tell me what it looks like to the American people that their president is hiding in a bunker.”

      “It looks like he’s trying to keep his ass intact and run the country at the same time,” Haines said.

      There was a bit of an edge to her voice, not malicious, rather a reminder that he was the leader of the free world. At least for now.

      “We should be out there.”

      “And pray tell, inform me of what you would be doing if we were out there? Would you put on your Sherlock Holmes outfit? I might have a little trouble finding a deerstalker hat at this time.”

      “Don’t be a smart ass, Marge.”

      “Oh, I’m not. I’m playing along with your little fantasy. What we’re doing here is important.”

      Zimmer snorted. “It sure as hell doesn’t feel that way. You think this is how Kennedy felt during the Cuban Missile Crisis?”

      “Something like it. But let’s not talk about nuclear weapons. That’s not what this is. Now, every member of the House and Senate—”

      “Those that are still alive,” Zimmer interjected.

      “As I was saying, every member of the House and Senate is now accounted for, including possible replacements for those who have met their end. They’re waiting for your executive order.”

      “It’s done?” Zimmer asked.

      “It’s being typed up as we speak.”

      The executive order that Haines was talking about gave the CIA permission to conduct surveillance and interdiction operations within the United States. At first many had scoffed at the idea, even Haines, but as OBK dragged on, the crisis had called for extraordinary measures, which is what Zimmer had been saying from the very beginning.

      A junior secretary entered the room and handed a piece of paper to Haines.

      “Speak of the devil,” she said, thanking the secretary and bringing the executive order to the president’s desk. “I think you should call the director before you sign that. It’s only fair. He hasn’t been in favor of executing this. Maybe one last sales pitch?”

      Zimmer waved a dismissive hand. “Get him on the phone.”

      Two minutes later, they were waiting as the White House operator connected them to Director Flap.

      “Edmond, how are you?”

      “I’m well, sir. Thank you for asking.”

      “I’ll cut right to it,” Zimmer said. “The executive order that we’d discussed is sitting on my desk. I’m prepared to sign it, but I wanted to call you first.”

      “To be clear, Mr. President, this is the executive order that grants the CIA power to operate within the United States, is that correct?"

      Zimmer glanced at Haines, who shrugged.

      “That’s correct.”

      “Well then, Mr. President, it seems as though you’ve made up your mind, but I will repeat that as soon as this emergency is finished, I would recommend a quick rescindment of the executive order.”

      Zimmer picked up a pen. “I am signing the executive order, and within the hour it will be put in place.”

      “Very well, Mr. President,” Flap said.

      Zimmer stared at the phone. “Is there something else, Edmond?”

      “Mr. President, I don’t know how else to say this...”

      Zimmer and Haines shared a look. This wasn’t like the director, who was typically right to the point.

      “Go ahead, Edmond. I feel like I’ve got all the time in the world in this silly bunker.”

      It took a moment for a Flap to respond. “Sir, it’s come to my attention that there may be a leak inside the agency.”

      “Go on,” the president said, hiding his anger.

      “Sir, I think it’s best if you leave Pennsylvania. Go somewhere new. Make sure that only the Secret Service and myself know where you’re going.”

      “I don’t understand. What does a possible leak in the CIA have to do with where I’m hiding?”

      “Sir, that’s what I was going to say next. This possible leak is also linked to finding you. As you’re well aware, there are billions of dollars at stake for your life. Billions of dollars can buy the hearts and minds of many. You’re not safe, Mr. President. I would suggest going somewhere that you are.”

      Zimmer thought about it. There were plenty of places that he could go, more bunkers like this, but he did not want to be in a bunker.

      “Do you have any recommendations?” he asked.

      “I’m not sure I’m the best to—”

      “Just give it to me, Edmond. You’ve told me the truth up until now. I respect your opinion.”

      “Thank you, sir. Might I suggest you find your friend Cal Stokes. He seems like the creative sort. I believe he’s in Charlottesville at this very moment. It might give you a chance to stretch your legs in the great wide open.”

      Sometimes it felt like the director was reading Zimmer’s mind.

      “Does it come across that I’m sick of being cooped up in this place?” he asked.

      “A bit, Mr. President. Maybe this is the reprieve that you and America need.”

      Zimmer was embarrassed to admit to himself that he wanted to run for the exit and never come back. Humans weren’t meant to live in caves, not caves with twenty-foot-thick concrete in what seemed like a mile underground. “Okay. I’ll think about it. I take it you’re back in Washington?”

      “Yes, Mr. President. Once your executive order hits, I’m sure there will be plenty to do.”

      “Thank you, Edmond. I really do appreciate it. And I have no doubt that your being able to work with other agencies will help us find whoever’s behind this and get us back to some sense of normalcy.”

      “Yes, Mr. President, I have no doubt that we will. Thank you for your trust and confidence.”

      “You’ve earned it, Edmond. Now let me get this executive order delivered and we can get down to business.”

      The call ended, and Zimmer looked up at Haines. “What do you think about that? Even the director of the CIA thinks I should get the hell out of this place.”

      Haines did not look convinced but did nod slowly. “If what he says is true and they do have a leak, it’s probably best that we leave.”

      Zimmer clapped his hands together. “And there we go. Get word to Cal. Tell him I’m on my way. How soon do you think we can go?”

      “Well, when I tell the Secret Service that the bad guys might know where you’re camping out, I’m sure they’ll get it done soon.”

      “Excellent,” the president said. “Now let’s tell the rest of the government that the CIA has been recruited to get to work. I’m sure Director Flap has some cunning plan to get this job done.”
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      FLAP - WASHINGTON, D.C.

      He could’ve jumped up and down and clapped like a child. Instead, he reclined in his study, folded his fingers, and ruminated on his success.

      He’d read the president perfectly. He’d already heard whispers that Zimmer was playing the caged animal in the Pennsylvania bunker. It had only taken a slight nudge and a bit of truth to get that ball rolling, and this is what Flap loved about the game. He’d used the truth to get his own way.

      A leak in the CIA. If only the president had known that the director himself was the leak. And here he was, manipulating the President of the United States himself. If only his old friend Konstantin could see it now. He thought that getting his plan together in Washington was a thing to do. But the sudden appearance of Springer had changed everything.

      And Flap was glad that it had when he had time to think about it. Wreaking any more havoc in the nation’s capital would hinder his plans. He could not have a crumbling republic. He still needed the bones of the place to be intact. So, he’d shifted his sights. When his enemies were taken care of, he would swoop in to save the day.

      The executive order had been the final piece. Well, other than convincing the president to go to Charlottesville to see his good ol’ buddy Cal Stokes—my, my, how things fell into place.

      Putting his ultimate wild card into play took only two minutes. Yes, this was perfect. Flap reminded himself that it was important to have a fluid sense of plans. At first, the Springer appearance seemed like a helluva problem. The problem had turned into an opportunity.

      A few minutes later he got confirmation that the executive order was in place. His executive team was already receiving calls from representatives across the United States, heads of state overseas, and intelligence chiefs around the globe. Yes, he and the CIA were very much top news now. And before the night was through, the public would know—though they wouldn’t understand. They never did.

      And in time you took the power from them, but in actuality, they gave it to you. They gave their freedom because they wanted safety.

      New ideas started forming in his head. The FBI had failed. Did it have a place in the new American order? Could it be reformed or possibly folded into a broader intelligence apparatus run by none other than Edmond Flap himself?

      That was a thought for another day. Right now, there was much to do. And as he got down to it, he kept one eye on his wild card and another on an anonymous figure among the masses, one that would seal many fates and solidify Edmond Flap’s place in the world.
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      LENA - STOLIPINOVO, BULGARIA

      They dragged the colonel into the remnants of a crumbling school. Dark things scattered as they entered, and the Russian colonel grunted in pain with every step.

      “Here we are. Home sweet home,” Wilcox announced, shoving the colonel into bathroom showers that smelled like open sewers. “Now, take off your clothes.”

      The colonel turned and spit on the floor. “You make me.”

      Wilcox pointed his weapon at the colonel, looking bored.

      “Come on, Pavel. I thought we’d already been through this. I cauterized your bullet holes and you promised to behave. You want me to shoot you again, or do you want to take your clothes off?”

      This time the Russian did not complain. One piece after the other, he stripped of everything he had, throwing the blood-drenched clothes against the wall like a petulant child.

      “Okay. Now lay down on the floor and pretend like you’re going to make a snow angel.”

      “Snow angel?” the colonel asked.

      Wilcox demonstrated, putting his arms up in the air.

      “Really, you Russians should watch more American television. You’re missing out. I’ll bet you didn’t even know that Ross and Rachel ended up together.”

      The Russian scowled. “Friends.”

      Wilcox smiled broadly. “Very good, Pavel. Very good. Now get your ass on the floor.”

      The Russian lay down on the floor, shivering as his back touched the cold water. Wilcox pulled off his backpack, unzipped the top, and produced a spool of paracord.

      “You be a good boy, and this will be over before you know it. Lena, keep an eye on the Colonel.”

      Lena kept her weapon trained on the Russian, who kept flicking his eyes toward Wilcox as he worked, tying one wrist to one wall and the other wrist to the rebar showing from underneath a concrete block on the opposite wall. He did the same with the ankles, then pulled on each to make sure they were secure. Then he went back to his backpack and pulled out what looked like a humidor.

