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When his daughters are kidnapped by a shadow from his past, Agent Zero must do anything and everything to get them back—even if it means defying direct orders from the CIA and being disavowed by his own government.

 

Agent Zero: Though he successfully killed the assassin Rais and rescued his daughters from the hands of human traffickers, he has been disavowed by the CIA and was last seen being escorted by three agents to an unknown fate. 

 

Maya and Sara Lawson: After their harrowing ordeal in Eastern Europe and the ensuing rescue by their father, Agent Zero’s teenage daughters are physically and mentally traumatized. Though they are awestruck at his determination to find them, they now realize that he is something more than what he claims to be. 

 

Kate Lawson: During his final fight with Rais, Agent Zero recalled a memory that his wife did not die of natural causes, but was murdered by a deadly poison. Rais’ last words alleged that her killer was CIA. 

 

Agent Alan Reidigger: In a letter he wrote to Zero before his death, Reidigger divulged the name of the Swiss neurologist who installed the memory suppressor in Zero’s head—who is also his best possibility of ever restoring his full memory. 

 

Agent Maria Johansson: Maria revealed that she is working two sides—not only the CIA but also the Ukrainian FIS, though she claims to be manipulating both in the hopes of uncovering a conspiracy about an alleged soon-to-be war. 

 

Agent John Watson: After being discovered for helping Agent Zero recover his daughters, Watson has been detained by the CIA—along with Maria Johansson.

 

Agent Todd Strickland: A young CIA agent and former Army Ranger, Strickland was initially sent after Agent Zero but instead ended up helping him and his daughters, forging a strange friendship in the wake of their incident.

 

Deputy Director Shawn Cartwright: It is still unclear whose side he is on, if he has a side. Cartwright helped Zero indirectly, but also disavowed him while on the rampage in Eastern Europe. Zero believes he is simply a diplomat, playing along with whatever side will benefit him.
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PROLOGUE

 

 

Reid Lawson was exhausted, aching, and anxious. 

But above all else, he was confused.

Less than twenty-four hours prior, he had succeeded in rescuing his two teenage daughters from the hands of Slovakian traffickers. In the process he had stopped two freight trains, inadvertently destroyed a very expensive prototype helicopter, killed eighteen men and severely injured more than a dozen others.

Was it eighteen? He had lost count.

Now he found himself handcuffed to a steel table in a small, windowless detention room, awaiting the news of what his fate would be.

The CIA had warned him. The deputy directors told him what would happen if he defied their orders and struck out on his own. They were desperate to avoid another rampage like the one that had happened two years earlier. That’s what they called it—a “rampage.” A violent, bloody tear across Europe and the Middle East. This time it had been Eastern Europe, across Croatia and Slovakia and Poland. 

They had warned him, threatened him with what would happen. But Reid saw no other recourse. They were his daughters, his little girls. Now they were safe, and Reid had resigned himself to accept whatever end might be in store for him. 

In addition to the activity of the past several days and a severe lack of sleep, he’d been given painkillers after having his injuries treated. He had sustained a shallow stab wound in his abdomen from his fight with Rais, as well as thorough bruising, some superficial cuts and scrapes, a gash across one bicep where a bullet grazed him, and a mild concussion. Nothing serious enough to keep him from being detained.

He wasn’t told his destination. He wasn’t told anything at all as three CIA agents, none of which he recognized, silently escorted him from the hospital in Poland to an airfield and onto a plane. He was, however, somewhat astonished when he arrived at Dulles International Airport in Virginia instead of the CIA black site Hell-Six in Morocco. 

A police cruiser had carried him from the airport to agency headquarters, the George Bush Center for Intelligence in the unincorporated community of Langley, Virginia. From there he was ushered into the steel-walled detention room on a lower level and handcuffed to a table that was bolted to the floor—all without any explanation whatsoever from anyone. 

Reid didn’t like the way the painkillers made him feel; his mind wasn’t fully alert. But he couldn’t sleep, not yet. Especially not in the uncomfortable position at the steel table, the handcuff chain threaded through a metal loop and tight around both his wrists. 

He’d been sitting in the room for forty-five minutes, wondering just what the hell was going on and why he hadn’t yet been tossed into a hole in the ground, when the door finally swung open.

Reid stood immediately, or as much as he could while being handcuffed to the table. “How are my girls?” he asked quickly.

“They’re fine,” said Deputy Director Shawn Cartwright. “Sit.” Cartwright was Reid’s boss—or rather, he had been Agent Zero’s boss, right up until Reid was disavowed for striking out to find his girls. In his mid-forties, Cartwright was relatively young to be a CIA director, though his thick, dark hair had begun to gray slightly. It was surely coincidence that it started right around the same time that Kent Steele had returned from the dead. 

Reid slowly lowered himself back into the seat as Cartwright took the chair across from him and cleared his throat. “Agent Strickland stayed with your daughters until Sara was discharged from the hospital,” the director explained. “They’re on a plane, the three of them, on their way home as we speak.”

Reid breathed a short-lived sigh of relief—very short-lived, since he knew the proverbial hammer was about to fall.

The door opened again, and anger spontaneously swelled in Reid’s chest as Deputy Director Ashleigh Riker entered the small room, wearing a gray pencil skirt and matching blazer. Riker was head of Special Operations Group, a faction of Cartwright’s Special Activities Division that handled covert international operations.

“What’s she doing here?” Reid asked pointedly. His tone was not friendly. Riker, in his book, was not to be trusted. 

She took a seat beside Cartwright and smiled warmly. “I, Mr. Steele, have the distinct pleasure of telling you where you’ll be going now.” 

A knot of dread formed in his stomach. Of course Riker would take pleasure in doling his punishment; her disdain for Agent Zero and his tactics was hardly masked. Reid reminded himself that he had gotten his girls to safety, and he knew this was coming. 

It still didn’t make it any easier. “Okay,” he said calmly. “Then tell me. Where will I be going?”

“Home,” Riker said simply. 

Reid’s gaze flitted from Riker to Cartwright and back again, unsure he had heard her correctly. “I’m sorry?”

“Home. You’re going home, Kent.” She pushed something across the table. A small silver key slid over the polished surface to just within his grasp. 

It was a handcuff key. But he didn’t take it. “Why?”

“I’m afraid I can’t say,” Riker shrugged. “The decision came from above our pay grade.” 

Reid scoffed. He was relieved, to say the least, to hear that he wouldn’t be thrown into a miserable pit like H-6, but this didn’t feel right to him. They had threatened him, disavowed him, and even sent two other field agents after him… only to set him loose again? Why? 

The painkillers he’d been given were numbing his thought process; his brain was unable to work out the kinks in what they were telling him. “I don’t understand…” 

“You’ve been away for the last five days,” Cartwright interrupted. “Conducting interviews, researching a history textbook you’re editing. We have names and contact information for several people that can corroborate the story.” 

“The man that committed the atrocities in Eastern Europe was confronted by Agent Strickland in Grodkow,” said Riker. “He was discovered to be a Russian expatriate masquerading as an American in an attempt to cause international strife between us and the Eastern Bloc nations. He drew on a CIA agent and was shot dead.” 

Reid blinked at the flood of false information. He knew what this was; they were giving him a cover story, the same one that would be issued to governments and law enforcement agencies around the world. 

But it couldn’t be that easy. Something was certainly amiss—starting with Riker’s bizarre smile. “I was disavowed,” he said. “I was threatened. I was ignored. I think I’m owed a little bit of an explanation here.” 

“Agent Zero…” Riker began. Then she chuckled slightly. “Sorry, old habit. You’re not an agent; not anymore. Kent, this wasn’t our decision to make. As I said, this comes from higher up. But the truth of the matter is, if we look at the sum and not the parts, that you eliminated an international human trafficking ring that has plagued the CIA and Interpol for six years now.” 

“You took out Rais and, presumably, the last of Amun with him,” Cartwright added.

“Yes, you killed people,” Riker said. “But every one of them has been confirmed to have been a criminal—some of the worst of the worst. Murderers, rapists, pedophiles. As much as I hate to admit it, I have to agree with the decision that you did more good than harm.” 

Reid nodded slowly—not because he agreed with the logic, but because he realized his best course of action at the moment was to stop arguing, accept the pardon, and figure it out later.

But he still had questions. “What do you mean I’m not an agent anymore?”

Riker and Cartwright exchanged a glance. “You’re being transferred,” Cartwright told him. “That is, if you accept the job.” 

“The National Resources Division,” Riker chimed in, “is the CIA’s domestic wing. It’s still within the agency, but doesn’t require any field work. You’ll never have to leave the country, or your girls. You’ll recruit assets. Handle debriefs. Meet with diplomats.” 

“Why?” Reid asked.

“Simply put—we don’t want to lose you,” Cartwright told him. “We’d rather have you onboard in another function than not with us at all.” 

“What about Agent Watson?” Reid asked. Watson had helped him find his girls; he had gathered equipment for him and gotten Reid out of the country when he needed to. As a result, Watson had been caught and detained for it. 

“Watson is on an eight-week medical leave for his shoulder,” Riker said. “I imagine he’ll be back as soon as he’s adequately healed up.” 

Reid raised an eyebrow. “And Maria?” She had helped him as well—even when her orders from the CIA were to apprehend Agent Zero. 

“Johansson is stateside,” said Cartwright. “She’s taking a few days’ respite before reassignment. But she’ll be heading back into the field.” 

Reid had to keep himself from visibly shaking his head. Something was definitely wrong with this—it wasn’t just him being pardoned. It was everyone associated with his latest rampage. But he also had the instinct that told him it wasn’t the time or place to argue about going home. 

There would be time for that later, when his brain wasn’t bogged down with sleep deprivation and painkillers.

“So… that’s it then?” he asked. “I’m free to go?”

“Free to go.” Riker smiled again. He didn’t at all like the look of it on her face.

Cartwright looked at his watch. “Your daughters should be arriving at Dulles in about… two hours or so. There’s a car waiting for you if you want it. You can get yourself cleaned up, changed, and be there to greet them.” 

The two deputy directors rose from their seats and headed for the door.

“Good to have you back, Zero.” Cartwright winked at him before he left.

Alone in the room, Reid looked down at the silver handcuff key before him. He glanced up at the cameras mounted in the corners of the room. 

He was going home—but something was very, very wrong about that.

 

*

 

Reid hurried towards the parking garage at Langley, free of the cuffs and detention room—free of being a field agent. Free of fear of repercussion against those he loved. Free of a dirt hole in the ground at H-6.

A startling notion struck him as he navigated through the gates and out onto the street. They could have simply thrown him in Hell-Six. They could have at least threatened him with it, held that black cloud of never seeing his family again over his head. But they didn’t. 

Because if they did, I would have every reason to talk, Reid reasoned. There’d be nothing to keep me from spilling everything if I thought I’d be spending the rest of my life in a hole.

Though it felt like weeks ago, it had only been four days prior that a fragmented memory had returned to him; before the memory suppressor, Kent Steele had gathered intel about a pre-planned war that the US government was designing. He hadn’t told anyone about it, though he did disclose to Maria that he had remembered something that could spell a lot of trouble for a lot of people.

Her advice had been simple and straightforward: You can’t trust anyone but yourself.

He didn’t see it earlier, in the detention room with his fate in question and the painkillers addling his brain. But he saw it now. The agency knew that he knew something, but they didn’t know how much he knew—or how much he might remember. He wasn’t even sure how much he truly knew. 

He shook the thought from his head. Now that the questionable outcome of his future had been resolved, all of the tension drained from his shoulders and he found himself fatigued and aching, beneath which brewed a bubbling excitement at the thought of seeing his girls again. 

He had two hours before the girls’ plane landed. Two hours was more than enough time to go home, shower, get changed, and meet them. But he decided to forego all that and went straight to the airport instead. 

He didn’t really want to go back to the empty house alone.

Instead he parked in the short-term lot at Dulles and entered through arrivals. He bought a coffee at a newsstand and sat in a plastic chair, sipping it slowly while a thousand thoughts spun in his head, none snagging long enough to be considered a conscious impression but each passing fleetingly before cycling back around like a whirlwind.

He needed to call Maria, he decided. He needed to hear her voice. She would know what to say, and even if she didn’t there was something about talking to her that always seemed to remedy his ailing mind. Reid did not have his cell phone, but thankfully there were payphones in the airport, a growing rarity in the twenty-first century. Then he had no change to drop into the machine, so he dialed zero first and then the cell phone number that he knew by heart.

There was no answer. The line rang four times before going to voicemail. He didn’t leave one. He wasn’t sure what to say. 

At long last the plane arrived and a procession of quick-walking passengers strode down the long corridor, past the gates and security checkpoint and either into the waiting arms of loved ones or hurrying on to baggage claim.

Strickland saw him first. Agent Todd Strickland was young, twenty-seven, with a military-style fade cut and a thick neck. He carried himself with a gentle swagger that was somehow approachable yet authoritarian at the same time. Most importantly, Strickland did not appear at all surprised to see Reid; the CIA undoubtedly would have told him that Kent Steele had been released. He merely nodded once to Reid as he led the two teenage girls down the lengthy walkway. 

It seemed that Strickland had not told either of his daughters that he would be there upon their arrival, and for that Reid was grateful. Maya spotted him next, and though her legs kept moving her jaw fell slack in astonishment. Sara blinked twice, and then her lips spread wide in a genuinely elated smile. Despite her arm being in a cast and sling—she had broken her arm after taking a tumble out of a moving train—she ran to him. “Daddy!”

Reid dropped to one knee and caught her in a tight embrace. Maya hurried over right after her younger sister, and the three of them held each other for a long moment. 

“How?” Maya whispered hoarsely in his ear. Both of the girls had been given plenty of reason to believe they wouldn’t see their father again for what might have been a long time.

“We’ll talk later,” Reid promised. He released his grip on them and stood to face Strickland. “Thank you, for getting them home safely.” 

Strickland nodded and shook Reid’s hand. “Just keeping my word.” In Eastern Europe, Strickland and Reid had reached a strange sort of mutual understanding, and the younger agent had made the promise to keep the two girls safe, whether Reid was around or not. “I suppose I’ll get going,” he told them. “You two be good.” He grinned at the girls, and strode away from the small family. 