      “I’ve been wanting to try this baby out. A little something I invented myself, not high tech, not like your buddy, Neil. Now, I’m not as crafty as him, but I think he would appreciate this.”

      Wilcox opened the box and produced what looked like a mini defibrillator. Sure enough, a moment later, a stack of pads came out, all connected to wires. Wilcox took his time, plugging the wires into the defibrillator, and then he walked over to the colonel and placed them in certain spots—one on each temple, one on each shoulder, two on the thighs and the last two reserved for the man’s genitals.

      “These right here,” Wilcox said, patting them down to make sure they were stuck. “These are the good ones.”

      Lena was surprised that she felt nothing for the man lying on the ground. Should she feel empathy? No. Why? He was the enemy. But her lack of emotion felt new, felt like an evolution, like she had stepped up to another level.

      Wilcox walked around and patted each one of the sticky pads down to make sure that they were attached. Then he went back to the receiver and switched it on.

      “Okay, this is going to be a test, Colonel. You tell me if you feel this. This is the lowest level just to let you know.”

      Wilcox pressed a button, and the Russian’s body seized. The power was turned off.

      “Did you feel that?”

      The colonel said something in Russian.

      “Let’s keep it to English. I want to make sure Lena hears everything that you say. It’s always good to have a witness. Now repeat what you said in English.”

      “I said your mother sleeps with cows when she’s not sleeping with pigs.”

      “That’s a horrible translation, Pavel, but we’ll go for it. I’m sure Lena gets the gist. Now, onto the questions. Are you ready for round one, or should we jump to the bonus round?”

      “Bonus round?” the Russian asked.

      “No, you’re right. Let’s start with round one. This should be easy since I know exactly who you are and what you’ve done. Who was your target in Paris?”

      “Anna Varushkin,” the Russian said.

      “Verrrry good. See? We’re on the right track. We’re becoming friends. I’ll tell you what, Pavel. In another life, I’d bet you and I would’ve been BFFs. What do you think?”

      The Russian did not respond.

      Wilcox pressed a button, and again the Russian’s body seized, this time harder. He turned it off.

      “I asked you a question, Pavel. Wouldn’t we be BFFs in another life?”

      “No,” the Russian said.

      “Aw, you hurt my feelings, but I’m sensing that you’re telling the truth, so I’ll let it slide. Okay, who ordered you to kill Ms. Varushkin?”

      “No one.”

      Wilcox bent over to look into the Russian’s eyes. “You’re not lying to me. Are you, Pavel?”

      There was uncertainty there. Lena saw it.

      “You don’t look so sure. I’ll give you one more chance. Who ordered the hit on Ms. Varushkin?”

      “I did.”

      “I don’t know why, but I feel like I believe you. Lena, what do you think?”

      “I think I believe him,” Lena said.

      “Oh shoot. I really wanted to press this button again. I’m sure we’ll get to that. All right. Next question. Why did you try to kill Ms. Varushkin?”

      Now the Russian’s eyes burned fire. “Because she had my president killed.”

      Wilcox started laughing. “Oh, my goodness. You really are a hoot, Pavel. And I’ll tell you what. I think I owe Ms. Varushkin a big apology, but we’ll get to that in a second. Pavel, did you work for President Konstantin Yegorovich?”

      “Yes.”

      “And what did you do for said dictator?”

      “I don’t know words.”

      “Do your best,” Wilcox said.

      “I do what he tell me to do.”

      “You kill people?”

      “Yes,” the Russian said.

      “Was there anyone else that Yegorovich used besides yourself?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “How did you and your Yegorovich know each other?”

      “I was head of security after my time in army. We become friends. I help him, he help me.”

      “Huh, so you already had a BFF. Man, that really hurts my feelings, Pavel, but I guess I’ll cry about it later. Maybe some time with Joey and Phoebe will make me happy again. But I want to tell you a little truth, Pavel. Are you ready for it?”

      The Russian didn’t move, just stared at Wilcox.

      “I said are you ready for the truth?”

      He still didn’t respond. Wilcox pressed a button and the man’s body seized even more. There was something like a loud moaning that felt to Lena as if it was coming out of his soul. Wilcox turned off the power. He let the Russian regain his breath.

      “The truth, Pavel, it shall set you free.”

      “I know who you are,” the Russian said.

      “Oh, this should be good,” Wilcox said, throwing a glance back at Lena. “He thinks he knows who I am.”

      “You are man from Philippines. You are killer, assassin.”

      “Ding, ding, ding. You got that right, Pavel. But I would think that was the obvious answer. I’d like to say that it was only a matter of time before you and I met. But back to the truth. You think that Anna Varushkin had your BFF, Konstantin Yegorovich killed. But here’s the truth, Pavel. I killed your precious Yegorovich. I watched him die. You had the wrong person. I’m the one you should have come after, but now the tables have turned. Not that you could have found me anyway.”

      The Russian thrashed on the ground trying to get at Wilcox, but Wilcox stepped back. “Oh, there’s some fighting spirit. This, this is what I signed up for. Go ahead, Pavel. Get it all out.”

      “You killed him.”

      “That’s right, I killed him. I consider it my duty to take out the trash, and Konstantin Yegorovich was the epitome of no-good dirty homegrown Russian trash.”

      Still the Russian thrashed on the ground.

      “Settle down, settle down. We have so much to discuss.”

      When the Russian didn’t listen, Wilcox shrugged and pressed the power button again. The man’s back arched so much that Lena fully expected his spine to crack, but the power was turned off and the thrashing ceased.

      “Geez. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think that you and Konstantin were lovers. Now I’m really getting bored of this game. So do you have anything left to say before I shoot you and we go on our way?”

      “Yes. I know things. I can tell you. I can work with you.”

      “Sorry, pal, but I work alone. Well, when Lena’s not around, I work alone. Silly me. But try me. Tell me what you know, and maybe we’ll extend this conversation.”

      “I know people in your country—Russians, criminals, they do bad things. I know where they are.”

      “And I don’t really care about that, Pavel. Not really my business, if you know what I mean. Plenty of bad guys in the world. The Russians are merely some of many. You’re going to need to do better than that.”

      Lena didn’t know why, but she asked the next question. “Do you know who’s behind Operation Bounty Killer?”

      “Operation what?”

      “What’s going on in the United States, the killing, politicians.”

      “No, I do not know.”

      “You sure about that, Pavel?” Wilcox asked.

      “I do not know.”

      “Hmmm, you look like you could be fibbing.”

      “Please. I do not know. No more shock.”

      “Gosh, I really thought you were a tough guy when we brought you in here. Didn’t take much to break you.”

      The Russian look resigned now. He knew what was coming. Lena saw it in his face. She walked closer, weapon pointed right between his eyes.

      “You tried to kill someone I love. You tried to kill me. Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you.”

      “I do not know,” Russian said. “This war, we kill. You know this or you no be here.”

      “Be nice to my friend, Pavel,” Wilcox said. “She might look like she could be on the cover of Teen Beat, but she’s a deadly viper with quite a bite.”

      The Russian closed his eyes. Lena had the strange feeling that he was digging for something, anything that would keep him alive.

      His eyes opened. “There are people in your government. People that my president pay—friends.”

      He rattled off a few names, names that Lena did not recognize, but Wilcox was nodding.

      “Okay,” Wilcox said, “that’s something. I guess we can dig into that later. But I don’t really think that that’s going to save your life.”

      “Maybe we should take him with us,” Lena said.

      “Let me guess. You want Higgins to dive into his brain and see everything that he can pull out.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “Let me tell you about garbage like this, Lena.” He pointed at the Russian. “By the time we get back to the States, he’s going to formulate some plan in his head to convince us that he should live a long and healthy life, maybe somewhere in Oklahoma. Maybe he’ll settle down with some homely housewife who likes potato vodka. She sells muffins in her spare time down at the farmer’s market. And when she’s not playing bridge at the church, she likes the smell of hairy Russian men thrusting on top of her. Is that about right, Pavel?”

      The Russian didn’t respond.

      “Well, I can tell you from experience that that’s exactly what this guy wants. He sure as hell isn’t going to get it, but it’s nice to have dreams.”

      The Russian spoke up then. “He has me deliver message when he die.”

      “We are talking about Yegorovich, I assume. You really do have to be clear, Pavel.”

      “Yes. Yegorovich. He has plan. If he die, he has plan.”

      “Okay. Now we’re getting somewhere. What kind of plan did he have?”

      “I don’t know. He no tell me. He tell me to give message.”

      Wilcox looked at Lena. “What do you think? I think I should press the button. I really want to see him squirm again.”

      “Who was the message for?” Lena asked, ignoring Wilcox.

      “Ah, you’re no fun,” Wilcox said.

      The Russian’s eyes flick back and forth. “Name. Don’t remember.”

      “Oh, here we go. This is when he starts getting squirrely, pretending he doesn’t know. How convenient.”

      Without warning Wilcox pressed the button, and the shower room was filled with sounds of pure torture. He turned off the power again, and the Russian went slack.

      Lena stared down and realized the man wasn’t breathing. “I think you killed him.”

      “He’s fine.” Wilcox rested a hand on the man’s chest. “Well, hell.”

      He pounded with his fist three times on the man’s chest, nothing. Then he gave a quick press of the power button. The body jumped and the Russian gave a loud gasp.

      “There we go. He needed one more boost.”