The ride home was short, only half an hour, and Sara made it feel even shorter with her uncharacteristic chatter. She told him how well Agent Strickland had treated them, and how the doctors in Poland let her pick her own color of cast for her arm, but she still chose the ordinary beige so that she could color it herself with markers. Maya sat oddly quiet in the passenger seat, every now and then glancing over her shoulder at her little sister and smiling briefly.

Then they arrived at their home in Alexandria, and it was as if the front door was a vacuum for any cheerful or joyous thoughts. The mood turned on a dime; the last time any of them had stepped foot into the foyer there had been a dead man lying just before the kitchen. Dave Thompson, their neighbor, was a retired CIA agent who had been killed by the assassin who had kidnapped Maya and Sara.

No one spoke as Reid closed the door and punched in the code to activate the alarm system. The girls seemed hesitant to even take a step further into the house. 

“It’s okay,” he told them quietly, and though he hardly believed it himself he led the way towards the kitchen in an effort to prove that there was nothing to be afraid of. The crime scene clean-up crew had done a thorough job, but it was still plainly evident from the strong scent of ammonia and the spotless grout between the tiles that someone had been here, mopping up blood and eliminating any trace that a murder had occurred.

“Is anyone hungry?” Reid asked, trying to sound untroubled but very much coming off as loud and theatrical. 

“No,” Maya said quietly. Sara shook her head. 

“Okay.” The pregnant pause that followed was palpable, like an invisible balloon inflating to impossible volume in the span between them. “Well,” Reid said finally, hoping to burst it, “I don’t know about you two, but I’m exhausted. I think we should all get some rest.”

The girls nodded again. Reid kissed the top of Sara’s head and she trudged back down the foyer—edging close to one wall, he noticed, though there was nothing blocking her path—and up the stairs.

Maya waited, saying nothing but listening intently for the footfalls on the stairs to reach the carpeted top. She tugged off her shoes using the toes of each opposite foot, and then asked very suddenly, “Is he dead?”

Reid blinked twice. “Is who dead?”

Maya did not look up. “The man who took us. The one who killed Mr. Thompson. Rais.”

“Yes,” Reid said quietly.

“Did you kill him?” Her gaze was hard, but not angry. She wanted the truth, not another cover or another lie.

“Yes,” he admitted after a long moment.

“Good,” she said in nearly a whisper. 

“Did he tell you his name?” Reid asked.

Maya nodded, and then she looked up at him unflinchingly. “There was another name he wanted me to know. Kent Steele.” 

Reid closed his eyes and sighed. Somehow Rais continued to plague him, even from beyond the grave. “I’m done with that now.”

“You promise?” She raised both eyebrows, hoping he was sincere. 

“Yes. I promise.”

Maya nodded. Reid knew all too well that it wouldn’t the end of it; she was far too smart and inquisitive to let things lie. But for the moment, his answers seemed to satisfy her and she headed up the stairs.

He hated lying to his daughters. He hated even more lying to himself. He wasn’t done with field work—maybe paid field work, but he still had a lot to do if he was going to get to the bottom of the conspiracy he had only begun to unearth. He had no choice; as long as he knew anything, he was still in danger. His girls could still in danger.

He wished for a moment that he didn’t know anything, that he could forget what he knew about the agency, about conspiracies, and just be a college professor and a father to his daughters. 

But you can’t. So you need to do the opposite. 

He didn’t need fewer memories; he had tried that before and it hadn’t worked out so well. He needed more memories. The more he could recall about what he knew two years ago, the less work he would have to do to uncover the truth. And maybe he wouldn’t have to worry for long. 

Standing there in the kitchen mere feet from where Thompson was killed, Reid made his decision. He would find the old letter from Alan Reidigger—and the name of the Swiss neurologist that had implanted the memory suppressor in his head.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Abdallah bin Mohammed was dead. 

The old man’s body lay upon a slab of granite in the courtyard of the compound, a walled cluster of boxy beige structures located roughly fifty miles to the west of Albaghdadi in the desert of Iraq. It was there that the Brotherhood had survived the expulsion from Hamas, as well as the scrutiny of American forces during the occupation and subsequent democratizing of the country. To anyone outside the Brotherhood, the compound was merely a commune of orthodox Shiites; raids and forced inspections of the property had yielded nothing. Their caches were well hidden. 

The old man had seen personally to their survival, spending his own fortune in service of the perpetuation of their ideology. But now, bin Mohammed was dead.

Awad stood stoically beside the slab that held the old man’s ashen corpse. Bin Mohammed’s four wives had already given ghusl, washing his body three times before shrouding him in white. His eyes were closed peacefully, his hands crossed on his chest, right over left. There was not a mark or scratch on him; for the last six years he had lived and died in the compound, not outside its walls. He had not been killed by mortar fire or drone strikes as so many other mujahideen had. 

“How?” Awad asked in Arabic. “How did he die?”

“He had a seizure in the night,” said Tarek. The shorter man stood on the opposite side of the stone slab, facing Awad. Many in the Brotherhood considered Tarek to be the second in command to bin Mohammed, but Awad knew his capacity had been little more than messenger and caretaker as the old man’s health declined. “The seizure brought on a heart attack. It was instant; he did not suffer.” 

Awad laid a hand on the old man’s unmoving chest. Bin Mohammed had taught him much, not only of belief but also of the world, its many plights, and what it meant to lead.

And he, Awad, saw before him not just a corpse but an opportunity. Three nights earlier Allah had gifted him with a dream, though now it was difficult to call it just that. It was prognostic. In it he saw bin Mohammed’s death, and a voice told him that he would rise up and lead the Brotherhood. The voice, he was certain, had belonged to the Prophet, speaking on behalf of the One True God.

“Hassan is on a munitions raid,” Tarek said quietly. “He does not yet know that his father has passed. He returns today; soon he will know the mantle of leading the Brotherhood falls to him—”

“Hassan is weak,” Awad said suddenly, more harshly than he intended. “As bin Mohammed’s health declined, Hassan did nothing to keep us from weakening commensurately.” 

“But…” Tarek hesitated; he was well aware of Awad’s flaring temper. “The duties of leadership fall to the eldest son—”

“This is not a dynasty,” Awad contended. 

“Then who…?” Tarek trailed off as he realized what Awad was suggesting. 

The younger man narrowed his eyes but said nothing. He did not need to; a glare was more than enough of a threat. Awad was young, not yet even thirty, but he was tall and strong, his jaw as rigid and unyielding as his belief. Few would speak against him. 

“Bin Mohammed wanted me to lead,” Awad told Tarek. “He said so himself.” That was not entirely true; the old man had said on several occasions that he saw the potential for greatness in Awad, and that he was a natural leader of men. Awad interpreted the statements as a declaration of the old man’s intentions. 

“He said nothing of the sort to me,” Tarek dared to say, however quietly he uttered it. His gaze was cast downward, not meeting Awad’s dark eyes. 

“Because he knew you are weak as well,” Awad challenged. “Tell me, Tarek, how long has it been since you ventured outside these walls? How long have you lived off the charity and safety of bin Mohammed, unconcerned with bullets and bombs?” Awad leaned forward, over the old man’s body, as he quietly added, “How long do you think you would last with only the clothes on your back when I take power and cast you out?”

Tarek’s lower lip moved, but no sound escaped his throat. Awad smirked; the short, jowled Tarek was afraid.

“Go on,” Awad prodded. “Speak your mind.” 

“How long…” Tarek gulped. “How long do you think you will last within these walls without the funding of Hassan bin Abdallah? We will be in the same position. Just different places.” 

Awad grinned. “Yes. You are astute, Tarek. But I have a solution.” He leaned over the slab and lowered his voice. “Corroborate my claim.” 

Tarek looked up sharply, surprised by Awad’s words.

“Tell them you heard what I heard,” he continued. “Tell them that Abdallah bin Mohammed named me leader in the wake of his passing, and I swear that you will always have a place in the Brotherhood. We will reclaim our strength. We will make our name known. And the will of Allah, peace be upon Him, will be done.” 

Before Tarek could reply, a sentry shouted across the courtyard. Two men heaved open the heavy iron gates just in time for two trucks to rumble through, the treads of their tires thick with wet sand and mud from recent rain. 

Eight men emerged—all that had left had returned—but even from his vantage point Awad could tell that the raid had gone poorly. There were no munitions gained. 

Of the eight, one stepped forward, his eyes wide in shock as he stared at the stone slab between Awad and Tarek. Hassan bin Abdallah bin Mohammed was thirty-four years old, but he still had the gaunt aspect of a teenager, his cheeks shallow and his beard patchy. 

A soft moan escaped Hassan’s lips as he recognized the figure lying still on the slab. He ran to it, his shoes kicking up sand behind him. Awad and Tarek stepped back, giving him space as Hassan flung himself over the body of his father and sobbed loudly.

Weak. Awad sneered at the scene before him. Taking over the Brotherhood will be easy.

That evening in the courtyard, the Brotherhood performed the Salat-al-Janazah, the funeral prayers for Abdallah bin Mohammed. Each person present knelt in three rows facing Mecca, with his son Hassan closest to his body and his wives tailing the end of the third row. 

Awad knew that immediately following the rites, the body would be interred; Muslim tradition dictated that a body be buried as soon as possible following death. He was the first to rise from prayer, and he summoned his most fervent voice as he spoke. “My brothers,” he began. “It is with great sorrow that we commit Abdallah bin Mohammed to the earth.” 

All eyes turned his way, some in confusion at his sudden disruption, but no one rose or spoke against him. 

“Six years have passed since the hypocrisy of Hamas saw us exiled from Gaza,” Awad continued. “Six years we have been banished to the desert, living off the charity of bin Mohammed, scavenging and raiding what we can. Six years now we have lived a lie and dwelled in the shadows of Hamas. Of Al-Qaeda. Of ISIS. Of Amun.” 

He paused as he met each pair of eyes in turn. “No more. No more will the Brotherhood hide. I have devised a plan and before Abdallah’s death, I detailed my plan to him and received his blessing. We, brothers, will enact this plan and assert our faith. We will perish the heretics, and the entire world will know the Brotherhood. I promise you.” 

Many, even most heads nodded in the courtyard. One man stood up, a tough and somewhat cynical brother called Usama. “And what is this plan, Awad?” he asked, his voice challenging. “What great plot do you have in mind?”

Awad smiled. “We are going to orchestrate the most holy jihad ever committed on American soil. One that will make Al-Qaeda’s attack on New York fruitless.”

“How?” Usama demanded. “How will we accomplish this?”

“All will be revealed,” Awad said patiently. “But not this night. This is an evening for reverence.” 

Awad did have a plan. It was one that had been building in his mind for some time now. He knew it was possible; he had spoken with the Libyan, and had learned of the Israeli journalists, and of the congressional attaché from New York who would soon be in Baghdad. It was serendipitous, the way in which everything had seemed to fallen in place—including the death of Abdallah. Awad had even gone so far as to broker a preliminary agreement with the arms dealer who had access to the necessary equipment for the attack on the US city, but he had lied about sharing it with Abdallah. The old man was a leader, a friend and a benefactor to the Brotherhood—and for that Awad was grateful—but he never would have agreed to it. It required substantial funding, resources that could threaten to bankrupt their resources if it went awry. 

And because of that requirement, Awad knew he would have to ingratiate himself to Hassan bin Abdallah. The duty of burial usually fell to the closest male kin, but Awad could hardly imagine Hassan’s thin, lanky arms managing to dig a hole deep enough. Besides, helping Hassan would give them an opportunity to bond—and to discuss Awad’s plans.

“Brother Hassan,” said Awad. “I hope that you will honor me by allowing me to help you bury Abdallah.” 

The anemic Hassan gazed back at him and nodded once. Awad could see in the young man’s eyes that he was petrified at the thought of leading the Brotherhood. The two of them broke rank from the three prayer lines to retrieve shovels.

Once they were out of earshot of the others, bathed in the moonlight of the open courtyard, Hassan cleared his throat and asked, “What is this plan of yours, Awad?”

Awad bin Saddam held back a grin. “It begins,” he said, “with the kidnapping of three men, tomorrow, not far from here. It ends with a direct attack on the city of New York.” He paused and put a heavy hand on Hassan’s shoulder. “But I cannot orchestrate this alone. I need your help, Hassan.” 

Hassan’s throat flexed, and he nodded. 

“I promise you,” said Awad, “that sin-ravaged nation of greedy apostates will suffer incalculable loss. The Brotherhood will at last be recognized as a force of Islam.” 

And, he kept to himself, the name Awad bin Saddam will find its place in history.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

“Remember, remember, the fifth of November,” said Professor Lawson as he paced before a classroom of forty-seven students in Healy Hall of Georgetown University. “What does that mean?”

“That you don’t realize it’s only April?” joked a brown-haired kid in the first row. 

A few students chuckled. Reid grinned; this was his element, the classroom, and it felt very good to be back. Almost like things were back to normal. “Not quite. That’s actually the first line of a poem that commemorates an important event—or a near-event, if you will—in English history. November fifth, anybody?” 

A young brunette woman a few rows back politely raised her hand and offered, “Guy Fawkes Day?” 

“Yes, thank you.” Reid glanced quickly at his watch. It had become a habit recently, almost an idiosyncratic tic to check the digital display for updates. “Uh, though it’s not celebrated quite as widely as it once was, November fifth marks the day of a failed assassination plot. You’ve all heard the name Guy Fawkes, I’m sure.”

Heads nodded and murmurs of assent rose from the classroom.

“Good. So in 1605, Fawkes and twelve other co-conspirators devised a plan to blow up the House of Lords, the upper house of Parliament, during an assembly. But the members of the House of Lords were not their real target; their goal was to assassinate King James I, who was Protestant. Fawkes and his pals wanted to restore a Catholic monarch to the throne.” 

He glanced at his watch again. He didn’t even mean to; it was reflexive. 

“Um…” Reid cleared his throat. “Their plan was quite simple. Over the course of some months, they stowed thirty-six barrels of gunpowder in an undercroft—that’s basically a wine cellar—directly under Parliament. Fawkes was the trigger man; he was to light a long fuse and then run like hell to the Thames.” 

“Like a Wile E. Coyote cartoon,” said the comedian in the front.

“Pretty much,” Reid agreed. “Which is also why their assassination attempt is known as the Gunpowder Plot today. But they never did get to light the fuse. Someone tipped off a member of the House of Lords anonymously, and the undercrofts were searched. The gunpowder and Fawkes were discovered…”

He glanced at his watch. It showed nothing but the time.

“And, uh…” Reid chuckled softly at himself. “Sorry, folks, I’m just a little distracted today. Fawkes was discovered, but he refused to give up his co-conspirators—at first. He was sent to the Tower of London, and for three days he was tortured…”

A vision flashed suddenly through his mind; not a vision so much as a memory, intrusively elbowing and shoving its way into his head at the mention of torture. 

A CIA black site in Morocco. Code name H-6. Known to most by its alias—Hell-Six. 

A captive Iranian is bound to a table on a slight incline. He has a hood over his head. You press a towel over his face. 

Reid shuddered as a chill ran down his spine. The memory was one he’d had before. In his other life as CIA Agent Kent Steele, he had performed “interrogation techniques” on captured terrorists for information. That’s what the agency called them—techniques. Things like waterboarding and thumbscrews and tugging off fingernails. 

But they weren’t techniques. It was torture, plain and simple. Not unlike Guy Fawkes in the Tower of London. 

You don’t do that anymore, he reminded himself. That’s not who you are.

He cleared his throat again. “For three days he was, uh, interrogated. Eventually he gave up the names of six others and all of them were sentenced to death. The plot to blow up Parliament and King James I from underground was thwarted, and the fifth of November became a day to celebrate the failed assassination attempt…” 

A hood over his head. A towel over his face. 

Water, pouring. Not stopping. The captive thrashes so hard he breaks his own arm.

“Tell me the truth!”

“Professor Lawson?” It was the brown-haired kid in the front row. He was staring at Reid—they all were. Did I just say that out loud? He didn’t think he had, but the memory had forced its way into his brain and possibly all the way to his mouth. All eyes were on him, some students murmuring to each other as he stood there awkwardly and his face reddened.

He glanced at his watch for the fourth time in less than as many minutes.

“Uh, sorry,” he chuckled nervously. “Looks like that’s about all the time we have today. I want you all to read up on Fawkes and the motivations behind the Gunpowder Plot, and on Monday we’ll pick up with the rest of the Protestant Reformation and start in on the Thirty Years’ War.” 

The lecture hall filled with the sounds of shuffling and rustling as students gathered their books and bags and began filing out of the classroom. Reid rubbed his forehead; he felt a headache coming on, which was growing more and more frequent these days.

The memory of the tortured dissident lingered like a heavy fog. That too had been happening more often lately; few new memories had returned to him, but those that had been restored previously came back stronger, more visceral. Like déjà vu, except he knew that he had been there. It wasn’t just a feeling; he had done all of those things and then some.

“Professor Lawson.” Reid looked up sharply, jarred from his thoughts as a young blonde woman approached him, slinging a bag over her shoulder. “You got a date tonight or something?”

“Sorry?” Reid frowned, thrown by the question.

The young woman smiled. “I noticed you were looking at your watch like every thirty seconds. Figured you must have a hot date tonight.” 

Reid forced a smile. “No, nothing like that. Just, uh, looking forward to the weekend.” 

She nodded appreciably. “Me too. Have a good one, Professor.” She turned to head out of the classroom but paused, threw a glance over her shoulder and asked, “Would you like to sometime?”

“Sorry?” he asked dimly.

“Have a date. With me.” 

Reid blinked, stunned into silence. “I, uh…” 

“Think about it.” She smiled again and walked off. 

He stood there for a long moment, trying to process what had just happened. Any memories of torture or black sites that might have been lingering were shoved away by the unexpected request. He knew the student fairly well; she had met with him a few times during his office hours to review coursework. Her name was Karen; she was twenty-three and one of the brightest in his class. She’d taken a couple years off after high school before going to college and traveled, mostly around Europe. 

He nearly smacked himself in the forehead with the sudden realization that he knew more than he should about the young woman. Those office visits hadn’t been for assignment help; she had a crush on the professor. And she was undeniably beautiful, if Reid allowed himself for even a moment to think like that—which usually he did not, having long since grown adept at compartmentalizing the physical and mental attributes of his students and focusing on education.

But the girl, Karen, was very attractive, blonde-haired and green-eyed, slender but athletic, and…

“Oh,” he said aloud to the empty classroom.

She reminded him of Maria.

It had been four weeks since Reid and his girls had returned from Eastern Europe. Two days later Maria had been sent off on another op, and despite his texts and calls to her personal cell, he hadn’t heard from her since. He wondered where she was, if she was okay… and if she still felt the same way about him. Their relationship had grown so complex that it was hard to say where they stood. A friendship that had very nearly turned romantic became temporarily soured by distrust and, eventually, to alienated allies on the wrong side of a government cover-up. 

But now wasn’t the time to dwell on how Maria felt about him. He had vowed to return to the conspiracy, to try to discover more of what he knew back then, but with returning to teaching, his new position in the agency, and taking care of his girls he hardly had the time to think about it. 

Reid sighed and checked his watch again. Recently he had splurged and purchased a smart-watch that linked to his cell phone via Bluetooth. Even when his phone was in his desk or in another room he would still be alerted to text messages or calls. And looking at it frequently had become as instinctive as blinking. As compulsive as scratching an itch.

He had sent Maya a text right before the lecture started. Usually his texts were seemingly innocuous questions, like “What do you want for dinner?” or “Do you need me to pick anything up on the way home?” But Maya wasn’t dumb; she knew that he was checking in on them, no matter how he tried to present it. Especially since he tended to send a message or make a call every hour or so. 

He was smart enough to recognize what this was. The neurosis about his girls’ safety, his compulsion to check in and the subsequent anxiety waiting for a response; even the strength and impact of the flashbacks he endured. Whether he was willing to admit it or not, all signs pointed toward some degree of post-traumatic stress disorder from the ordeals he had gone through. 

Still, his challenge to overcome the trauma, his road to return to a life that resembled normalcy and trying to conquer the angst and consternation of what had happened was nothing compared to what his two teenage daughters were going through.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Reid unlocked the door to their home in the suburbs of Alexandria, Virginia, balancing a pizza box on the flat of his palm, and punched the six-digit alarm code into the panel near the front door. He had upgraded the system just a few weeks earlier. This new one would send an emergency alert to both 911 and the CIA if the code wasn’t properly entered within thirty seconds of any point of egress opening.

It was one of several precautions that Reid had taken ever since the incident. There were cameras now, three of them in all; one mounted over the garage and directed towards the driveway and front door, another hidden in the floodlight over the back door, and a third outside the panic room door in the basement, all of which were on a twenty-four hour recording loop. He had changed every single lock in the house as well; their former neighbor, the now-deceased Mr. Thompson, had a key to their front and back doors and his keys were taken when the assassin Rais stole his truck. 

Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, was the tracking device implanted in each of his daughters. Neither of them was aware of it, but both had been given an injection under the guise of a flu shot that implanted a subcutaneous GPS tracker, small than a grain of rice, in their upper arms. No matter where they were in the world, a satellite would know it. It had been Agent Strickland’s idea, and Reid agreed without question. Most bizarre was that despite the high cost of outfitting two civilians with CIA tech, Deputy Director Cartwright signed off on it seemingly without a second thought.

Reid entered the kitchen and found Maya lying in the adjacent living room, watching a movie on TV. She lounged on her side on the sofa, still in her pajamas, with both legs hanging off the far end. 

“Hey.” Reid set the pizza box on the counter and shrugged out of his tweed jacket. “I texted you. You didn’t answer.” 

“Phone’s upstairs charging,” Maya said lazily.

“It can’t be charging down here?” he asked pointedly.

She merely shrugged in return. 

“Where’s your sister?”

“Upstairs,” she yawned. “I think.” 

Reid sighed. “Maya—”

“She’s upstairs, Dad. Jeez.” 

As much as he wanted to scold her for her petulant attitude of late, Reid held his tongue. He still didn’t know the full extent of what either of them had gone through during the incident. That was how he referred to it in his mind—as “the incident.” It was a suggestion from Sara’s psychologist that he give it a name, a way for them to reference the events in conversation, although he’d never actually said it aloud. 

The truth was that they barely talked about it. 

He knew from the hospital reports, both in Poland and a secondary assessment stateside, that while both of his daughters had sustained minor injuries neither of them had been raped. Yet he had seen firsthand what had happened to some of the other trafficked victims. He wasn’t sure he was ready to know the details of the horrific ordeal they had experienced because of him.

Reid headed upstairs and paused for a moment outside of Sara’s bedroom. The door was ajar a few inches; he peered in and saw her lying on top of her blankets, facing the wall. Her right arm rested on her thigh, still wrapped in a beige cast from the elbow down. Tomorrow she had an appointment with the doctor to see if the cast was ready to come off.

Reid pushed the door open gently, but still it squeaked on its hinges. Sara, however, did not stir.

“You asleep?” he asked softly.

“No,” she murmured.

“I, um… I brought a pizza home.” 

“Not hungry,” she said flatly. 

She hadn’t been eating much since the incident; in fact, Reid had to constantly remind her to drink water, or else she would hardly consume anything. He understood the difficulties of surviving trauma better than most, but this felt different. More severe. 

The psychologist Sara had been seeing, Dr. Branson, was a patient and compassionate woman who came highly recommended and CIA-certified. Yet according to her reports, Sara spoke little during their therapy sessions and answered questions with as few words as possible.

He sat on the edge of her bed and brushed the hair away from her forehead. She flinched slightly at his touch.

“Is there anything I can do?” he asked quietly.

“I just want to be alone,” she murmured.

He sighed and rose from the bed. “I understand,” he said empathetically. “Even so, I’d really like it if you came down and sat with us, as a family. Maybe try to eat a few bites.” 

She didn’t say anything in response. 

Reid sighed again as he headed back downstairs. Sara was clearly traumatized; she was much harder to get through to than even before, back in February when the girls had had a run-in with two members of the terrorist organization Amun on a New Jersey boardwalk. He’d thought it was bad then, but now his youngest daughter was downright joyless, often sleeping or lying in bed and staring at nothing in particular. Even when she was there physically it felt like she was hardly really there.

In Croatia, and Slovakia, and Poland, all he’d wanted was to have his girls back. Now that he had safely returned them home, all he wanted was to have his girls back—though in a much different capacity. He wanted things to be the way they were before all of this. 

In the dining room, Maya was setting out three paper plates and cups around the table. He watched as she poured herself some soda, took a slice of pepperoni from the box, and bit off the tip. 

As she chewed he asked, “So. Have you given any more thought to going back to school?”

Her jaw worked in circles as she regarded him evenly. “I just don’t think I’m ready yet,” she said after a while. 

Reid nodded as if he agreed, though he thought that four weeks off was plenty of time and that a return to habit would be good for them. Neither of them had gone back to school in the wake of the incident; Sara clearly wasn’t ready, but Maya seemed fit to resume her studies. She was smart, almost dangerously so; even as a high school junior, she had been taking a few courses a week at Georgetown. They would look good on a college application and would give her a jumpstart on a degree—but only if she finished them. 

She had been going to the library a few times a week for study sessions, which was at least a start. It was her intention to try and pass the final so that she didn’t flunk out. But even as smart as she was, Reid had his doubts that it would be enough. 

He chose his words carefully as he said, “There’s less than two months of classes left, but I think you’re smart enough to catch up if you went back.” 

“You’re right,” she said as she tore off another mouthful of pizza. “I am smart enough.” 

He gave her a sidelong glance. “That’s not what I meant, Maya—”

“Oh, hey Squeak,” she said suddenly. 

Reid looked up in surprise as Sara entered the dining room. Her gaze swept the floor as she inched her way to a chair like a timid squirrel. He wanted to say something, to offer some words of encouragement or to simply tell her that he was glad she decided to join them, but he held back. It was the first time in at least two weeks, maybe more, that she had come down for dinner.

Maya scooped a slice of pizza onto a plate and handed it to her sister. Sara took a tiny, almost imperceptible bite of the tip, not looking up at either of them. 

Reid’s mind raced, seeking something to say, something that might make this seem like any usual family dinner and not the tense, silent, painfully uncomfortable situation that it was.

“Anything interesting happen today?” he said at last, immediately scolding himself for the lame attempt. 

Sara shook her head a little, staring at the tablecloth.

“I watched a documentary about penguins,” Maya offered. 

“Learn anything cool?” he asked.

“Not really.” 

And so it went, returning to silence and tension. 

Say something meaningful, his mind shouted at him. Offer them support. Let them know they can open up to you about what happened. You all survived a trauma. Survive it together. 

“Listen,” he said. “I know that it hasn’t been easy lately. But I want you both to know that it’s okay to talk to me about what happened. You can ask me questions. I’ll be honest.” 

“Dad…” Maya started, but he put up a hand.

“Please, this is important to me,” he said. “I’m here for you, and I always will be. We survived this together, the three of us, and that proves there’s nothing that can keep us apart…”

He trailed off, his heart breaking anew when he saw tears spilling down Sara’s cheeks. She continued to stare downward at the table as she cried, saying nothing, with a faraway gaze that suggested she was somewhere other than mentally present with her sister and father. 

“Honey, I’m sorry.” Reid rose to hug her, but Maya got there first. She wrapped her arms around her younger sister as Sara sobbed into her shoulder. There was little Reid could do but stand there awkwardly and watch. No words of sympathy came; any expression of endearment he might offer would be little more than putting a band-aid on a bullet hole. 

Maya grabbed a napkin from the table and dabbed gently at her sister’s cheeks, smoothed her blonde hair from off her forehead. “Hey,” she said in a whisper. “Why don’t you go upstairs and lie down for a bit, huh? I’ll come and check on you soon.” 

Sara nodded and sniffled. She rose wordlessly from the table and shuffled out of the dining room towards the stairs.

“I didn’t mean to upset her…” 

Maya spun on him with her hands on her hips. “Then why did you go and bring that up?”

“Because she’s hardly said two words to me about it!” Reid said defensively. “I want her to know that she can talk to me.” 