      The Russian’s face had gone completely gray. His mouth was filled with blood. Lena thought he’d likely bitten through his tongue.

      “Are you okay, Pavel?” Wilcox asked.

      The man slurred and then spit something out.

      “Aw, hell. You bit through your tongue. Well, that’s stupid. I thought your tongue would choke you, not get cut out. My bad. Well, I don’t think there’s much left. What do you think, Lena?”

      “I think we should ask him again,” she said.

      The smell in the room was starting to get to her. The Russian had soiled the floor, and blood was once against seeping from every wound on his body. She knew he wouldn’t last long.

      “Okay, fine,” Wilcox said. “Pavel, who did you give Yegorovich’s message to?”

      “American,” the Russian was barely able to cough out.

      “What was this person’s name?”

      The Russian shook his head. Wilcox placed his finger on the power button, but Lena said, “No. Let him talk.”

      “Okay. You’re sure lucky that my friend Lena’s here. She’s much nicer than I am.”

      “Did you personally deliver the message?” Lena asked.

      The Russian nodded.

      “In Russia or in America?”

      “America.”

      Lena couldn’t think of any other questions to ask. If the man didn’t know the name, how were they going to get to the truth? And did the truth really matter? The attack in Paris had been a mistake. They were after Wilcox, not Anna. So now the final snake’s head had been cut.

      “Is anyone else coming after Anna?” she asked, suddenly worried.

      The Russian nodded.

      “Who?”

      “Don’t know.”

      “Are there other Russians?”

      The colonel nodded, but his eyes were fluttering. He was about to pass out, or worse.

      Lena bent over and slapped the man in the face. “Wake up, you Russian sonofabitch. Tell me who’s after Anna!”

      The man shook his head, but the shake was more of a flop back and forth. He looked like he felt no pain now, that all life was going out of him. But then his eyes went clear, and he smiled as if he recognized Lena. She would never know that in his dying moments, the colonel had looked up at Lena and thought he’d seen an angel, and that had somehow jarred a little memory in his head, a name that he had heard only once when he had arrived for a meeting early with Yegorovich. But again, Lena would never know this. She would only know what the Russian said next.

      He did his best to enunciate it: “Edmond Flap.”

      It took a moment for it to register in Lena’s head.

      “The CIA director?”

      But when she looked down, the Russians eyes were lightless. She looked up a Wilcox who only shrugged. The Russian was dead. There was no bringing him back. But now Lena knew she had a new mission. She had to get this information back to Cal and Daniel. And while she didn’t know what it meant, she knew that it was a first pull on a thread that could unravel something big. Something very big indeed.
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      STOKES - CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

      “This is turning into a waste of time,” Cal said, glancing over to where Springer was trying to conjure his own memories with the help of Doc Higgins.

      Daniel nodded. “You want to get back on the road?”

      “I do.”

      “So why don’t you let me stay here, and you go? Take the team.”

      Floored, Cal shook his head incredulously. “What is it you see in this guy? I mean, he’s obviously been through some trauma. He obviously knows something. But look at the news, our country is imploding. Don’t you want to do something?”

      “Do you really want to ask me that?” Daniel said. “I can’t explain it, okay? There’s something about this guy. Put the pieces together, Cal. He somehow finds our headquarters. He somehow knows my name. There’s too many coincidences.”

      “And now the next thing you’re going to tell me is to have faith.”

      “Would that be such a bad thing?”

      “Come on, Daniel. You know I’m not like you. But I’m not a heathen either. I look out there and I see plenty of work to be done. Plenty of people that need help. Americans—our people. And instead, we’re sitting in here waiting for some epiphany from that guy.”

      “His name is Dirk Springer,” Daniel said, “and he knows something. We have to be patient.”

      Cal didn’t want to be patient, but he forced himself to remember who he was talking to—this was not some hired gun. This was Daniel Briggs, his best friend, possibly the man he trusted the most in the world. But the world wasn’t going to fix itself. The world needed men like himself and Daniel.

      “Fine. We’ll give it some more time,” he said reluctantly.

      The phone in his pocket buzzed. Matthew Wilcox of all people.

      They’d already gotten word from Anna that he and Lena had disappeared. To where? She did not know. But she’d been upset not because he disappeared, but because Lena had gone with him. She seemed to think that the young woman was somehow infatuated with Wilcox. Cal didn’t put much stock in that. He’d spent plenty of time with the wily assassin, and Lena was a smart girl.

      “Please tell me you’re bringing Lena home,” Cal said.

      “In due time, sport,” Wilcox said. “I have some news, something you might not want to hear, but it’s important so I didn’t want to wait.”

      “Out with it,” Cal said.

      “Do you have the team there? Your buddy Briggs, and the big guy, and the little guy.”

      “Top and Gaucho, the two men who recently out-maneuvered you, yes.”

      “Fair enough. And good that they’re there. Put me on speaker. I don’t want you screwing up the story when I tell it.”

      “Now listen here, you sonofa—”

      “Uh, uh, uh, Cal. Don’t say something you’re going to regret. I know you’re under a lot of stress, and stress does funny things to you Marines, doesn’t it? Take a page out of my playbook. Chill, man. Just chill.”

      “Wilcox, I don’t know what your game is here, but—”

      “I swear, Cal, put me on speaker. It’ll be worth your time.”

      Cal thought about throwing the phone out the window. Wilcox was more than a thorn in his side. He was a headache that kept getting worse and worse.

      “Fine,” he said. “Guys, gather around. Our 007 wannabe, Matthew Wilcox, is on the phone and has something important to tell us.”

      Everyone gathered near Higgins and Springer.

      “Can you all hear me out there?” Wilcox said.

      “We hear you,” Cal said.

      “Well, first of all, I’m sorry I’m not there to see your faces right now. I so miss you, especially the big one and the little one. You both hold a dear place in my heart, and I cannot wait to repay the old favor.”

      “Just get on with it, will you?” Cal said.

      Wilcox exhaled. “Gosh, you need to work on your small talk, Calvinista. Okay. So here it goes. Lena’s here with me, so if you have any questions afterwards, she’s more than happy to corroborate my story. Isn’t that right, Lena?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Okay. So, we came to Bulgaria...”

      Wilcox relayed the rest of the story. The men they found, the colonel, and his allegiance to Yegorovich. Then he dropped a bomb.

      “I told the guy that I was the one who’d killed Yegorovich, not Anna. He didn’t like that very much, but it got his tongue waggling.”

      “Where’s the colonel now?” Cal asked.

      “He’s dead, and good riddance to him. But you know what? I’ll let Lena give you the punchline. Go ahead.”

      Lena’s voice came over the phone now. “Hey guys. So, right before he died, he told us that the Russian president was working with certain agents within the U.S. government. Not seconds before he died, he gave us a name: Edmond Flap.”

      Two things happened while Flap’s name was echoing through the room. Springer bolted upright, his eyes wide, mouth gesticulating. And the second thing that happened was President Zimmer walked into the room. Shocked faces looked from the phone to Springer to the president, and Zimmer froze in mid-step.

      “What did I miss?” he said.
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      BRIGGS - CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

      Wilcox’s voice broke the silence. “Well, if nobody else is going to introduce me, Mr. President, this is Matthew Wilcox on the phone. It’s a pleasure to speak to you. I look forward to meeting you in person sometime very soon.”

      Cal picked up the phone. “We’ll call you back,” he said, ending the call.

      “What the hell was that?” the president asked.

      Higgins was in the corner, trying to calm down Springer, who sat, rocking back and forth and muttering to himself, “The bad man... the bad man...”

      “Who is that?” Zimmer asked.

      “It’s a long story,” Cal answered. “Maybe we should go to another room.”

      Cal escorted Brandon out of the room. At some point, Liberty had entered the room and stuck to Daniel’s side. How had he not noticed that? She pretty much came and went whenever she wanted, finding some member of The Jefferson Group that would stroke her dark hide.

      She looked up at him as if to ask, “Is it okay if I stay here?” It was as if she knew that something had happened, and Daniel knew better than to question it. Unlike Cal, he trusted his senses. He trusted the otherworldly, and it was those senses that took him over to stand next to Dr. Higgins.

      “What’s he saying?”

      “I’m trying to get him to calm down. Can you help me get him back in his seat?”

      Daniel walked over to the agitated man and put a hand on his shoulder. “Dirk, why don’t you come have a seat?”

      Springer’s eyes locked on his and Daniel saw the absolute fear.

      “It’s okay, come have a seat,” he repeated. He led Springer like a child.

      “He’s the bad man. He’s the bad man.”

      Higgins and Daniel shared a look. If this was true, if this seeming coincidence was reality, they both knew the trouble that was to come.

      “I feel like I should give him a sedative,” Higgins said.

      “No, no drugs,” Springer said. “No drugs.”

      “It’s fine, Dirk. I won’t give you anything, but you have to calm down.”

      Springer nodded and that’s when Daniel noticed Springer seemed more human now, more coherent, less in a daze.

      Daniel leaned into Higgins. “Can I talk to him?”

      Higgins nodded and moved to the side.

      Daniel sat in front of the man, Liberty still right there by his side. “Dirk, can you look at me, please?”

      Springer looked up. “Yes.” His eyes were clearer.

      “I don’t want to cause you any pain, but this is very important. Can you tell me what the bad man did?”

      “Edmond Flap is the bad man,” Springer said.