“She doesn’t want to talk to you about it,” Maya shot back. “She doesn’t want to talk to anyone about it!” 

“Dr. Branson said that opening up about a past trauma is therapeutic…”

Maya scoffed loudly. “And do you think that Dr. Branson has ever been through anything like what Sara went through?”

Reid took a breath, forcing himself to calm and not argue. “Probably not. But she treats CIA operatives, military personnel, all manner of trauma and PTSD—”

“Sara is not a CIA agent,” said Maya harshly. “She’s not a Green Beret or a Navy Seal. She’s a fourteen-year-old girl.” She ran her fingers through her hair and sighed. “You want to know? You want to talk about what happened? Here it is: we saw Mr. Thompson’s body before we were kidnapped. It was lying right there in the foyer. We watched that maniac cut the throat of the woman from the rest stop. Some of her blood was on my shoes. We were there when the traffickers shot another girl and left her body lying in the gravel. She was trying to help me free Sara. I was drugged. We were both nearly raped. And Sara, somehow she found the strength to fight off two grown men, one of whom had a gun, and she threw herself out of the window of a speeding train.” Maya’s chest was heaving by the time she was finished, but no tears came. 

She wasn’t upset reliving the events of last month. She was angry. 

Reid lowered himself slowly into a chair. He knew about most of what she told him by virtue of having followed the trail to find the girls, but he had no idea about another girl being gunned down in front of them. Maya was right; Sara was not trained to deal with any such things. She wasn’t even an adult. She was a teenager who had experienced things that anyone, trained or not, would find traumatizing. 

“When you showed up,” Maya continued, her voice lower now, “when you actually came for us, it was like you were a superhero or something. At first. But then… when we had some time to think about it… we realized that we don’t know what else you’re hiding. We’re not sure who you really are. Do you know how frightening that is?” 

“Maya,” he said gently, “you don’t ever have to be afraid of me—”

“You’ve killed people.” She shrugged one shoulder. “Plenty of them. Right?”

“I…” Reid had to remind himself not to lie to her. He had promised he wouldn’t anymore, as long as he could help it. Instead he only nodded. 

“Then you’re not the person that we thought you were. That’s going to take time to get used to. You need to accept that.” 

“You keep saying ‘we,’” Reid murmured. “She talks to you?”

“Yeah. Sometimes. She’s been sleeping in my bed the past week or so. Nightmares.” 

Reid sighed dolefully. Gone was the untroubled, content dynamic their small family had once enjoyed. He realized now that things had changed for all of them and between all of them—maybe forever.  

“I don’t know what to do,” he admitted softly. “I want to be there for her, for both of you. I want to be your support when you need it. But I can’t do that if she won’t talk to me about what’s going on in her head.” He glanced up at Maya and added, “She’s always looked up to you. Maybe you can be a role model for her now. I think that getting back into a routine, a shot at normal life, would be good for both of you. At least finish your Georgetown classes. Besides, they’re not likely to let you in if you flunked an entire semester.” 

Maya was silent for a long moment. At last she said, “I don’t think I want to go to Georgetown anymore.” 

Reid frowned. Georgetown had been her top choice of colleges since they’d moved to Virginia. “Then where? NYU?”

She shook her head. “No. I want to go West Point.” 

“West Point,” he repeated blankly, completely thrown by her statement. “You want to go to a military academy?”

“Yes,” she said. “I’m going to become a CIA agent.” 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Reid balked. He was certain he had heard her right, but the combination of words that came from her mouth made little sense to him.

She’s winding me up, he thought. She was expecting an argument and I resisted. This was just youthful angst. It had to be. 

“You… want to be a CIA agent,” he said slowly.

“Yes,” said Maya. “More specifically, I want to attend the National Intelligence University in Bethesda. But in order to do that, I would first have to be a member of the armed forces. If I go to West Point instead of enlisting, I would graduate as a second lieutenant and be eligible to attend NIU. There I can get a master’s in strategic intelligence, and by that point I’d be over twenty-one, so I could enroll in the agency’s field-training program.” 

Reid’s legs felt numb. Not only was she very obviously serious, but she had already done some thorough research to find her best course of action and education.

But there was no way in hell that he would ever let his daughter choose that path.

“No,” he said simply. All other words seemed to fail him. “No. No way. That’s not happening.” 

Maya’s eyebrows shot up in unison. “Excuse me?” she said sharply. 

Reid took a deep breath. She was headstrong, so he would have to deny her more carefully than that. But his answer was an unequivocal and emphatic “no.” Not after everything he had seen and everything he had done. 

“It hasn’t been all that long since… the incident,” he said. “It’s still fresh in your mind. Before you make a decision like this, you need to consider all angles. Finish your classes. Graduate high school. Apply to colleges. And we can revisit all of this later.” He smiled as pleasantly as he could muster.

Maya did not. “You don’t get to dictate my life like that,” she said heatedly.

“Actually, I do,” Reid countered. He was quickly growing irritated himself. “You’re still a minor.” 

“Not for long,” she shot back. “Let me tell you what’s going to happen. I’m not going back to those classes at Georgetown. In fact, I’m not going back to school until September. I’ll flunk my spring semester and I’ll have to take all those courses over again. I’ll be seventeen next month, which means by the time I graduate I’ll be eighteen. And then you don’t get to tell me where I can go or what I can do anymore.” She folded her arms to punctuate her point.

Reid pinched the bridge of his nose. “You cannot just skip three months of school. And what about all these study sessions you’ve been doing? All that time would be wasted.” 

“I haven’t been going to study sessions,” she admitted.

He looked up at her sharply. “So you’ve been lying to me? After everything?” He scoffed in dismay. “Then where have you been going?”

“After you drop me off, I go to the rec center,” she told him matter-of-factly. “There’s a self-defense class there a few times a week. It’s taught by a former Marine. I’ve also been reading up on counterintelligence and espionage tactics.” 

He shook his head. “I can’t believe this. I thought we weren’t going to have any more secrets between us.” Even as he said it, a painful memory flashed through his mind—Kate’s murder, the truth about their mother. He still hadn’t told them, despite his promise to himself to cease the lying and guile. It killed him to keep it from them, but in the wake of the incident it had been too soon to reveal something so horrible. Now, four weeks later, he was afraid it was too late and that they would be angry at him for keeping it to himself for so long.

“I knew you’d react like this,” Maya said. “That’s why I didn’t tell you the truth. But I’m telling you now. That’s what I want to do. That’s what I’m going to do.” 

“When you were seven you wanted to be a ballet dancer,” Reid told her. “Remember that? When you were ten you wanted to be a veterinarian. At thirteen you wanted to be a lawyer, all because we watched a movie about a murder trial—”

“Do not patronize me!” Maya leapt up from her seat, standing in front of him with a pointed finger of warning and a glare on her face.

Reid leaned back in his seat, shocked by her outburst. He could hardly even be angry at her, as surprised as he was at the strength her reaction. 

“This is not some little girl’s fairytale pipe dream,” she said quickly, her voice low. “This is what I want. I know that now. Just like I know what keeps Sara awake at night. She has nightmares about her experience, what she went through. What she survived. But that’s not what traumatizes me. What keeps me awake is knowing that it’s still happening out there right now. What I saw and what I went through is someone’s life. While I’m in my warm bed, or eating pizza, or going to classes, there are women and children out there living every single day like that—until they’re dead.” 

Maya put one foot up onto the chair and yanked the leg of her pajamas pants up to the knee. There on her calf were thin, ruddy-brown scars spelling out three words: RED. 23. POLA. It was the message that she had carved into her own leg in the moments before the traffickers’ drugs took hold of her; the message that provided a clue as to where they had taken Sara.

“You can pretend this is just a phase if you want,” Maya pressed on. “But these scars aren’t going anywhere. I’ll have them for the rest of my life, and every time I see them I’m reminded that what happened to me is still happening to others. All I did was figure out that if I want it to end, the best way to do it is to be part of the people trying to stop it.” She pulled down the pajama leg again. 

Reid’s throat felt dry. He couldn’t counter her argument any more than he could consent to it. Something Maria had once said to him flashed through his mind: You can’t save everyone. But he could save his daughter from living the kind of life he had been thrust back into. “I’m sorry,” he said at last. “But no matter how noble your intentions might be, I can’t support this. And I won’t.” 

“I don’t need your support,” Maya declared. “I just thought you should know the truth.” She stormed out of the dining room, her bare feet stomping up the stairs. A moment later a door slammed shut.

Reid slumped in his chair and sighed. The pizza was cold. One daughter was disturbed into silence and the other was determined to take on the underworld. The psychologist, Dr. Branson, had told him to be patient with Sara; she had said that time heals all things, but instead he had pressed the issue and upset her anew. On top of all that, Maya’s intention of joining the CIA was the very last thing he had expected to hear. 

In a strange way, he admired her ability to channel the trauma she’d experienced into a cause. But he simply could not agree with the means she’d chosen. He thought back to everything he had seen and the injuries he had sustained. The things he had to do and the threats he had to stop. The people he had helped, and all of those he’d left broken or dead along the way. 

Reid realized suddenly that he had no idea what had inspired him to join the CIA in the first place. His own motivations had been long lost, shoved into the darkest recesses of his mind by the experimental memory suppressor. It was possible that he would never remember why he became CIA Agent Kent Steele.

You know that’s not true, he told himself. There might be a way.

 

*

 

Reid’s office was on the second floor of the house, the smallest of the bedrooms that he had outfitted with his desk, shelves, and impressive book collection. He should have been preparing his lecture for Monday on the Protestant Reformation and the Thirty Years’ War. As an adjunct professor of European history at Georgetown University, Reid’s commitment was hardly more than part-time, but still he craved the classroom. It represented a return to normalcy, much like he wanted for his girls. But that task would wait.

Instead, Reid reverently laid a dark disc on the spindle of an old phonograph in the corner and lowered the needle. He closed his eyes as Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 21 began, slow and melodic, like a springtime thaw after the long winter’s freeze. He smiled. The machine was more than seventy-five years old but still worked perfectly. It had been a gift to him from Kate on their fifth wedding anniversary; she had found the ramshackle phonograph at a flea market for an asking price of six dollars, and then paid more than two hundred to have it refurbished to nearly its former glory. 

Kate. His smile faded to a grimace. 

You’re at the black site in Morocco, nicknamed Hell-Six. Interrogating a known terrorist. 

There’s a call for you. It’s Deputy Director Cartwright. Your boss.

He doesn’t mince words. Your wife, Kate, was killed.

It happened as she was leaving work, walking to her car. Kate had been given a powerful dose of tetrodotoxin, also known as TTX, a potent poison that caused sudden paralysis of the diaphragm. She suffocated on the street and was dead in less than a minute. 

In the weeks since Eastern Europe, Reid had revisited the memory many times—or rather, the memory had revisited him, forcing its way into the forefront of his mind when least expected. Everything reminded him of Kate, from the furniture in their living room to the scent that somehow still lingered on his pillow; from the color of Sara’s eyes to Maya’s angled chin. She was everywhere… and so was the lie that he withheld from his girls. 

He had tried several times to remember more, but he wasn’t actually certain that he knew any more than that. After his wife’s murder, Kent Steele had gone on a dangerous rampage across Europe and the Middle East, killing dozens that were associated with the terrorist organization Amun. Then came the memory suppressor, and the subsequent two years of oddly blissful ignorance. 

Reid went to the closet in the far corner of the room. Inside it was a small black duffel bag, what CIA agents called a bug-out bag. In it was everything that an operative would need to go dark for an indeterminate amount of time, should the situation call for it. This particular bag had belonged to his former best friend, the now-deceased Agent Alan Reidigger. Reid had few memories of the man, but he knew enough to know that Reidigger had helped him in a time of need—and had paid for it with his life.

Most importantly, in the bag was a letter. He pulled it out, the third-length creases well worn with time and rereading. 

Hey Zero, the letter began prophetically. If you’re reading this, I’m probably dead.

He skipped a couple of paragraphs down the sheet.

The CIA wanted to bring you in, but you wouldn’t listen. It wasn’t just because of your warpath. There was something else, something you were close to finding—too close. I can’t tell you what it was because even I don’t know. You wouldn’t tell me, so it must have been heavy. 

Reid believed he knew what Reidigger was referring to—the conspiracy. A brief flash of memory he had recovered while tracking down Imam Khalil and the smallpox virus had shown him that he knew something before the suppressor was implanted in his head. 

He closed his eyes and returned to the memory: 

The CIA black site in Morocco. Designation H-6, aka Hell Six. An interrogation. You pull the fingernails from an Arab man for information about the whereabouts of a bomb maker. 

Between screams and whimpers and insistences that he doesn’t know, something else emerges—a pending war. Something big coming. A conspiracy, designed by the US government.

You don’t believe him. Not at first. But you couldn’t just let it go.

He knew something back then. Like a jigsaw puzzle, he had started to put it together. Then Amun happened. Kate’s murder happened. He got distracted, and while he vowed to return to it, he never got the chance.

He read over the rest of Alan’s letter: 

Whatever it was, it’s still there, locked away in your brain somewhere. If you ever need it, there is a way. The neurosurgeon that installed the implant, his name is Dr. Guyer. He was last practicing in Zurich. He could bring back everything, if you choose. Or he could suppress them all again, if you wanted to do that. The choice is yours. Godspeed, Zero. —Alan

Reid could not recall how many times he had sat in front of the computer or on his phone and tried to motivate his fingers to type Dr. Guyer’s name into a search bar. His desire to have his memory restored—no, his necessity to have it back was growing more intense with every passing week, to the point that it felt urgent that he know just how much he didn’t know. He needed to be able to recall his own past. 

But I can’t leave the girls. In the wake of the incident, there was no way he could just up and go to Switzerland. He would be downright neurotic about their safety, even with the tracking implants. Even with Agent Strickland watching over them. Besides, what would they think? Maya would never believe it was for a medical procedure. She would think he was doing field work again. 

So bring them. The thought entered his head so easily that he nearly laughed at himself for not thinking of it before. But then he discounted it just as quickly. What about his job? What about Sara’s therapy sessions? Hadn’t he just tried to convince Maya to return to school?

Don’t overthink it, he told himself. Wasn’t the simplest solution usually the right one? It wasn’t like anything else had worked to snap Sara out of her funk, and Maya seemed intent on being headstrong, as usual. 

Reid pushed Reidigger’s bug-out bag back into the closet and scrambled to his feet. Before he could convince himself to change his mind he strode down the hall to Maya’s room and knocked rapidly on her door.

She opened it and folded her arms, clearly still unhappy with him. “Yeah?”

“Let’s go on a trip.” 

She blinked at him. “What?”

“Let’s go on a trip, the three of us,” he said again, pushing past her into the bedroom. “Look, I was wrong to bring up the incident. I see that now. Sara doesn’t need to be reminded of it; she needs the opposite.” He was ranting, gesticulating with his hands, but he pressed on. “This past month all she’s done is lie around and dwell on what happened. Maybe what she needs is a distraction. Maybe she just needs to make some pleasant memories to be reminded of how good things can be.” 

Maya frowned as if struggling to follow his logic. “So you want to go on a trip. To where?”

“Let’s go skiing,” he replied. “Remember when we went to Vermont, about four or five years ago? Remember how much Sara loved the bunny slope?”

“I remember,” Maya said, “but Dad, it’s April. Ski season is over.” 

“Not in the Alps, it’s not.” 

She stared at him as if he had lost his mind. “You want to go to the Alps?”

“Yes. Switzerland, to be specific. And I know you think this is crazy, but I’m thinking clearly here. We’re not doing ourselves any favors stagnating around here. We need a change of scenery—especially Sara.”

“But… what about your work?”

Reid shrugged. “I’ll play hooky.”  

“No one says that anymore.” 

“I’ll worry about what to tell the university,” he said. And the agency. “Family comes first.” Reid was mostly certain the CIA wasn’t going to fire him over demanding some time off to be with his girls. In fact, he was fairly certain they wouldn’t let him quit even if he tried. “Sara’s cast comes off tomorrow. We can go this week. What do you say?”

Maya pursed her lips tightly. He knew that look; she was trying her best to hold back a smirk. She still wasn’t exactly pleased with how he had handled her news from earlier. But she nodded. “Alright. It makes sense. Yeah, let’s go on a trip.” 

“Great.” Reid grabbed her by the shoulders and planted a kiss on his daughter’s forehead before she could squirm away. As he left her bedroom, he glanced back and definitely caught her smiling.

He crept into Sara’s room and found her lying on her back, staring up at the ceiling. She didn’t look at him as he entered and knelt beside her bed. 

“Hey,” he said in a near-whisper. “I’m sorry about what happened at dinner. But I have an idea. What would you say about us going on a little trip? Just me and you and Maya, and we’ll go somewhere nice, somewhere far away. Would you like that?”

Sara tilted her head towards him, just enough so that her gaze met his. Then she nodded slightly. 

“Yeah? Good. Then that’s what we’ll do.” He reached over and took her hand in his, and he was pretty sure he felt a slight squeeze from her fingers. 

This will work, he told himself. For the first time in a while he felt good about something. 

And the girls didn’t need to know about his ulterior motive.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Maria Johansson walked the concourse at Istanbul Atatürk Airport in Turkey and pushed open the door to the women’s restroom. She had spent the last few days on the trail of three Israeli journalists who had gone missing while covering the story of Imam Khalil’s sect of zealots, the ones who had nearly unleashed a deadly smallpox virus on the developed world. It was suspected that the journalists’ disappearance might have had something to do with surviving followers of Khalil, but their trail had gone cold in Iraq, short of their destination of Baghdad. 

She very much doubted that they would ever be found, not unless whoever was responsible for their disappearance claimed responsibility. Her orders currently were to follow up on an alleged source that the journalist had here in Istanbul, and then return to CIA regional headquarters in Zurich where she would be debriefed and possibly reassigned, if the op was deemed dead.

But in the meantime, she had another meeting to attend.

In a bathroom stall, Maria opened her purse and took out a waterproof bag of thick plastic. Before she sealed her CIA-issued phone inside it she called the voicemail of her private line. 

There were no new messages. It seemed that Kent had given up trying to reach her. He had left her several voicemails in the past weeks, one every few days. In the short, one-sided snippets he told her about his girls, how Sara was still dealing with the trauma of the events she’d endured. He mentioned his work for the National Resources Division and how bland it was compared to field work. He told her he missed her.

It was a small relief that he’d given up. At least she wouldn’t have to listen to the sound of his voice and realize how much she missed him too.

Maria sealed the phone into the plastic bag and carefully lowered it into the toilet tank before replacing the lid. She did not want to risk any prying ears to listen in on her conversation. 

Then she left the bathroom and headed down the terminal to a gate with a couple dozen people milling about. The flight board announced that the plane to Kiev would be leaving in an hour and a half.

She sat in a rigid plastic chair in a row of six. The man was already behind her, seated in the opposite row facing the other direction with an automobile magazine open in front of his face. 

“Calendula,” he said, his voice husky but low. “Report.” 

“There is nothing to report,” she replied in Ukrainian. “Agent Zero is back at home with his family. He has been avoiding me ever since.” 

“Oh?” said the Ukrainian curiously. “Has he? Or have you been avoiding him?”

Maria scowled, but did not turn to face the man. He would only say such a thing if he knew it was true. “You’ve tapped my private cell?”

“Of course,” the Ukrainian said candidly. “It seems that Agent Zero very much wants to speak with you. Why have you not contacted him?”

Not that it was any of the Ukrainian’s business, but Maria had been ducking Kent for the simple reason that she had, again, lied to him—not once, but twice. She had told him that the Ukrainians she was working with were members of the Foreign Intelligence Service. While a few of their faction might have been, at one time, they were about as loyal to the FIS as she was to the CIA. 

The second lie was that she would stop working with them. Kent had made clear his distrust of the Ukrainians while they were en route to rescuing his daughters, and Maria had agreed, halfheartedly, that she would put an end to the relationship.

She hadn’t. Not yet. But that was part of the reason for the meeting in Istanbul; it wasn’t too late to make good on her word.

“We’re done,” she said simply. “I’m through working with you. You know what I know, and I know what you know. We can swap intel for the sake of building a case, but I’m finished doing your errands. And I’m leaving Zero out of this.” 

The Ukrainian was silent for a long moment. He casually flicked the page of his auto magazine as if he was actually reading it. “Are you certain?” he asked. “New information has recently come to light.” 

Maria’s eyebrow rose instinctively, though she was sure this was just a ruse to keep her in their employ. “What kind of new information?”

“Information you want,” the man said cryptically. Maria could not see his face but she got the impression, based on his tone, he was smirking.

“You’re bluffing,” she said bluntly.

“I am not,” he assured her. “We know his position. And we know what might happen if he remains in his stance.” 

Maria’s pulse quickened. She didn’t want to believe him, but she had little choice. Her involvement in uncovering the conspiracy, her decision to work with them and attempt to obtain information from the CIA, was more than just a matter of doing the right thing. Of course she wanted to avoid war, to keep the perpetrators from their would-be ill-gotten gains, to keep innocent people from being hurt. But more than that, she had a vested personal interest in the plot. 

Her father was a member of the National Security Council, a high-ranking official in international matters. And though it shamed her to even think it, her biggest priority, bigger than saving lives or keeping the United States from initiating war, was finding out if he was in on this, if he was a coconspirator—and if he wasn’t, to keep him safe from those that would have their way by any means necessary.

It wasn’t as if Maria could simply call him up and ask him. Their relationship was somewhat strained, limited mostly to professional banter, talk of legislation, and the occasional short-lived catching-up of personal lives. Besides, if he was aware of the plot, he would have no reason to openly admit it to her. If he wasn’t, he would want to take action; he was a decisive man who believed in justice and the legal system. Maria tended to lean towards the cynical, and as a result, cautious. 

“What do you mean, ‘what might happen’?” she demanded. The Ukrainian’s cryptic statement seemed to suggest that her father was none the wiser, while also carrying a certain weight of threat with it. 

“We don’t know,” he replied simply.

“How did you find this out?”

“Emails,” said the Ukrainian, “obtained from a private server. His name was mentioned, along with others who… may not comply.” 

“Like a hit list?” she asked plainly.

“Unclear.” 

 Frustration roiled in her chest. “I want to read these emails. I want to see them for myself.” 

“And you can,” the Ukrainian assured her. “But not if you’re insistent on breaking ties with us. We need you, Calendula. You need us. And we all need Agent Zero.” 

She sighed. “No. Leave him out of this. He’s home with his family. That’s where his focus needs to be right now. He’s not even an agent anymore—”

“Yet he still works for the CIA.” 

“He has no allegiance to them—”

“But he has an allegiance to you.” 

Maria scoffed. “He doesn’t even remember enough to make sense of the little that he does know.”

“The memories are still there, in his head. Eventually he will remember, and when he does, you need to be there. Don’t you see? When that information returns to him he won’t have a choice but to act. He will need you there to guide him, and he will need our resources if he wants to do anything meaningful about it.” The Ukrainian man paused before adding, “The intel in Agent Zero’s mind could provide the pieces that we are missing, or at least lead to proof. A way to stop this. That is the whole point, is it not?”

“Of course it is,” Maria murmured. While not the only reason she had agreed to work with the Ukrainians, stopping the war and unnecessary slaughter before it began, and to keep the wrong people from gaining the type of power that historically led to much bigger conflicts was paramount. Still, she shook her head. “Regardless of what I want, you only want to use him.” 

“Having the CIA’s top agent turn against his government would indeed be useful,” the man admitted. “But that is not our goal.” He dared to turn slightly in her direction, just enough to murmur, “We are not your enemy here.” 

She wanted to believe that. But continuing to work with them when she had promised Kent she would cut ties made it feel like she was, as he had once accused, a double-agent—but against him, not the CIA. 

“I’ll deal with Zero,” she said, “but I want those emails, and any other information you have on my father.” 

“And you’ll get it, as soon as you bring something new and useful to the table.” The man made a show of looking down at his watch. “Speaking of which, I believe you’re soon due back at CIA regional headquarters? That is in Zurich, right? You may want to inquire as to the whereabouts of Agent Zero. If I’m not mistaken, he won’t be far.” 

“He’s in Europe?” Maria was so taken aback that she twisted halfway in her seat. “Are you spying on him?”

He shrugged. “His recent credit card activity showed three plane tickets to Switzerland.” 

Three? Maria thought. It wasn’t fieldwork; it was a trip. Kent and his two girls, most likely. But why Switzerland? she wondered. A notion came to her… Would he try to do that? Is he ready?

The Ukrainian man stood, buttoned his overcoat, and stuck his magazine under one arm. “Go to him. Get us something useful. Time is running out; if you don’t do it, we will.” 

“Don’t you dare send anyone near him or his girls,” Maria threatened. 

He smirked. “Then don’t force our hand. Goodbye, Calendula.” He nodded once and strode away across the terminal. 

Maria sank into the chair and sighed defeatedly. She knew all too well that a single renewed memory could trigger Kent’s obsessive nature, and he’d plunge back down the rabbit hole of conspiracy and deception in search of answers. She had seen firsthand how Kent had gone through hell to get his family back… but she also knew that the knowledge he once had would tear them apart again.

There in the terminal of Istanbul Atatürk Airport, she made a resolution to herself: she was personally responsible for bringing him into this, so she would make sure to be there if, or when, he remembered. And to stop him if she needed to. 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

“Maya, look.” Sara poked her older sister in the arm and gestured out the window as the airplane drifted through a cloud on its descent into Zurich Airport. The sky opened up and the white-capped crests of the Swiss Alps were visible in the distance.

“It’s cool, right?” Maya said with a smile. Reid, in the aisle seat, could hardly believe his eyes—a thin smile lit on Sara’s face too. 

In the three days since he had first announced the trip, Sara had agreed but hardly seemed excited to go. She had slept for most of the eight-hour flight and barely spoke in the brief interims she was awake. But as they descended to land and Sara could see the jagged peaks of the Alps and the sprawling city of Zurich below them, some life seemed to seep into her. There was a smile on her face and color in her cheeks for the first time in a while, and Reid couldn’t have been more pleased. 

After they disembarked and got through customs, they waited beside the baggage carousel for their luggage. Reid felt Sara’s hand slip into his. He was astonished, but tried not to show it. 

“Can we ski today?” she asked.

“Yeah. Of course,” he told her. “We can do whatever you want to do, sweetheart.” 

She nodded somberly, as if the thought had been weighing heavily on her mind. Her fingers squeezed his as their bags made a lazy rotation towards them.

From Zurich they took a train south, less than two hours’ ride to the alpine town of Engelberg. There were no fewer than twenty-six hotels and ski lodges on the nearby mountain of Titlis, the largest peak of the Uri Alps at more than three thousand feet above sea level. 

Naturally, Reid shared all of this with the girls. 

“…And home to the world’s first cable car, too,” he told them as they trekked from the train station to their lodge. “Oh, and in town there’s a twelfth-century monastery called Kloster Engelberg, one of the oldest Swiss monasteries still standing…”

“Wow,” Maya interrupted. “Is this the place?” 

Reid had chosen one of the more rustic lodges for their accommodations; a bit dated, to be sure, but charming and cozy, unlike some of the larger American-style hotels that had cropped up in recent years. They checked in and settled into their room, which had two beds, a fireplace with two armchairs facing it, and a breathtaking view of Titlis’ southern face.

“Hey, uh, there’s one thing I want to say before we go out there,” Reid said as they unpacked and prepared for the slopes. “I don’t want you two wandering off on your own.”

“Dad…” Maya rolled her eyes. 

“It’s not about that,” he said quickly. “This trip is supposed to be about us spending some quality time and enjoying ourselves, and that means staying together. Okay?”

Sara nodded. 

“Yeah, alright,” Maya agreed.

“Good. Then let’s get changed.” It wasn’t a lie, not really; he did want them to have a good time together, and he didn’t want them wandering around by themselves for safety reasons that had nothing to do with the incident. At least that’s what he told himself.

He still had no idea how he was going to accomplish his other task, the ulterior reason for coming to Switzerland and staying at a place so close to Zurich. But he had time to figure that part out. 