      “I understand that. Can you tell me what he did?”

      “You’re Daniel Briggs.”

      “Yes, that’s right, Dirk. I am Daniel Briggs.” The pieces were clicking together in Springer’s head. Daniel could see it.

      “I was a reporter. Sometimes Flap would pay me. We made a deal. He needed my skills. He needed me to dig into somebody’s past.” He pointed a crooked finger at Daniel. “Into your past.”

      “What about my past?” Daniel said, trying to ignore that itching sense of foreboding.

      “Everything. I found out everything. Your time in the Marine Corps, how you should have been given the Medal of Honor. Then, afterwards, when you traveled across the country—DeFuniak Springs, Florida; Old Orchard, Maine; Seattle, Las Vegas.”

      The memories flooded back to Daniel. Those were his dark years, the times before he’d found the light. Before he’d admitted that he did not have control of his earthly being. He’d always known that it was only a matter of time, but it was disconcerting to think that it had possibly been the director of the CIA himself who would commission the fact-finding mission.

      “What did he want it for?” Daniel asked.

      “I don’t know. I really don’t know, but...” He clenched this jaw. “That’s why he killed me… or tried to kill me. I gave him your records and well, you know the rest.”

      It all seemed too fantastical, but the clarity on Springer’s face said it all. The man thought he was telling the truth.

      “Can you tell it all again to Dr. Higgins? We’d like to get it on record, if that’s okay?”

      “Yes, I can... I can help.”

      Daniel could see that the man was still afraid, that the mere thought of the bad man sent him the shivers. But if Director Flap was somehow pulling the strings, Daniel needed to figure out why. And the first person he needed to talk to was the president.
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      ZIMMER - CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

      “This is ridiculous. It’s got to be a hoax,” Zimmer said.

      “I think he’s telling the truth,” Daniel responded.

      “We don’t even know who this guy is. Director Flap is an American patriot. I’ve seen his record. He is the epitome of what a spymaster should be. What’s more... I just signed an executive order giving him even more power.”

      His stomach was turning now. This was impossible. There was no way the director of the CIA was working against his own country.

      “I don’t believe it,” he said.

      Cal and Daniel did not respond. This was the part where he hated being President of the United States, when his own friends were hesitant to tell him the truth, because he brought out the gavel.

      “Look,” Zimmer said, “I’m not saying it’s not a possibility, but it’s so slim. And we have so much else going on that—oh hell, I’m convincing myself. Is there a way we can look into this without Flap knowing? What I don’t want is for this to turn out to be nothing and then he’s on my ass because I didn’t trust him.”

      “We could get Neil on it,” Cal said.

      “We could,” Daniel said. “But I think you know there’s someone better suited.”

      Cal groaned.

      “What?” Zimmer asked. “Who are we talking about now?”

      Cal sighed. “Daniel’s alluding to our good friend Matthew Wilcox.”

      “You have got to be joking,” Zimmer said. “That man is a lunatic.”

      “A lunatic with means, Mr. President, who has no problem poking and prodding where he doesn’t belong. This way, if the allegation does turn out to be nothing, you can blame it on him.”

      “I don’t know. Seems like a risky proposition considering Wilcox is wanted by every government in the world.”

      “I think it’s worth the risk,” Daniel said. “Cal knows him better than the rest of us. Cal, what do you think?”

      “As much as it pains me, I think Daniel’s right. Wilcox is the only one who makes sense as much as I hate to admit it, he does have a knack for putting his nose where it doesn’t belong.”

      The possibilities, the trip wires, and the downfalls tumbled around in Zimmer’s head. He could see no better way. This could be a wild hare in the weeds, nothing at all, the babbling of a crazy person, but much like Daniel, Brandon Zimmer had learned that there was rarely such thing as coincidence, that certain things tend to happen for a reason. A perfect example was how he’d met Cal Stokes and his friends.

      “Okay, fine. Let’s do it. But make sure Wilcox understands that he’s on his own.”

      “It’s his natural habit, he won’t mind that,” Cal said, taking out his phone. “In fact, that’s how he prefers it. The only question is how much of a mess will he make that we have to clean up later.”
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      THE MESSENGER OF GOD - MIDLOTHIAN, VIRGINIA

      He was getting the hang of the new cell phone, but he constantly had to remind himself to plug it in. That had been part of his directions as well. “Keep the phone charged, John Smith,” he kept reminding himself, like he kept having to remind himself not to speak out loud. That’s what God had said. There had been no more deliveries and no more messages, so he’d stayed in the motel room that, to some might have been dingy and smelling of mold, but to John Smith was pure luxury. Yes, God was taking care of him. There was a pizza joint next door and he’d stocked up on food by pointing to the menu and ordering three extra-large pies. He was careful to ration his food, not knowing how long he’d be here.

      He was digging into his second pie when the cell phone dinged. Another message. He ran across the room and stared down at the screen.

      “Drive to Charlottesville, Virginia,” the note said. “I will find you there and be with you.”

      His entire being overflowed with ecstasy.

      He plugged in Charlottesville, Virginia. The GPS told him that it was a little more than an hour away. How convenient. And he had plenty of daylight. Because he wasn’t accustomed to driving, he preferred to drive during the day, though, if God told him, of course he would drive at any time.

      It was a clear, beautiful day. Another sign. He was quick to pack. He didn’t have much. He took the last two pizzas with him and set them on the passenger’s seat on top of the cardboard box that he brought all the way from Kentucky. He patted the box.

      “We’re going to see Him,” he said, but not out loud. No, he was a good servant. He said it in his head. And as he pulled out of the motel parking lot, he said prayers of thanks. Prayers of wonder. Prayers of exultation. Prayers on top of prayers, underneath others. And as he drove by the sinners all around, sometimes they would turn and wonder at the man smiling from ear to ear, but they all let him pass. And the danger swept by them without a second glance.

    

  







            CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    




      FLAP - WASHINGTON, D.C.

      The timing was perfect. He played it so well. The president was in Charlottesville and so were the others. He’d worry about Varushkin and Wilcox later. They had somehow evaded his agents in Paris, but Flap wasn’t concerned. They’d turn up again.

      Yes, it was all going well according to his ever-fluid plan. Since the early days, he knew that he had been made perfectly for this role, the consummate spymaster who didn’t look like much, didn’t sound like much. He did not inspire fear or supreme confidence. He was what a spy should be—part of the background. And that’s where he would stay. When his enemies were dead and he wreaked enough havoc, he would turn off the spigot of chaos, concocted with a scheme all his own, and take that next step of ascension. They would look to him because he would have all the power.

      And while power was not his ultimate goal, it was a tool that he would wield to bend the will of his fellow man. And that, yes, that was the game that he enjoyed most. If a psychologist had looked deep into his mind, they might have seen Flap’s past—his childhood ignored, cast aside by his own family, a man who had worked hard to get to where he was but who’d never had an affinity with the rules. Now he’d been thrown into the world all alone, set to survive or die. And survive he had, time and time again, coming out on top.

      While he sometimes wished he had a crystal ball, he was fine without it. Oh, but how useful it would be to gaze into that oracle. But that would deny him the pleasure of holding on tight for the ride. For the next chapter of his life was about to begin, and it would begin with a bang.

    

  







            CHAPTER SIXTY

          

        

      

    

    




      LENA - SOMEWHERE OVER THE EUROPEAN CONTINENT

      She was amazed at how quickly Wilcox could transition from cold-blooded killer to international detective. He made calls. He sent emails. He sent texts. But he never raised his voice, and he never gave an order. They were more like suggestions.

      Lena wondered who these people were, how Wilcox had gotten his claws into them. Some were probably being paid. And by the way they were traveling now, she figured that there wasn’t much that Wilcox couldn’t buy.

      On a break from a call, Lena finally asked. “How do you afford all this?”

      Wilcox waved the question away. “Oh, it’s easy. I’ll show you how.”

      “Just tell me. You said you’d always tell me the truth.”

      He pointed at his laptop. “Uh, I am a little bit busy here?”

      “The quick answer then.”

      “Fine. Do you think killing people is easy? Well, taking their money is even easier. You have to know how. Now, if you’ll excuse me...”

      And that was all she got. She wished she could help, but Wilcox had his network. And if they were going to implicate the director of the CIA, they needed irrefutable proof. And for some reason, Lena knew that Wilcox could get it.

      But what if the Russian colonel had been lying? What if it had been two other words that he had slurred that they had misconstrued? What if he’d actually said “cramped and rap” or “Esmond smack”? Maybe it was a Russian word. She didn’t know. Because the alternative was horrifying. If the chief of American intelligence had been collaborating with the Russian president, what did that mean? Maybe they were supposed to be working together. Maybe the president knew, or the old president. Lena knew that her own father had been in that world, as had Cal’s. Who knew who they’d met through the years? Would she look back in ten years and wonder about the time she’d spent with Matthew Wilcox? Would he be an enemy then, or a friend? Would he be dead? Would she be dead? Would they both be alive?

      She didn’t know, but now she had to sit back, wait, and trust.

      And how odd it seemed that a man who she’d repeatedly heard about from her friends at The Jefferson Group, a man who at times they despised and yet respected for his skills, was now sitting across from her trying to unravel a mystery that the United States government could not do on its own. How incredible. Lena couldn’t shake the fact that she was somehow witnessing history.

      Wilcox was typing away furiously. And then he raised both hands from the keyboard and clapped them together. “Sonofabitch!”

      “What is it?” Lena said.

      “Well, other than the fact that I’m down fifteen million dollars as of two seconds ago…”

      “Fifteen million dollars?” Lena asked.

      “Hey, getting this kind of information ain’t cheap. And besides, that only scratches the surface. Don’t worry about it. I’m complaining about nothing. But yeah. I got him, Lena. We got him.”

      Suddenly the plane banked hard left, throwing them against the opposite bulkhead. Lena tried to grab onto something through the haze in her brain. She had almost been knocked out.

      “Hold on,” Wilcox said. He somehow scrambled toward the cockpit and yanked the door open. “What’s going on?”

      “They shot a missile at us.” Lena heard the pilot say. The plane righted itself, but now was going steep toward the ground. Lena went hand over hand back to her seat and strapped herself in. Wilcox came back and threw something into her lap. It was a parachute.

      “Put that on.”

      “But I don’t know how—”

      “You’ll learn. Put it on,” Wilcox said as he strapped one onto his back and showed her methodically how to do it.

      She unbuckled and complied, fear suddenly coursing through her.

      “That wily son of a bitch,” Wilcox said.

      “What’s going on?” Lena snapped her last strap together, and Wilcox went top to bottom checking that she was in.

      “You might not like this, but—”

      Again, the airplane banked, this time to the right. Warning alarms were going off everywhere. Somehow Lena was able to hold onto the chair and not get flipped to the other side. Again, the airplane righted.

      “This bird wasn’t meant to outfly missiles,” Wilcox said. “Take us all the way down.”

      “You got it,” called the pilot. The man did not seem all that concerned.

      Missiles flew at them, and then something hit the plane causing it to spin.

      And the last thing Lena remembered was Wilcox’s hand reaching out and grabbing her by the collar.

      Then the world went black.
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      FLAP - WASHINGTON, D.C.

      How Wilcox had gotten into his system, he did not know, but he had confirmed that the plane they’d been flying in over Italy was now destroyed. He’d requested a further investigation to make sure there were no survivors. And the mercenary pilots who hailed from Syria confirmed that the wreck was a fireball and that no one seemed to be moving on the ground. Unfortunately, it was too close to a city to do any real investigation, so Flap told them to disappear. That’s what they were good at.

      It would take some time to unravel exactly what Wilcox had unearthed. Not that it mattered now. He was as dead as Elvis. But he would have to confirm that the information had not been sent to anyone. How stupid of Flap to think that Wilcox was not a liability. Complacency will kill you, he told himself, but he had his own resources and the old Russian fighter jet that he’d had on standby came in handy.

      Yes, the gift of billions gave him all sorts of toys, and he was glad he’d been smart enough to keep tabs on Wilcox. Although it was sheer luck that they’d been seen, and it no longer mattered. Flap had his sights set on Charlottesville.

      Forces had converged. It was time to watch the fireworks.
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      BRIGGS - CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

      There had been no word from Wilcox. The last message he’d sent simply told them that they were on their way to London. And then, when the time was right, they would come back to the United States. Wilcox would do his digging and they would find out what they could find out.

      He had gone back in to check on Springer when he met Higgins in the hall.

      “Something has happened with our friend,” Daniel said. “And I think you've noticed it. I don’t know the technical term, but I’d say he’s regained his sanity.”

      “Indeed. He’s made a breakthrough in his mind and now he’s mostly himself again.”

      “Mostly?”

      “It’s impossible to fully discard that sort of trauma. Not this quickly. Maybe over time. Maybe in a lifetime. That’s not my specialty. But, and this may seem odd, I think you should spend some time with him.”

      “Why is that odd?”

      “It’s odd coming from me. Usually, I have a clinical answer. Something I’ve learned from experience or dug out of a journal or textbook. But this, I don’t know. A lot like our girl Liberty there. She seems to not want to leave you. I think you should do the same. I think you should stay with him.”

      “Okay, Doc. I’ll do that.”

      Higgins patted Daniel on the arm and then reached down to pat Liberty as well. “Good girl,” he said, and then left to join the others for lunch.

      Springer was sitting on the couch, trying to eat a sandwich. It looked painful.

      “How are you feeling, Dirk?” Daniel said, taking the other seat on the couch.

      “My jaw feels like hell. I’m pretty sure my internal organs are busted beyond hell. Other than that, I’m feeling somewhat... human?”

      Daniel couldn’t fathom the change. The man who’d come to Charlottesville had morphed before his eyes.

      “Listen,” Springer said, “I’m glad you came back and I’m glad we’re alone. I wanted to apologize for what I did.”

      Daniel smiled. “You mean for investigating my entire life?”

      “I was a different person then. I was in it for the truth. That’s what I told myself, anyway, but I didn’t care who got hurt. I was probably more broken then than I am now. If you can understand that.”

      “Funny enough, I can.” Daniel said. “You looked into my past. You saw who I was during my darkest time. There’s no need to apologize.”

      “Thanks.” Springer said, tears welling in his eyes. “You have no idea how much that means.”

      “It’s okay. We’re here to help you. I promise.”

      “I know that, and I can’t remember the last time somebody wanted to help me.”

      “Well, something brought you to the right place. And that right place is right here.”

      “Daniel, there’s something else, something that I didn’t say to Higgins or the others. But I thought you might understand, seeing as how, well, you wandered for a while. And I think I’m finally starting to understand what led me here.”

      “I’ve been curious about that,” Daniel said.

      “I can’t really explain it. It’s not like somebody was giving me directions on how to get here. But I felt this pull. You know? Have you ever felt that?”

      “Many, many times,” Daniel said. “What took me from Maine to Seattle? Or Seattle to Las Vegas. But it’s all part of my story now. All part of my journey. Just like this is part of yours.”

      “Did it feel, I don’t know, like a compulsion? Like you really couldn’t ignore it?”

      “Not really,” Daniel said. “Honestly, it was more of ‘Hey, I think I’ll head this way.’ It felt right. And to be honest, back then I was a little too out of it to say no.”

      Springer chewed on some sandwich thinking about that.

      “I think mine’s something more. Like I couldn’t say no. It was like somebody had tied a rope around my waist and dragged me here. It was so strange. It didn’t even feel like I was in my body.”

      “Have you felt it since?”

      Springer nodded. “After Higgins calmed me down, after I snapped out of it, I felt the pull again.”

      “Where did it tell you to go?”

      “Well, it’s not like I get a compass in my head. I feel like I need to get in a car and drive.”

      “And drive where?”

      “That’s just it. I don’t know. It’s a pull.”

      “Is it far?”

      “I don’t think so. Then again, it could be, if I’m supposed to get in a car.”

      “I hate to tell you this, but I can’t really let you leave. Let alone give you a car.”

      Springer shook his head. “No, that’s not what I’m asking. I was, well, if you’ll indulge me, I was wondering if you would come with me. See where it leads.”

      Daniel thought that through. They had plenty of other things to do, and Cal wouldn’t be happy, but much like Higgins, Daniel felt a compulsion to stay near Springer. He didn’t know why and knew better than to question it.

      “Sure. Let me let Cal know. Take off in ten minutes?”

      Springer nodded, eating faster now, seeming more energized.

      But energized for what? And how far away would he lead?
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      THE MESSENGER OF GOD - CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

      The directions took him to what had once been a vineyard that was now deserted. When he got to the gate that looked like it was locked, a text message came through the phone.

      “The gate is unlocked, go through and find the main house.”

      John Smith did as instructed, careful to close the gate behind him once he had pulled the truck through. The road was overgrown, and he could barely make out where the old ruts lay, but he saw the house in the distance and made his way there. The front door was unlocked. And when he went inside, squirrels scattered from the nest they’d made in the kitchen sink.

      Was this the place? Was this where it was all going to end? John Smith did not know, so he made himself comfortable. He still had a pizza and a half and ate two pieces as he waited.

      But the box next to him, the one that he’d carried from Kentucky, pulled to him now. He wanted to see what was inside, and the old curiosity got the better of him. He was careful, lifting one edge at a time slowly. And when he got inside, he found a device that he did not recognize. Then again, John Smith was not a technological man. He’d barely made it through fourth grade. He caressed the device, felt its cold steel, wondered at the rounded ends that looked like bubbles. And on top were an array of buttons, one red, and a small screen that was lit up in a dim green but had nothing on it.

      Then a fear coursed through him. He didn’t know how to use such a device. He’d barely known how to use a cell phone. Maybe he was merely the delivery boy. And for some reason that did not feel right. He thought he was supposed to be the hand of God, sweeping through humanity, teaching the lesson that he’d been born to teach. The old preacher had told him as much, that John Smith would one day do something legendary that all would remember. And that legendary thing could not be a simple delivery. There was no way.

      The old anger flared in him, and he almost pushed the device to the floor, but then thought better of it. He didn’t know what it did. Maybe it was a component for something else. He remembered Transformers from when he was a child. Maybe this was part of one, because in many ways John Smith’s mind was still that of a child. It liked to sway back and forth between adult semi-sanity and childlike fancy. And so he sat for an hour, staring at the device, and glancing over at the cell phone occasionally.

      If God was watching him now and he was doing something that he wasn’t supposed to be doing, surely God would tell him or strike him down. But as he waited, nothing happened. And that made him think that, yes, his instinct had been correct. This was only a delivery job.