Thirty minutes later the three of them were on a ski lift, heading up one of the dozens of crisscrossing trails of Titlis. Reid had chosen a green beginners’ slope for them to get started on; none of them had been skiing in years, ever since the family trip to Vermont. 

Guilt stabbed at Reid’s chest at the thought of that vacation. Kate had been alive then. That trip had felt perfect, like nothing bad could ever happen between them. He wished he could go back to that time, enjoy it all over again, maybe even warn his past self about what was coming—or change the outcome so that it never happened at all. 

He shook the thought from his head. There was no point in dwelling on it. It had happened, and now he needed to be there for his daughters to make sure that the past didn’t repeat itself.

At the top of the gentle slope, a bearded ski instructor gave them some refresher tips about how to slow down, how to stop, and how to turn. The girls took their time, unsteady on the ski boots locked in at the heels.

But as soon as Reid pushed off with the poles and began sliding over the powder, his body reacted as if he had done it a thousand times. The only time in memory that he had ever been skiing was the family trip five years earlier, but the way he simply knew how to move without thinking, his legs and torso subtly adjusting to weave left and right, told him that he had done this many more times than once. After the first run he had little doubt that he could handle a black diamond trail without much difficulty.

Even so, he did his best to hide it and kept pace with the girls. They seemed to be having a great time, Maya laughing at every wobble and near-fall, and Sara with an omnipresent smile on her face. 

On their third run down the beginner’s slope, Reid started in between the two of them. Then he bent his legs slightly, leaning into the descent, and tucked the poles under his armpits. “Race you to the bottom!” he called out as he picked up speed.

“You’re on, old man!” Maya laughed behind him.

“Old man? We’ll see who’s laughing when I kick your butt…” Reid glanced over his shoulder just in time to see Sara’s left ski hit a small berm of packed snow. It slipped out from under her and both arms flailed out as she flopped face-first into the slope.

“Sara!” Reid skidded to a halt. He unclasped his boots in seconds and ran over the powder to her. “Sara, are you okay?” She had just gotten her cast off; the last thing she needed was another injury to ruin her vacation.  

He knelt and turned her over. Her face was red and there were tears in her eyes—but she was laughing.

“Are you okay?” he asked again.

“Yeah,” she said between giggling fits. “I’m fine.” 

He helped her to her feet and she wiped tears from her eyes. He was more than just relieved that she was okay—the sound of her laughter was like music to his soul. 

“You sure you’re okay?” he asked a third time.

“Yes, Dad.” She sighed happily and steadied herself on her skis. “I promise I’m okay. Nothing broken. By the way…” She pushed off with both poles and sent herself careening quickly down the slope. “We’re still racing, right?”

From nearby, Maya laughed too and set off after her sister.

“Not fair!” Reid called after them as he scrambled back to his skis. 

After three hours of riding the slopes, they returned to the lodge and found seats in the large common area, in front of a roaring fireplace large enough to park a motorcycle in. Reid ordered three mugs of Swiss hot chocolate, and they sipped contentedly before the fire. 

“I want to try a blue trail tomorrow,” Sara announced.

“Are you sure, Squeak? You just got that cast off your arm,” Maya taunted. 

“Maybe in the afternoon we can check out the town,” Reid offered. “Find a place to have dinner?”

“That sounds fun,” Sara agreed.

“Sure, you say that now,” Maya said, “but you know he’s going to make us check out that monastery.” 

“Hey, it’s important to get to know the history of a place,” said Reid. “That monastery was what started this town. Well, up until the 1850s, when it became a vacation spot for tourists seeking what they called ‘fresh air cures.’ You see, back then…”

Maya leaned back in her chair and pretended to snore loudly. 

“Ha-ha,” Reid mocked. “Fine, I’ll stop lecturing. Who needs a refill? Be right back.” He scooped up the three mugs and headed towards the counter for more. 

As he waited, he couldn’t help but mentally pat himself on the back. For the first time in a while, maybe even since the memory suppressor was removed, he felt that he’d done right by his girls. They were all having a great time; the events of the month prior already seemed to be becoming distant memory. He hoped it was more than just temporary, and that the creation of new, happy memories would shove out the anxiety and anguish of what had happened. 

Of course, he wasn’t so naïve to believe that the girls would simply forget about the incident. It was important not to forget; just like history, he didn’t want the opportunity for it to repeat itself. But if it got Sara out of her melancholy funk and Maya back on track with school and her future, then he would feel he did his job as a parent.

He returned to their sofa to find Maya jabbing away at her cell phone and Sara’s seat empty. 

“Went to the bathroom,” Maya said before he could even ask.

“I wasn’t going to ask,” he said as nonchalantly as he could, setting down the three mugs.

“Yeah, right,” Maya teased.

Reid straightened and looked around anyway. Of course he was going to ask; if it was up to him, neither of the girls would leave his sight. He glanced about, past the other tourists and skiers, the locals enjoying a hot drink, the staff serving patrons…

A knot of panic tightened in his stomach as he spotted the back of Sara’s blonde head across the lodge floor. Behind her was a man in a black parka, following her—or perhaps guiding her away.

He strode over quickly, fists balling at his side. His first thought was immediately of the Slovakian traffickers. They found us. His tense muscles were ready for a fight, ready to take this man apart in front of everyone. Somehow they found us here, in the mountains. 

“Sara,” he said sharply. 

She stopped and turned, her eyes wide at his commanding tone. 

“You okay?” He looked from her to the man following her. He had dark eyes, a five o’clock shadow, ski goggles perched on his forehead. He didn’t look Slovakian, but Reid was not taking any chances. 

“Fine, Dad. This man asked me where the bathrooms were,” Sara told him.

The man put up both hands defensively, palms out. “I’m very sorry,” he said, his accent sounding German. “I did not mean any harm—”

“You couldn’t have asked an adult?” Reid said forcefully, staring the man down. 

“I asked the first person I saw,” the man protested.

“And that was a fourteen-year-old girl?” Reid shook his head. “Who are you with?”

“With?” the man asked in bewilderment. “I’m… with my family here.” 

“Yeah? Where are they? Point them out,” Reid demanded. 

“I-I don’t want any trouble.” 

“Dad.” Reid felt an arm tug at his. “That’s enough, Dad.” Maya tugged at him again. “He’s just a tourist.” 

Reid narrowed his eyes. “I’d better not see you around my girls again,” he warned, “or there will be trouble.” He turned away from the frightened man as Sara, bewildered, headed back towards the sofa. 

But Maya stood in his path with her hands on her hips. “Just what the hell was that?”

He frowned. “Maya, you watch your language—”

“No, you watch yours,” she shot back. “Dad, you were speaking German just now.” 

Reid blinked in surprise. “I was?” He hadn’t even realized it, but the man in the black parka had apologized in German—and Reid had simply picked it up without thinking. 

“You’re going to freak Sara out again, doing things like that,” Maya accused. 

His shoulders slackened. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I just thought…” You thought the Slovakian traffickers had followed you and your girls to Switzerland. Suddenly he recognized how ridiculous that sounded. 

It was clear that Maya and Sara were not the only ones that needed to recover from their shared experience. Maybe I need to schedule a few sessions with Dr. Branson, he thought as he rejoined his daughters. 

“I’m sorry about that,” he told Sara. “I guess I’m just a little overprotective right now.” 

She said nothing in response, but stared at the floor with a faraway look in her eye, both hands wrapped around a mug as it grew cold. 

Seeing his reaction and hearing him bark angrily at the man in German had reminded her of the incident and, if he had to guess, just how little she knew about her own father. 

Great, he thought bitterly. Not even one day in and I’ve already ruined it. How am I going to fix this? He took a seat between the girls and desperately tried to think of something he could say or do to return to the cheerful atmosphere of only moments ago.

But before he had the chance, Sara spoke up. Her gaze lifted to meet his as she murmured, and despite the conversations around them Reid heard her words clearly. 

“I want to know,” his youngest daughter said. “I want to know the truth.” 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Yosef Bachar had spent the last eight years of his career in perilous situations. As an investigative journalist, he had accompanied armed troops into the Gaza Strip. He had trekked across deserts in search of hidden compounds and caves during the long hunt for Osama bin Laden. He had reported from the midst of firefights and air raids. Not two years earlier, he had broken the story of Hamas smuggling drone parts across borders and forcing a kidnapped Saudi engineer to reconstruct them so they could be used for bombings. His exposé had inspired higher security at borders and increased awareness of insurgents seeking better technology.

Despite all he had done to risk life and limb, he had never found himself in more danger than he was in now. He and two Israeli colleagues had been covering the story of Imam Khalil and his small sect of followers, who had unleashed a mutated smallpox virus on Barcelona and attempted to do the same on the United States. A source in Istanbul told them that the last few of Khalil’s zealots had fled to Iraq, hiding somewhere near Albaghdadi. 

But Yosef Bachar and his two compatriots did not find Khalil’s people; they had not even reached the city before their car was run off the road by another group, and the three journalists were taken hostage.

For three days they had been kept in the basement of a desert compound, bound at the wrists and kept in the dark, both literally and figuratively. 

Bachar had spent those three days waiting for their inevitable fate. These men were most likely Hamas, he realized, or some offshoot thereof. They would torture and eventually murder him. They would record the ordeal on video and send it to the Israeli government. Three days of waiting and wondering, dozens of horrid scenarios playing out in Bachar’s head, felt just as tortuous as whatever plans these men had for them.

But when they finally did come for him, it was not with weapons or implements. It was with words. 

A young man, not twenty-five if he was a day, entered the subterranean level of the compound alone and turned on the light, a single bare bulb in the ceiling. He had dark eyes, a beard trimmed short, and broad shoulders. The young man paced before the three of them, on their knees with hands bound in front of them. 

“My name is Awad bin Saddam,” he told them, “and I am the leader of the Brotherhood. The three of you have been conscripted into a most glorious purpose. Of you, one will deliver for me a message. Another will document our holy jihad. And the third… the third is unnecessary. The third will die at our hands.” The young man, this bin Saddam, paused his pacing and reached into his pocket. 

“You may decide who will carry out which task between yourselves if you wish,” he said. “Or, you may leave it to chance.” He bent at the waist and placed three thin lengths of twine on the floor before them. 

Two of them were approximately six inches long. The third was trimmed a couple inches shorter than the others. 

“I will return in half an hour.” The young terrorist left the basement and locked the door behind him. 

The three journalists stared at the trimmed, fraying lengths of rope on the stone floor.

“This is monstrous,” said Avi quietly. He was a stout man of forty-eight years, older than most still working in the field.

“I will volunteer,” Yosef told them. The words spilled from his mouth before he thought them through—because if he did, he would likely hold them behind his tongue.

“No, Yosef.” Idan, the youngest of them, shook his head firmly. “It is noble of you, but we couldn’t live with ourselves knowing that we allowed you to volunteer for death.” 

“You would leave it up to chance?” Yosef countered.

“Chance is fair,” said Avi. “Chance is unbiased. Besides…” He lowered his voice as he added, “This may be a ruse. They may still yet kill all of us anyhow.” 

 Idan reached down with both bound hands and scooped the three spans of rope in his fist, gripping them so that the exposed ends appeared to be the same length. “Yosef,” he said, “you choose first.” He held them out.

Yosef’s throat was too dry for words as he reached for an end and slowly pulled it from Idan’s fist. A prayer ran through his head as an inch, then two, then three unfurled from his enclosed fingers. 

The other end fell free after only a few short inches. He had drawn the short rope.

Avi heaved a sigh, but it was one of despair, not of relief.

“There you have it,” said Yosef simply.

“Yosef…” Idan began.

“The two of you can decide between yourselves which task you will take,” Yosef said, cutting off the younger man. “But… if either of you make it out of this and return home, please tell me wife and son…” He trailed off. Final words seemed to fail him. There was nothing he could convey in a message that they would not already know. 

“We will tell them you boldly faced your fate in face of terror and iniquity,” Avi offered. 

“Thank you.” Yosef dropped the short length to the ground. 

Bin Saddam returned a short time later, as he had promised, and again paced before the three of them. “I trust you have come to a decision?” he asked.

“We have,” said Avi, looking up into the face of the terrorist. “We have decided to adopt your Islamic concept of hell just so that we have a place to believe you and your bastard lot will end up.” 

Awad bin Saddam smirked. “But which of you will go before me?”

Yosef’s throat still felt parched, too dry for words. He opened his mouth to accept his fate.

“I will.” 

“Idan!” Yosef’s eyes bulged wide. Before he could say anything, the younger man had spoken up. “No, it is not him,” he told bin Saddam quickly. “I drew the short rope.” 

Bin Saddam looked from Yosef to Idan, seemingly amused. “I suppose I will just have to kill the one who opened his mouth first.” He reached for his belt and unsheathed an ugly, curved knife with a handle made from a goat’s horn. 

Yosef’s stomach turned at the mere sight of it. “Wait, not him—”

Awad flicked his knife out and across Avi’s throat. The older man’s mouth fell open in surprise, but no sound came forth as blood cascaded down from his open neck and spilled onto the floor. 

“No!” Yosef shouted. Idan squeezed his eyes shut as a piteous sob burst from him. 

Avi fell forward onto his stomach, faced away from Yosef as a pool of dark blood seeped across the stones. 

Without another word, bin Saddam left them there once again. 

The two remaining endured that night without sleep and not a single word passing between them, though Yosef could hear the soft sobs of Idan as he mourned the loss of his mentor, Avi, whose body laid mere feet from them, growing ever colder. 

In the morning three Arabic men entered the basement wordlessly and removed Avi’s body. Two more came immediately after, followed by bin Saddam.

“Him.” He pointed to Yosef, and the two insurgents roughly hauled him to his feet by the shoulders. As he was dragged towards the door he realized that he might never see Idan again.

“Be strong,” he called over his shoulder. “God be with you.” 

Yosef squinted in the harsh sunlight as he was dragged into a courtyard surrounded by a high stone wall and thrown unceremoniously into the back of a truck, the bed covered by a dome of canvas. A burlap bag was yanked over his head, and once again he found himself plunged into darkness.

The truck rumbled to life and out of the compound. Which direction they were traveling in, Yosef could not tell. He lost track of how long they had been driving and the voices from the cab were hardly distinguishable.