      No, it couldn’t be.

      He wanted to cry out loud, to scream at God, but he still paid attention to that first order. He must keep quiet.

      He said it in his head. He prayed. He asked God, “Why, why?” Wasn’t he supposed to be the sword in God’s hand? But there was no answer, and no messages came. John Smith sat and stewed, but the stewing did not bring him clarity. It brought him only one thing.

      Anger.
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      FLAP - WASHINGTON, D.C.

      Authorities had converged on the plane wreckage and two deaths had been confirmed—both pilots. But the destruction was so complete that the cabin would not be inspected until the heat had died down and experts could be brought to the Alpine village where the accident had occurred.

      Flap read the report with interest. There had been no further tampering with his system. All was as it should be.

      Yes, the bounty killings had subsided, but that was because every politician from the Atlantic to Pacific not protected by the military was now in hiding. And while Flap was monitoring certain parties that were trying to get in on the action, he felt certain that the next day would bring no concerted attack.

      But there was the problem of John Smith. Because the change to Charlottesville had been so fast, there hadn’t been time to install cameras and speakers into the abandoned vineyard house. Flap had to rely solely on texting from his godlike status.

      Well, it wouldn’t be long now. The last thing he was waiting on was confirmation that Zimmer and the others were all gathered in the same place. The teams had backed off when the president swooped into town, but were now assembling into position near the end of Rugby Road.

      This would be the final blow, and Flap very much looked forward to it.

      If only he could see the look on their faces when it happened.

      But a man couldn’t get everything, now, could he?
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      SPRINGER - CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

      The car ride further awakened him. He felt comfortable sitting next to Daniel, Liberty’s head lying between them. She stared at Springer like she knew him. He stroked her head as they drove along. At first, he didn’t know where they were going, and then at one turn, he told Daniel, “Go right.” And they went right.

      And so it went. And without his knowing, they moved farther away from the city center. Soon there were fields and farms to either side. They passed a horse track. Foxfield was its name. And then the word came to him—not horse track. What’s the word? The one where they jump over the hedges, blah, blah, blah... steeplechase!

      On they drove, and occasionally he would feel the pull to go left or right. But then the feeling stopped, and it was more like they were going around in circles, large circles, but circles, nonetheless.

      “You’re sure this is the right way?” Daniel asked finally.

      “I’m not sure now. It’s like it all went away.”

      “Okay. Well, why don’t we stop? Take a break.”

      They found a spot along the side of the road. Daniel parked the car and went to check his phone. Springer looked all around and thought about maybe getting out, stretching his legs. But he knew that would hurt too much. Something about his awakening had also awakened every nerve in his body. And while he might have been numbed before, now the extent of his injuries were like an open wound. But he was determined not to take any drugs. Nothing more than Tylenol.

      No, he wouldn’t go back to his old life. He needed a clear head. It felt like the old days, like he was on the trail of something big, something important, a truth that needed to be told to the world. That’s what Springer had become, an arrow finding the bull’s eye of truth. He closed his eyes and, for the first time in years, said a prayer.

      “God, if you’re out there, if you’re the one that brought me here, show me the way. Tell me where to go. Tell me what you want me to do. Show me the truth.”

      When he opened his eyes, there were no answers, no letters in the clouds, no epiphany. So they sat and watched as cars drove by.

      Then like an awakening within himself, he felt the pull again.

      “Let’s go,” he said to Daniel.

      He pointed to the road ahead. “That way.”

      It was stronger now, trying to control him, but Springer held it back enough so that he would get a sense of where he was supposed to lead. And just when the pull became so strong that he felt everything in him lurching ever forward, they drove up to a gate of an old vineyard.

      “You sure this is the place?” Daniel said.

      “I’m sure,” Springer said. And then a headache the likes of which he’d never known blazed in his brain, so hard that it jolted him backward in his seat. He gasped for air.

      “Dirk, are you okay?”

      Liberty was whining now.

      The pain subsided. “I’m fine. Just a headache.”

      But then he looked out the window, through the overgrown grass, and past the fields. There, in the distance, he saw it like a beacon on the horizon.

      “I have to go there,” he said, pointing.

      Daniel got out of the car and opened the gate. They drove through. About 50 yards down on the road, the headache slammed him again. And when he woke, Daniel had stopped the car and was mopping his brow with a napkin.

      “Dirk, I need to take you back. Or take you to the hospital.”

      “No,” Springer said through gritted teeth. “We have to go.”

      But then he corrected himself. It all became so clear. This is what he was supposed to do. And while he didn’t know the details, not all of them, he knew some.

      “You have to go back,” he said.

      “Go back?” Daniel said, shaking his head. “But you said you wanted me—”

      Springer cut him off. “No, there’s danger there. I don’t know what it is. I have to go there alone.”

      Springer didn’t know why he said this. He didn’t know the why of anything now. All he felt was the pull, danger, and the yawning mouth of something terrible.

      “You have to go,” he said again.

      “I can’t let you go alone.”

      And something spoke through Springer, something that finally convinced Daniel of the gravity of Springer’s mission.

      “Daniel Briggs, this is why I’m here,” he said, his voice full and strong. “Go back to your friends. Leave me be.”
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      THE MESSENGER OF GOD - CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

      Anger.

      He couldn’t help it. His anger made him do things.

      He didn’t know how to text, or he would’ve sent messages back to God asking him why—why he was only a delivery boy and not the messenger, not the herald of dark tidings. He pressed a series of buttons on the device and the screen clicked three times and flickered to life. His eyes went wide with glee. Yes, yes! He jumped up and danced around. Yes, yes! He would prove to God that he was the one.

      But as he was dancing around, he happened to glance out the window and see someone there. He ducked down, crawled over to the window, and looked outside. A man was walking right up to the house, as bright as day.

      No, this couldn’t be. He wouldn’t allow it. This man was here to take his glory. No.

      He went to the door and flung it open. “You’re not welcome here.” Then he clapped a hand over his mouth, realizing what he had done. He had spoken aloud. God would strike him down.

      The man kept walking and John Smith backed into the house, carrying the sight of the broken face, the twisted fingers, the specter of death God had sent him. Because John Smith had failed. John Smith had sinned. No, it couldn’t be, he hadn’t failed. He’d done exactly as God had asked.

      He grabbed the device and cradled it in his arms. Smith held his other hand out toward the specter to ward it off. “It’s mine... it’s mine...”

      The specter kept walking. The eyes bore into him, accusing him. No, it couldn’t be.

      Then the man demon was upon him. God’s avenger grabbed the device, trying to wrestle it from him, but John Smith was strong, and he yanked it away. In his desperation, he tried to run, but the specter grabbed him, kicked his legs, and flung him to the ground. And there they wrestled.

      But John Smith would not relent. No, this was his right. He’d given up everything. He’d lived a pious life solely for God. He would not let it be.

      He elbowed the specter in the side of the head and was barely able to get loose. He got to his feet, the device in hand, and grinned down at the broken demon at his feet.

      “It’s mine,” he screamed.

      And then he pressed the largest button on the device. He began to let out a cackle of laughter that was instantly obliterated by the explosion of the nuclear device within.
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      BRIGGS - CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

      Daniel had fallen back on the two things he always fell back on: prayer and his constant connection to his higher power.

      He’d listened to Springer. He’d gotten away and was maybe five miles down the road when light and heat like a super sun came on him. A moment later, the concussion knocked him to the ground and rocked the earth beneath him. He turned, seeing the hellish plume rise into the sky. For a brief moment he thought it would envelope them all, but it was contained. And he knew in that moment that Springer was dead.

      Liberty whined at his side.

      “It’s okay, girl. It’s okay...”

      He had to get back to the others. That’s what Springer had said. “Get back to your friends.”

      And so as fast as he could drive, Daniel sped back to The Jefferson Group headquarters and the mayhem that had been unleashed.
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      STOKES - CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

      He was grateful to see the warrior monk walking in as the news was reporting the explosion.

      “Any details?” Daniel said, his eyes fixed on the television screen.

      “Not much,” Cal said. “My guess is that it’s some kind of advanced weapon, possibly nuclear-tipped.” He chewed his lip for a moment. “We need to move fast.”

      “Springer was having some sort of episode,” Daniel said plainly.

      “How so?”

      “He was being pulled.”

      “Come again?”

      “It’s some sort of compulsion he had. And I’m telling you, Cal, he felt that weapon coming.”

      Cal shook his head, having none of it. He believed in hard evidence. And yet, Daniel was standing here, alive, something that he couldn’t explain.

      They continued to watch the news as authorities arrived at the scene, a huge swath of land had been decimated. And it didn’t take long to find out that indeed there was radiation involved, though not a high enough amount that it was a full-blown catastrophe.

      “What if that was supposed to come here?” Zimmer said, seemingly out of nowhere.

      “Talk to me,” Cal said.

      “Well, it all comes back to Flap.”

      Cal thought for a moment. “Look, I think that maybe he was working with the Russians. And who knows at what level. But this?”

      “Cal, you’re not listening to me,” Zimmer said. “He suggested I come here. What if he was trying to get us all in one place?”

      “But it doesn’t make any sense,” Cal said. “What does he have to gain? Is he trying to be president, or what?”

      “I don’t know,” Zimmer said. “But I intend to find out. You know what? I think two can play at this game.”

      And as Cal watched, Zimmer got Flap on the phone.

      “Edmond, it’s the president. I just heard about the explosion.”

      “Yes, Mr. President. It’s horrible.”

      “There will likely be deaths where it went off. It was far from the city. So that’s a blessing.”

      “Yes, it is, sir.”

      “Edmond, there’s something I need you to do.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “The executive order is in place. I need you to release every asset that you have. I need you to dig every hole you can to find out who’s behind this.”

      “Yes, sir. We’re working on it now.”

      “No, Edmond. You’re not hearing me. Pull out every stop. Everything. Do you hear me? This will not go unpunished.”

      “Yes, Mr. President. I understand.”

      Zimmer ended the call and looked at Cal. “Well, that should keep him busy. What do we do next?”

      The answer came in the form of a text message. Cal read his phone and looked up at the president.

      “I think I’ve got an idea.”
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      FLAP - WASHINGTON, D.C.

      While that fool John Smith had somehow detonated the device, one whose usage Flap had gone so far to plan and use against Zimmer and his friends, it was not the end of the world. When the president’s orders had come, Flap was delighted. It gave him many things to do. It unleashed his full resources onto American soil, and that was part of what he had longed for, an extension of his reach and a manipulation of power. So as the world tried to uncover who was behind the explosion, the president got back to yet another bunker, and Cal Stokes’s team dispersed to new targets around the country.

      Flap settled into coordinating his agency. Every day, twice a day, he would give the president reports about his progress. And because he was controlling both sides, Flap did show progress, all the while formulating a new plan in his head. He’d missed an opportunity, but there would be more. His only concern now was that he was so busy that there wasn’t extra time to think through every contingency.

      And that’s what finally got him. He’d arrived for a meeting at a basement that used to house a Chinese gambling ring. Broken tables lay in the corner and a few Mahjong tiles scattered about the floor. These were the sorts of places where Flap had cut his teeth—dirty and disheveled, stinking of crime. He felt right at home.

      The team he was supposed to be meeting would see to the final downfall of Operation Bounty Killer. And unbeknownst to the leader of the team, he would be the fall guy. He would be the one that Flap would pin everything on. Imagine that—a mole within the agency. But that mole would be found by Flap himself and killed. It was the perfect exit, the perfect finish and finale. And he, Edmond Flap, would be the hero of the day to the who’s who in Washington.

      They would look for him in the days to come. And one day he would retire and think on it all, wonder at the idiots around him who had never seen behind his mask or dared question who he was. He was thinking on that now when a form came into the room, followed by another.

      “You’re late,” Flap said, ready to be done with this meeting and onto the next.

      “And you’re fat,” the lead figure said.

      “Excuse me?”

      The man came into the light and Flap’s eyes went wide.

      “Matthew Wilcox, at your service, Director. Or may I call you inmate number 62473?”

      The second figure came into the light—a young woman.

      “You’re supposed to be dead,” Flap said, taking a step back. He quashed the fear within him. He could take care of himself.

      “If you’re waiting for your security,” Wilcox said, “well, let’s just say they’re out for a little nap.”

      “What do you want?”

      “The truth, Director. The truth and nothing but the truth, so help you dog.”

      “Do you know who I am?” Flap barked. “Do you know the trouble this could get you in?”

      Wilcox laughed. “Didn’t you hear, Director? I eat trouble for breakfast and crap it out by lunchtime.”

      Flap narrowed his eyes. “Fine, so what are you going to do? Tie me down? Beat me? Cut me? Electrocute me? All for what, bragging rights?”

      “All good ideas,” Wilcox smiled, “but no. However, you have been a naughty boy, Edmond. A very naughty boy indeed. Bedtime without dessert naughty. Coal for Christmas naughty. You want to tell him, Lena?”

      The young woman stepped forward. She was beautiful, but her eyes were hard. Flap didn’t like the look there. Flap waited for her to say something, but she didn’t. She simply stared at him.

      “Young lady,” Flap said, “I’m sure you know the trouble you’re getting into here. I’m the director of the CIA, a friend to the president, a friend to your friends. Now, I’m not sure what this… what this killer has told you, but you’ve found yourself on the wrong side. Help me and I’ll see that everything is forgiven.”

      Still the young woman did not speak.

      “You’ll have to excuse Lena,” Wilcox said. “She’s a little pissed off. Getting blown out of the air and having to hike down a mountain will do that to a young lady. But me? I’m not mad. I don’t get mad. Wouldn’t you say that’s a problem in our line of work? Emotion. You’ve got to leave it out. So with as little emotion as I can muster, Edmond, I’m putting you—”

      That’s when Flap made his move. He didn’t look like much, but he’d always been a good shot. He’d studied the old westerns, had gone to learn from real cowboys. His pistol came out fast, and as he squeezed the trigger, he was happy to see that Wilcox’s eyes registered surprise.

      The hammer clicked into place, but the report never went off. Flap looked down in shock.

      “Sorry about that, Edmond,” Wilcox said. “We might have made a visit to your apartment last night. And, we might have played with your little pistol there. Also, who does your decorating? Tacky and drab. Until Good Housekeeping gets ahold of you, Lena will do the honors.”

      The young woman walked over and grabbed the pistol from Flap’s hand. He did not fight it, just stared at her in wonder. How had it all come to this?

      She looked right in the eyes. “Traitor,” she said, and then clocked him with his own weapon.

      Before he faded off, he looked up into her beautiful eyes and wondered again how it had all gone wrong.
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      FLAP - SOMEWHERE IN VIRGINIA

      He woke up feeling like he was floating down a lazy river. When he opened his eyes he saw trees above, partially covering a full moon. He felt like he’d had the best sleep of his life.

      For a moment he couldn’t remember who he was, but then it came back to him. My name is Edmond Flap.

      “Ah, Mr. Flap, I see that you’re awake,” came a voice.

      There was a hint of something in that voice. New England? British? Proper in tone. A form came into view above him.

      “My name is Dr. Higgins. I’d like to get to know you.”

      “Higgins?”

      “Dr. Alvin Higgins, yes. I was once part of the agency. They taught me and I taught them.”

      Higgins... Higgins... how did he know that name?

      Oh yes, Cal Stokes. Another name he knew. Yes, they were somehow connected. Higgins?

      And that’s when it came to him. Higgins had been a former interrogator with the CIA. Flap had seen the result of his work through the years. But what was he doing here? Flap tried to reach out, then realized he could not move his arm.

      “I’m sorry, you’re restrained,” Higgins said, “for your own safety.”

      “Where am I?”

      “You’re here. In this beautiful place. Do you like it? Quite the scenery, wouldn’t you say? And the full moon—rather appropriate.”

      “Appropriate for what?” Flap asked.

      “For our discussion. Many societies believe a full moon portends good luck. I tend to agree, wouldn’t you?”

      “I don’t know,” Flap said honestly.

      “Ah, there you go.”

      “There I go what?”

      “It’s working.”

      “What’s working?”

      Higgins pointed down and Flap followed his gaze to Flap’s left arm where an IV was inserted.

      “What did you do to me?” And even though his mind told him that he should panic, he didn’t.

      “It’s one of my personal cocktails. I’m sure you’ve seen the recipe being the director of the agency and all. As I’ve said, I want to have a chat. It will last as long as needed. As I mentioned, my name is Dr. Alvin Higgins. And you are Edmond Flap. Correct?”

      “Yes,” Flap said. And for some reason he wanted to please this man. He wanted to be helpful. “What else can I tell you?”

      “I would like for you to tell me everything, but I have certain questions. First, what is your connection with Operation Bounty Killer?”

      Oh, Flap was delighted to tell him everything—where he’d gotten the money and from who. He told a little bit about his old friend Konstantin Yegorovich and their adventures together, but Higgins nudged him back on the trail. He went on to explain how he’d set it up and how he’d funneled the money.

      “And would you be kind enough to explain to me how we stop it?”

      Flap was more than happy to explain that he had a plan in place. That it would make everyone happy and that he was happy to make everybody happy.

      “That’s very good,” Higgins said. “Very, very good Edmond. And the explosion in Charlottesville, were you part of that as well?”

      “Yes, yes I was,” Flap said. Being helpful was suddenly so fulfilling!

      Then he told of John Smith about how he’d manipulated the dimwitted man, and about how they’d used speakers and dead drops as breadcrumbs. And he told of how they’d played Smith all the way from Kentucky and how unfortunately they hadn’t gotten their target.

      “And your target was the president?” Higgins asked.

      “Yes, it was. But we’ll figure out a different way.”

      “Was your target also Cal Stokes and his team?”

      “The team I didn’t really care about,” Flap said. “But Cal Stokes, yes. I was pretty much done playing with him.”

      “Playing with him? Can you explain?”

      “Absolutely,” Flap said.

      He went on to tell the tale of how he’d first met Cal’s father—how Major Stokes had nearly torpedoed Flap’s career, how Flap had spent the next decades rebuilding his reputation, all with the end goal of paying back the man who had set him aside. But then September 11th had happened and the Senior Stokes had died. So, the revenge, the payback, had moved on to the son.

      “You wanted to kill Cal Stokes?” Higgins asked.

      “Not necessarily,” Flap said. “I wanted to play with him. That’s what I like doing—manipulating people.”

      “And what does that get you? What sort of reward?”

      “I don’t know, I just like doing it,” Flap said.

      Higgins thought on that for a moment and Flap thought that he had displeased the interrogator.