After a while—two hours, perhaps three—he could hear the sounds of other vehicles, engines roaring, horns honking. Beyond that were street vendors hawking and civilians shouting, laughing, conversing. A city, Yosef realized. We are in a city. What city? And why?

The truck slowed and suddenly a harsh, deep voice was directly in his ear. “You are my messenger.” There was no mistaking it; the voice belonged to bin Saddam. “We are in Baghdad. Two blocks to the east is the American embassy. I am going to release you, and you are going to go there. Do not stop for anything. Do not speak to anyone until you arrive. I want you to tell them what happened to you and your countrymen. I want you to tell them that it was the Brotherhood that did this, and their leader, Awad bin Saddam. Do this and you will have earned your freedom. Do you understand?”

Yosef nodded. He was confused at the content of such a simple message and why he had to deliver it, yet eager to be free of this Brotherhood.

The burlap bag was torn from over his head, and at the same time he was shoved roughly from the back of the truck. Yosef grunted as he hit the pavement and rolled. An object sailed out behind him and landed nearby, something small and brown and rectangular.

It was his wallet.

He blinked in the sudden daylight, passers-by pausing in astonishment to see a man bound at the wrists thrown from the back of a moving vehicle. But the truck did not stop; it rolled on and vanished into the thick afternoon traffic. 

Yosef grabbed his wallet and got to his feet. His clothes were filthy and soiled; his limbs ached. His heart broke for Avi and for Idan. But he was free.

He staggered down the block, ignoring stares from citizens of Baghdad as he headed towards the US embassy. A large American flag guided his way from high upon a pole. 

Yosef was about twenty-five yards from the tall chain-link fence that surrounded the embassy, topped in barbed wire, when an American soldier called out to him. There were four of them posted at the gate, each armed with an automatic rifle and in full tactical gear.

“Halt!” the soldier ordered. Two of his comrades leveled their guns in his direction as the dirty, bound Yosef, half-dehydrated and sweating, stopped in his tracks. “Identify yourself!”

“My name is Yosef Bachar,” he called back in English. “I am one of three Israeli journalists that were kidnapped by Islamic insurgents near Albaghdadi.” 

“Call this in,” the commanding soldier told another. With two guns still trained on Yosef, the soldier approached him warily, his rifle cradled in both arms and a finger on the trigger. “Put your hands on your head.” 

Yosef was frisked thoroughly for weapons, but the only thing the soldier found was his wallet—and inside it, his identification. Calls were made, and fifteen minutes later Yosef Bachar was admitted entrance to the US embassy. 

The ropes were cut away from his wrists and he was ushered into a small and windowless office, though not uncomfortable. A young man brought him a bottle of water, which he chugged gratefully. 

A few minutes later, a man in a black suit and matching combed hair entered. “Mr. Bachar,” he said, “my name is Agent Cayhill. We’ve been aware of your situation, and we’re very glad to see you alive and well.” 

“Thank you,” said Yosef. “My friend Avi was not so fortunate.” 

“I’m sorry,” said the American agent. “Your government has been notified of your presence here, as has your family. We’re going to arrange transportation for you to get home as soon as possible, but first we’d like to talk about what happened to you.” He pointed upwards where the wall met the ceiling. A black camera was directed downwards, towards Yosef. “Our exchange is being recorded, and the audio of our conversation is being fed live to Washington, D.C. It is your right to refuse being recorded. You may have an ambassador or other representative from your country present if you wish—”

Yosef waved a tired hand. “That’s not necessary. I want to speak.” 

“Whenever you’re ready then, Mr. Bachar.” 

So he did. Yosef detailed the three-day ordeal, starting with the trek towards Albaghdadi and their car being stopped on a desert road. The three of them, he and Avi and Idan, had been forced into the back of a truck with bags over their heads. The bags were not removed until they were in the basement of the compound, where they spent three days in darkness. He told them what had happened to Avi, his voice quavering slightly. He told them of Idan, still there in the compound and at the mercy of those reprobates. 

“They claimed to have released me to deliver a message,” Yosef concluded. “They wanted you to know who was responsible for this. They wanted you to know the name of their organization, the Brotherhood, and that of their leader, Awad bin Saddam.” Yosef sighed. “That is all I know.” 

Agent Cayhill nodded deeply. “Thank you, Mr. Bachar. Your cooperation is greatly appreciated. Before we see about getting you home, I have one follow-up question. Why would they send you to us? Why not your own government, your people?”

Yosef shook his head. He had been asking himself that ever since he had entered the embassy. “I do not know. All they said was that they wanted you, the Americans, to know who was responsible.” 

Cayhill’s brow furrowed deeply. There was a knock at the door to the small office, and then a young woman peered in. “Sorry sir,” she said quietly, “but the delegation is here. They’re waiting in conference room C.” 

“Just one minute, thank you,” said Cayhill. 

In the same instant that the door closed again, the floor beneath them exploded. Yosef Bachar and Agent Cayhill, along with sixty-three other souls, were incinerated instantly.

 

*

 

Just short of two blocks due south, a truck with a dome of canvas stretched over the bed was parked at the curb, a direct line of sight to the American embassy through its windshield.

Awad watched, not blinking, as the windows of the embassy exploded, sending fireballs into the sky. The truck beneath him shuddered with the blast, even from this distance. Black smoke roiled into the air as the walls buckled and caved, and the American embassy collapsed in on itself. 

Procuring nearly his own weight in plastic explosives had been the easy part, now that he had unquestioned access to Hassan’s fortune. Even kidnapping the journalists had been simple enough. No, the difficulty had been obtaining falsified credentials that were realistic enough for he and three others to pose as maintenance workers. It had required hiring a Tunisian skilled enough to create fake background checks and to hack into the database to enter them as approved contractors allowed access to the embassy.

Only then could Awad and the Brotherhood stow the explosives in a maintenance corridor underneath the Americans’ feet, as they had done two days prior, posing as plumbers repairing a burst pipe. 

That part had not been simple or inexpensive, but all well worth it to meet Awad’s ends. No, the easy part had been slipping the high-tech detonation chip into the journalist’s wallet and sending him on his way towards what the foolish man thought was freedom. The bomb would not have detonated without the chip in range. 

The Israeli had, essentially, blown up the embassy for them. 

“Let’s go,” he told Usama, who directed the truck back onto the road. They skirted around parked vehicles, the drivers stopping right in the middle of the street in awe of the explosion. Pedestrians ran screaming from the blast site as parts of the building’s outer walls continued to collapse. 

“I don’t understand,” Usama grumbled as he attempted to navigate the choked streets full of panicking people. “Hassan told me how much was spent on this endeavor. All for what? To kill a journalist and a handful of Americans?”

“Yes,” Awad said pensively. “A select handful of Americans. It came to my attention recently that a congressional delegation from the United States was visiting Baghdad as part of a goodwill mission.” 

“What sort of delegation?” Usama asked. 

Awad smirked; his simpleminded brother did not, or simply could not, understand—which was why Awad had not yet shared the full extent of his plan with the rest of the Brotherhood. “A congressional delegation,” he repeated. “A group of American political leaders; more specifically, leaders from New York.” 

Usama nodded as if he understood, but his furrowed brow said that he still was far from comprehension. “And that was your plan? To kill them?”

“Yes,” said Awad. “And to make the Americans aware of us.” As well as aware of me. “Now we must get back to the compound and prepare for the next part of the plan. We have to hurry. They will be coming for us.” 

“Who will?” Usama asked.

Awad smirked as he glanced through the windshield at the burning wreckage of the embassy. “Everyone.” 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

“Alright,” said Reid. “Ask me whatever you’d like, and I’ll be honest. Take as long as you need.” 

He sat across from his daughters in a corner booth of a fondue restaurant in one of Engelberg-Titlis’ higher-end hotels. After Sara had told him in the lodge that she wanted to know the truth, Reid had suggested they go elsewhere, away from the common room of the ski lodge. Their own room felt like too quiet a place for such intense subject matter, so he took them to dinner in the hopes of providing something of a casual atmosphere while they talked. He had chosen this place specifically because each booth was separated by glass partitions, giving them some modicum of privacy.

Even so, he kept his voice low. 

Sara stared at the table for a long while, thinking. “I don’t want to talk about what happened,” she said at last.

“We don’t have to,” Reid agreed. “We’ll only talk about what you want, and I promise the truth, just like with your sister.” 

Sara glanced over at Maya. “You… know things?”

“Some,” she admitted. “Sorry, Squeak. I didn’t think you were ready to hear it.” 

If Sara was angry or upset at all by this news, she didn’t show it. Instead she chewed her bottom lip for a moment, forming a question in her head, and then asked. “You’re not just a teacher, are you?”

“No.” Reid had assumed that clarifying what he was and what he did would be among her top concerns. “I’m not. I am—rather, I was—an agent with the CIA. Do you know what that means?”

“Like… a spy?”

He shrugged. “Sort of. There was some spying involved. But it’s more about stopping bad people from doing worse things.” 

“What do you mean, ‘was’?” she asked.

“Well, I’m not doing that anymore. I did for a while, and then when…” He cleared his throat. “When Mom died, I stopped. For two years I wasn’t with them. Then, back in February, I was asked to come back.” That’s a mild way of putting it, he chided himself. “That thing on the news, with the Winter Olympics and the bombing at the economic forum? I was there. I helped stop it.” 

“So you’re a good guy?”

Reid blinked in surprise at the question. “Of course I am. Did you think I wasn’t?”

This time Sara shrugged, not meeting his gaze. “Don’t know,” she said quietly. “Hearing all this, it’s like… like…”

“Like getting to know a stranger,” Maya murmured. “A stranger that looks like you.” Sara nodded her agreement.

Reid sighed. “I’m not a stranger,” he insisted. “I’m still your dad. I’m the same person I’ve always been. Everything you know about me, everything we’ve done together, that was all real. This… all of this stuff, it was a job. Now it’s not anymore.” 

Was that the truth? he wondered. He wanted to believe it was—that Kent Steele was nothing but an alias and not a personality.

“So,” Sara started, “those two men that chased us on the boardwalk…?”

He hesitated, unsure if this was too much for her to hear. But he had promised honesty. “They were terrorists,” he told her. “They were men that were trying to get to you to hurt me. Just like…” He caught himself before saying anything about Rais or the Slovakian traffickers. 

“Look,” he started again, “for a long time I thought that I was the only one who could get hurt by doing this. But now I see how wrong I was. So I’m done. I still work for them, but I do administrative stuff. No more fieldwork.” 

“So we’re safe?”

Reid’s heart broke anew at not only the question, but the hope in his youngest daughter’s eyes. The truth, he reminded himself. “No,” he told her. “The truth is that no one ever really is. As wonderful and beautiful as this world can be, there will always be wicked people that want to do harm to others. Now I know firsthand that there are a lot of good people out there that are making sure there are fewer wicked people every day. But no matter what they do, or what I do, I can’t ever guarantee that you’ll be safe from everything.” 

He didn’t know where these words were coming from, but it felt like they were just as much for his own benefit as for his girls. It was a lesson that he very much needed to learn. “That doesn’t mean I won’t try,” he added. “I will never stop trying to keep you two safe. Just like you should always try to keep yourselves safe too.” 

“How?” Sara asked. The faraway look was back in her eye. Reid knew exactly what she was thinking: how could she, a fourteen-year-old weighing eighty pounds soaking wet, keep something like the incident from happening again?

“Well,” said Reid, “apparently your sister’s been sneaking off to a self-defense class.” 

Sara looked sharply over at her sister. “Really?”

Maya rolled her eyes. “Thanks for selling me out, Dad.” 

Sara glanced back over at him. “I want to learn to shoot a gun.” 

“Whoa.” Reid held up a hand. “Pump the brakes, kiddo. That’s a pretty serious request…”

“Why not?” Maya chimed in. “Don’t you think we’re responsible enough?”

“Of course, I do,” he replied flatly, “I just—”

“You said we should keep ourselves safe too,” Sara added.

“I did say that, but there are other ways to—”

“My friend Brent has been going hunting with his dad since he was twelve,” Maya cut in. “He knows how to shoot a gun. Why shouldn’t we?”

“Because that’s different,” Reid said forcefully. “And no ganging up on me. That’s unfair.” Up until then, he had thought this was going quite well, but now they were using his own words against him. He pointed at Sara. “You want to learn to shoot? You can. But only with me. And first, I want you caught up with school and I want positive reports from Dr. Branson. And you.” He pointed at Maya. “No more secret self-defense classes, okay? I don’t know what that guy is teaching you. You want to learn to fight, to defend yourself, you ask me.”

“Really? You’ll teach me?” Maya seemed buoyant at the prospect.

“Yes, I will.” He picked up his menu and opened it. “If you have more questions, I’ll answer them. But I think that’s about good for one evening, yeah?”

He considered himself lucky that Sara hadn’t asked him anything that he couldn’t answer. He didn’t want to have to explain the memory suppressor—that might complicate matters and reinforce their doubt about who he was—but he also didn’t want to have to answer that he didn’t know something. They would immediately suspect he was keeping it from them. 

That clinches it, he thought. He had to get it done, and soon. No more waiting or excuses. 

“Hey,” he said over his menu, “what do you say we check out Zurich tomorrow? It’s a beautiful city. Tons of history and shopping and culture.” 

“Sure,” Maya agreed. But Sara said nothing. When Reid looked over his menu again, her face was scrunched into a pensive frown. “Sara?” he asked.

She looked up at him. “Did Mom know?”

The question had been a curveball once before when Maya had asked, not much more than a month earlier, and it took him by surprise again hearing it from Sara. 

He shook his head. “No. She didn’t.” 

“Isn’t that…” She hesitated, but then took a breath and asked, “Isn’t that kind of like lying?”

Reid folded his menu and set it down on the table. Suddenly he wasn’t very hungry anymore. “Yeah, sweetheart. It’s exactly like lying.” 

 

*

 

The next morning Reid and the girls took the train north from Engelberg to Zurich. They didn’t talk any further about his past, or about the incident; if Sara had any more questions, she held them back, at least for now. 