      “I can explain,” he added, “but… I really don’t know how to explain. I like making people do what I want them to do.”

      “Do you have any other vices?” Higgins asked. “Drinking? Sex?”

      Flap shook his head. “That’s all a waste of time. No, this, this is what I enjoy. This is what I think about all the time. It’s what I plan for. And look at me. I’ve done it.”

      “You’ve done it, indeed,” Higgins said. “Now as the night is getting late. Let’s not dillydally. I have a series of questions that I would like to ask you. Are you prepared to answer them, Edmond?”

      "Absolutely," Flap said, feeling very much like a child again. He was so excited to help, so excited. And for the next six hours, he told Dr. Higgins everything that he could remember. That everything would go into his official record and never, ever see the light of day.
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      STOKES - CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

      Edmond Flap was under lock and key until the president decided what he was going to do with him. Now it was time for deliberation. Cal suggested execution, but it was possible that there was more they needed to glean from the man. Higgins had done a masterful job. What had surprised Cal most was the story about his father. He’d like to spend time with Flap, really dig into the details, but Higgins had dissuaded him, saying that these were all the details he needed. Dad had given it to Flap, and Flap had returned the favor by trying to ruin Cal’s life and the lives of all around him. He dug into Daniel’s past and then concocted Operation Bounty Killer. OBK had now been dismantled, the remaining money funneled into funds that the proper authorities would control. And quietly, the powers that be would soon replace Director Flap, and a story would be spun for the public to digest.

      But now, as they sat in The Jefferson Group headquarters, the question at hand was what to do with Matthew Wilcox. He’d once again done a stellar job at swooping in and saving the day. Saving Lena from that fiery crash was a bonus. But something about the fact that Cal had to depend on his adversary grated his soul.

      “I know you’re not my biggest fan,” Wilcox said, “but come on, I’m trying to be a good guy.”

      “You killed the Russian president,” Cal said. “You are the one responsible for Operation Bounty Killer.”

      Wilcox shook his head. “Now come on, you can’t blame me for that. That was Flap. How was I supposed to know that killing the Russian prick would lead to that?”

      “I’m not getting anywhere with you,” Cal said. “I swear sometimes I think it would be easier to take you out back and shoot you.”

      “Aw, come on. We’ve had some great times, buddy. Some really great times. I think this is only the beginning, you know. Admit it, you appreciate me being around.”

      “You are a pain in my ass,” Cal said.

      “Don’t I even get a thanks? From there we can work our way up to a pardon.”

      “A pardon? If it were up to the president, you’d be dead right now.”

      “What? I saved his bacon, and this is how he repays me?”

      Cal looked and saw the smirk on Wilcox’s face. “Do you take anything seriously? That girl out there, I know what you did. You did to her what you tried to do to me.”

      “I didn’t do anything, Calvin. I showed her the ropes a little bit. I wanted to see what she had.”

      “It’s more than that, and you know it. I’m done watching you manipulate people. I’m done with your dark side.”

      “Dark side? What do you mean? You know this isn’t Star Wars, Cal, and I’m not the Emperor. I’m more like Boba Fett. You know, really misunderstood. Guy’s out there trying to make some coin. And besides, deep down, you know it’s no fun without me around.”

      Cal rolled his eyes. What the hell was he going to do with Wilcox?

      Lena came into the room. “You can’t do this to him, Cal. You can’t kill him.”

      Wilcox pointed to her. “See? She’s on my side.”

      “We’re not going to kill him,” Cal said.

      “Then what are you going to do?” Lena said. “He saved my life. He saved your life.”

      “It’s not that simple, Lena,” Cal said. “There are rules. There are laws.”

      Lena pointed at Cal. “You know, when you say rules and laws, that’s really what’s convenient for you. Seems to me that you play loose just like he does. So even though you think you two are different, you really aren’t. You’re the same guy.”

      “That was completely uncalled for,” Cal said, realizing that he sounded like Ward Cleaver when the words came out. “Lena, what I was trying to explain to our friend here was that certain actions have unintended consequences. We can’t ignore that fact.”

      “Okay, so he’ll be more careful next time.”

      Cal shook his head, not liking where this conversation was going. “I don’t have time for this. We’ve got a huge mess to clean up. People are still killing each other on the streets because they don’t believe that OBK is over. And you want me to set him free?”

      Lena crossed her arms over her chest. “Not just that. I’m going with him.”

      Wilcox jumped up and clapped his hands. “Oh, now this is getting good. Two of my very best friends having a hearty argument. Now don’t hold any grudges, you two. Grudges will kill you.”

      They both looked at Wilcox, then at each other.

      “Fine,” Cal said, knowing that he would never win this argument, and knowing that if Wilcox wanted to get away, he could do so, and easily. Besides, if Cal held Wilcox here, he would probably end up killing the man simply to shut him up. “Stay out of trouble. Do you understand me?”

      “I’ll do my best, good buddy,” Wilcox said, walking over and giving him a hug that Cal did not want. Then Wilcox went to Lena. “We’re going to have so much fun, you and me, but first, how about a little vacation? Do you like the beach?”

      “I’ve never really been to the beach,” Lena said.

      “Well, we’re going to have to fix that now. Come on.” He offered his elbow to her and led her out of the room like a lord and lady from a romance novel.

      “What the hell did I just do?” Cal said to himself.
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        * * *

      

      Later on, he and the others gathered for dinner. Top had presided in the kitchen, cooking up all their favorites. Even bread pudding for dessert. They talked of the future, wondered where Wilcox and Lena would go. Neil even gave a little ribbing to Daniel about Anna. Daniel took it well. But there was something else in the sniper’s eyes that Cal didn’t like. Some sort of unease, a shift that had happened earlier. Cal assumed it would go away.

      He managed to get Daniel alone after dinner. The warrior monk was outside, his blue eyes trained on the setting sun.

      “Good dinner,” Cal said.

      “You expected anything less from Top?”

      “I guess not. I can’t pronounce half the foods he makes—”

      “What is it, Cal?”

      “What is what?”

      Daniel smiled. “You didn’t come out here to chat about dinner.”

      Cal chuckled and scratched his head. “That’s the thing, Daniel. I’m not sure what I came out here for.”

      “Any word from Brandon?”

      Cal nodded gravely. “Poor guy is spent.”

      “He’s got a lot of cleaning up to do.”

      “In due time,” Cal said. “Right now, Marge has him on a little, shall we say, plausible deniability excursion. He’s got plenty on his plate as it is, and she understands we need him in the dark for the time being.” Cal licked his lips, hesitant on asking the next question.

      “Go on,” Daniel said, studying the nails of his right hand.

      “Go on, what?”

      “You’re going to ask about Anna.”

      “How the hell do you do that?” Cal said. “Never mind, I don’t want to know. But how is she?”

      Daniel nodded slowly and folded his arms. “Well, let’s see... She lost her protégé to an unhinged maniac, almost got assassinated... let’s just say she’s getting her bearings.”

      “So you’ve heard from her.”

      “I haven’t. But I know her. Trust me. She’s getting her bearings.”

      “And you?”

      “I’m right here.”

      “I meant inside.”

      Daniel looked him squarely in the eye. “That’s what I meant.”

      A chorus of laughter came from inside the building. Someone, probably Top, had gotten off a good one—likely at Gaucho’s expense.

      “Shall we?” he said.

      “I wanna watch it go below the horizon,” Daniel said. “Go on. I’ll join you guys in a few.”

      Cal went back in to enjoy in the company of his brothers. But somewhere close to the front of his mind was the notion that this would all be gone too soon, and that the merriment would be swept away.

      He chased that thought into the corner. He was being pessimistic. Better to stay in this moment, better to stay in this day, to enjoy his friends, his best friends, and all the rewards their relationships had brought them.
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            A LETTER TO READERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      I hope you enjoyed reading Payback. The longer I write these novels, the more I wonder where the next adventure will take our beloved characters. The idea of Payback came from an intersection of ideas: Russia, cryptocurrency, world instability, secrets behind secrets, how to deal with crooked politicians…

      Some of you who know a thing or two about cryptocurrency, the blockchain and NFTs will know that much of what happened in this novel could not happen today because of the transparent nature of the blockchain. To put it in plain terms, transactions conducted on a decentralized ledger (blockchain) are free for the world to see. That means anyone can track when a payment hits a wallet. I’ll let you dig into how that plays out in the real world. Most of it is good.

      We’ll see how this technology evolves. I am bullish on the possibilities and have even begun a new venture in the space.

      As for world events, look at the current conflict between the Ukraine and Russia. The former is funding their defense with cryptocurrency through donations and sales of NFTs. Amazing. They’re writing history as I clack away on my keyboard.

      If you don’t know a think about what I’m saying, maybe dip your toe in by reading an article about Ethereum or listening to podcast about digital assets. Much like the internet and cellular phones when they first came into being, many of you may think it’s all a scam. It’s not. Were you someone who said they’d never put their credit card number online? Look at us now :)

      I guess what I’m saying is that I’m excited for the future. There are so many people doing good, so many technologies being developed that have the ability to help mankind. I hope you’ll look to the good instead of dwell on the bad. I know I will and my characters will as well.

      I hope this letter finds you healthy and happy. I hope to one day meet you in person. Take care and God bless.

      Semper Fidelis,

      C. G. Cooper

      March 2022
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