Instead they enjoyed the scenic views of the Swiss Alps on the two-hour train ride, snapping photos through the window. They spent the late morning enjoying the breathtaking medieval architecture of Old Town and walked the shores of the Limmat River. Despite not claiming to enjoy history as much as he did, both girls were stunned by the beauty of the twelfth-century Grossmünster cathedral (though they groaned when Reid began to lecture them about Huldrych Zwingli and his sixteenth-century religious reforms that took place there). 

Though Reid was having a great time with his daughters, his smile was at least partially forced. He was anxious about what was coming.

“What’s next?” Maya asked after a lunch at a small café with views of the river. 

“You know what would be really great after a meal like that?” Reid said. “A movie.” 

“A movie,” his eldest repeated flatly. “Yeah, we definitely should have come all the way to Switzerland to do something we can do at home.” 

Reid grinned. “Not just any movie. The Swiss National Museum isn’t far, and they’re showing a documentary on the history of Zurich from the Middle Ages to the present. Doesn’t that sound neat?”

“No,” said Maya.

“Not really,” Sara agreed.

“Huh. Well, I’m the dad, and I say we go see it. Then we can do whatever you two want to do and I won’t complain. I promise.” 

Maya sighed. “Fair is fair. Lead the way.” 

Less than ten minutes later they arrived at the Swiss National Museum, which really was showing a documentary about the history of Zurich. And Reid genuinely was interested in seeing it. And even though he bought three tickets, he only intended on using two of them. 

“Sara, do you need to use the restroom before we go in?” he asked. 

“Good idea.” She ducked into the bathroom. Maya started to follow, but Reid quickly grabbed her by the arm. 

“Wait. Maya… I have to go.” 

She blinked at him. “What?”

“There’s something I have to do,” he said quickly. “I have an appointment.” 

Maya raised an eyebrow warily. “Doing what?”

“It has nothing to do with the CIA. At least, not directly.” 

She scoffed. “I can’t believe this.”

“Maya, please,” he pleaded. “This is important to me. I promise you, I swear, it’s not fieldwork or anything dangerous. I just have to talk to someone. Privately.” 

His daughter’s nostrils flared. She didn’t like it one bit, and worse, she didn’t truly believe him. “What do I tell Sara?”

Reid had already thought of that. “Tell her there was a problem with my credit card. Someone back home trying to use it, and I have to get that cleared up so that we don’t have to leave the ski lodge. Tell her I’m right outside, making phone calls.”

“Oh, okay,” Maya said mockingly. “You want me to lie to her.” 

“Maya…” Reid groaned. Sara would be exiting the bathroom at any moment. “I promise you I will tell you all about it afterward, but I just don’t have the time right now. Please, go in there, have a seat, and watch the movie with her. I’ll be back before it’s over.” 

“Fine,” she agreed reluctantly. “But I want a full explanation when you’re back.” 

“You’ll get one,” he promised. “And don’t leave that theater.” He kissed her forehead and hurried away before Sara came out of the bathroom. 

It felt awful, once again lying to his girls—or at least keeping the truth from them, which as Sara had astutely pointed out the night before, was pretty much the same as lying. 

Is that how it’s always going to be? he wondered as he hurried out of the museum. Will there ever be a time that honesty is really the best policy?

He hadn’t just lied to Sara. He had lied to Maya as well. He had no appointment. He knew where Dr. Guyer’s practice was located (conveniently close to the Swiss National Museum, which Reid had considered in his plan) and he knew from an anonymous call that the doctor would be in today, but he did not dare leave his name or make a formal appointment. He didn’t know who this Guyer was at all, other than the man that had implanted the memory suppressor in Kent Steele’s head two years earlier. Reidigger had trusted the doctor, but that didn’t mean Guyer didn’t have some kind of link to the agency. Or worse, they could be watching him. 

What if they knew about the doctor? he worried. What if they’ve been keeping tabs on him all this time? 

It was too late to concern himself with that now. His plan was simply to go there, meet the man, and find out what, if anything, he could do about Reid’s memory loss. Consider it a consultation, he joked to himself as he walked briskly down Löwenstrasse, parallel to the Limmat River and towards the address he had found online. He had about two hours before the documentary at the museum was over. Plenty of time, or so he assumed.

Dr. Guyer’s neurosurgery practice was located in a wide, four-story professional building right off a main boulevard and across a courtyard from a cathedral. The structure was medieval in architecture, a far cry from the bland sort of American medical buildings he was accustomed to; it was nicer than most hotels Reid had stayed in. 

He took the stairs up to the third floor and found an oak door with a bronze knocker and the name GUYER inscribed on a brass plate. He paused for a moment, unsure of what he would find on the other side. He wasn’t even certain of how common it was for neurosurgeons to have private practices in upscale buildings in Old Town Zurich—but then again, he couldn’t recall ever needing to visit one before.

He tried the knob; it was unlocked.

The Swiss doctor’s taste and affluence was immediately apparent. The paintings on the walls were mostly Impressionist, colorful open compositions in ornate frames that looked as if they cost as much as some cars. The van Gogh was most definitely a print, but if he wasn’t mistaken the lanky sculpture in the corner appeared to be an original Giacometti. 

I wouldn’t even know that if it wasn’t for Kate, he thought, reinforcing his reason for being here as he crossed the small room towards a desk on the opposite side. 

There were two things that immediately caught his eye on the other side of the reception area. The first was the desk itself, carved from a single irregularly-shaped piece of rosewood with dark, swirling patterns in the grain. Cocobolo, he realized. That’s easily a six-thousand dollar desk. 

He refused to let himself be impressed by the art or the desk—but the woman behind it was another matter. She regarded Reid evenly with one perfect eyebrow arched and a smiled on her pouting lips. Her blonde hair framed the contours of an exquisitely shaped face and porcelain skin. Her eyes appeared too crystalline blue to be real. 

“Good afternoon,” she said in English with only a slight Swiss-German accent. “Please have a seat, Agent Zero.”  


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 Reid’s fight-or-flight instinct kicked in immediately at the receptionist’s words. And since it was clear to him that he wasn’t going to fight this woman—mostly clear, anyway—he decided to run. But halfway back to the door he heard a loud click. 

The doorknob rattled, but did not move.

He spun and saw the woman’s hand beneath her expensive desk. There must be a button. A remote locking mechanism. 

This is a trap. 

“Let me out,” he warned. “You don’t know what I’m capable of.” 

“I do,” she replied. “And I assure you, you are in no danger. Would you like some tea?” Her tone was pacifying, as if she was dealing with a schizophrenic that had skipped their meds. 

Words nearly failed him. “Tea? No, I don’t want tea. I want to leave.” He slammed his shoulder against the heavy door, but it would not budge.

“That won’t work,” the woman said. “Please don’t hurt yourself.” 

He turned back to her. She had stood from her desk and held her hands out in a non-threatening manner. But she locked you in here, he reminded himself. So maybe you will fight this woman.

“My name is Alina Guyer,” she said. “Do you remember me?”

Guyer? But Reidigger’s letter said the doctor was a “he.” Besides, Reid was fairly sure he wouldn’t forget a face like that. She was downright stunning. 

“No,” he said. “I don’t remember you. I don’t remember ever being here and it was a mistake to come here. If you don’t let me out, bad things are going to happen…” 

“My god,” said a hushed male voice. “It’s you.” 

Reid immediately put up his fists as he turned towards the new threat. 

The doctor—presumably, since he wore a white coat—stood in the threshold of a door to the left of the cocobolo desk. He had to be in his late fifties, if not sixty, though his green eyes were keen and sharp. His entirely white hair was trimmed neatly and impeccably parted. His tie, Reid noted, was Ermenegildo Zegna, though he wasn’t sure how he knew that.

Most important of all, however, was that the doctor looked entirely awestruck by Reid’s presence.

“Dr. Guyer, I presume?” he said breathlessly.

“I always thought you might come back,” the doctor said, a wide smile breaking upon his face. He had a similar Swiss-German accent as his receptionist, who he turned to as he said, “Alina, darling, cancel my appointments. Hold my calls. Keep the lock on. We are closed for today.” 

“Of course,” said Alina as she slowly sank back to her chair, her lake-like eyes not leaving Reid. 

“Come!” Guyer motioned for Reid to follow. “Please, come. I promise you are in the company of friends here.” 

Reid hesitated. “You understand I might be a little distrusting.” 

Guyer nodded appreciably. “I understand we have a lot to discuss.” He turned and vanished through the doorway. 

This feels wrong. They had a remote door lock, no patients present, and a small fortune in furniture. But he wanted answers, so Reid ignored his instinct to flee and followed the doctor. 

Before he went through the doorway the receptionist—who Reid had surmised was Guyer’s wife—glanced up at him with a thin smile and asked, “About that tea?”

“Maybe something stronger, if you’ve got it,” Reid muttered. 

The walls of Guyer’s office held an impressive number of framed certifications and diplomas, as well as an array of photographs of various travels and achievements. But Reid barely glanced at them. He didn’t care about anything this doctor had done other than the single procedure Guyer had performed on his head.

The doctor pulled open a desk drawer and took out a notebook and pen, and then sat heavily in his chair, beaming at Reid like he was Christmas morning.

“Please,” he said. “Have a seat, Agent Zero.” Guyer sighed. “I always suspected you might return here. I just didn’t know when. I assumed the implant would eventually fail—if you survived—but only two years? That is simply shoddy craftsmanship.” He chuckled as if he had told a joke. “Now that you’re here, I have a thousand questions. But I’m afraid I don’t know where to start.” 

Reid lowered himself into a chair opposite Guyer’s desk, keeping his guard up and his periphery on the door behind him. He glanced down at his watch and saw a message from Maya: Sara bought it. You’d better be here when the movie is over.

Right, he thought. No matter what happened here, he couldn’t forget that he was on a schedule. “I know where to start,” Reid said. “What do you mean the implant would eventually fail?”

“You know where this technology was acquired, yes?” the doctor asked.

Reid did. Alan Reidigger had stolen it from the CIA; in fact, the eccentric tech engineer Bixby was a co-inventor of the memory suppressor. “Yes,” he answered.

“Well, your friend Mr. Reidigger made me a deal,” said Guyer. “He did not only bring me the memory suppressor, but also the schematic upon which it was built so that I might attempt to copy its technology. However, upon studying it, I saw the flaw in its design. It was, after all, just a prototype. I estimated that it would begin to fail after five or six years.” 

“Begin to fail?” Reid repeated. “So these memories would have come back to me eventually anyway?”

“Well… yes,” the doctor said blankly. “Is that not why you’re here? You have started to recover the memories that were suppressed?”

“Not quite. Iranian terrorists tore the implant out of my head.” 

Dr. Guyer’s expression fell slack. “Oh,” he said empathetically, “that is most unfortunate. You poor man… Your mind must be a jumbled mess.” 

“It is. Thanks,” Reid said flatly. “What about the other part? You said ‘if I survived.’ What does that mean?”

Guyer looked at his desk as if there was something very interesting there. “I think that question would be best answered by your colleague Mr. Reidigger.”

“He can’t answer,” Reid told him. “He’s dead.” 

Guyer seemed extremely troubled by the news. He folded his hands reverently on the desk with his brow furrowed, the creases in his forehead aging him several years. “I am very sorry to hear that,” he said quietly. “He seemed a good man. He went to great lengths to help a friend.” 

“That may be so, but he’s not here,” Reid said simply. “I am. And you didn’t answer my question.” 

The doctor nodded. “Yes. Well. It is no simple answer, nor one you may want to hear…”

“Try me.” 

Guyer sighed. “You and Mr. Reidigger wanted your memories suppressed so that you might live out your days with your family, blissfully unaware of the hardships you had faced. But both of you thought that your agency would find you eventually and… and silence you.” 

What? Reid could not believe what he was hearing. This entire time he had thought that the purpose of the suppressor was for him to return to a normal life, away from the CIA and everything that had come with it. “You’re suggesting that I knew, or thought, I would be killed? And I still agreed to this?”

“That is correct, Agent Zero.” 

Reid shook his head. Why would I do that? Why would I take away anything that would have given me a fighting chance? It felt as if he had condemned himself to some sort of memory hospice. He never imagined he would ever think it, but the Iranians’ intrusion into his home on that night in February was suddenly welcome. Without it, he never would have remembered his sordid past, or the truth about his wife’s death, or anything about the conspiracy…

Then he realized. That was exactly why he did it—so that whatever time he had remaining wouldn’t be lived in heavy secrets and lies. Everything he knew, everything he had shared with his girls and everything he still kept from them, felt as if it was slowly eating away at him. If he had truly believed that the agency would eventually take him out anyway, then the suppressor would have allowed him to live without the weight of his past on his shoulders.

“I can’t speak for your personal motivations, Agent Zero,” said Guyer. “But you agreed to all of this. I have it on video.” He paused for a moment before asking, “Would you like to see?”

Reid hesitated. “Yes,” he said eventually. “I think I would.” 

Dr. Guyer rose from his chair, but even as he did a new memory flashed across Reid’s mind.

You were sitting in this very office. In the same chair.

Beside you is a friendly face with a boyish smile, dark hair neatly parted. Alan Reidigger. 

Guyer sits behind the desk with a video camera. 

Reidigger nods to you once in reassurance.

“My name is Kent Steele,” you begin. “This video is to confirm that I consent to an experimental neurosurgical procedure to be performed by Dr. Edgar Guyer…”

Reid shook his head. “Forget it,” he told Guyer. “No need for the video.” 

The doctor, still standing behind his desk, regarded Reid with eyes wide and attentive. “It happened just now, didn’t it? A memory returned to you?”

“Yeah.” 

“Incredible,” Guyer breathed. “Tell me, what was the trigger?”

“Um… a combination of things, I suppose,” Reid said. “The word ‘video.’ Being here in this office, seeing you.”

“Tell me, what other triggers have you experienced?” Guyer sank back into his seat and plucked up his pen. 

“It’s usually things I hear,” Reid explained. “But that’s not always enough alone. It’s a blend of things—being in a particular place, hearing something, sometimes even a scent…”

Guyer scribbled furiously in the notebook as he said, “So no single sensory reception is recalling memories? Visual or auditory stimulus alone is not enough… fascinating. Can you give me an example?”

Reid sighed. “Sure. Uh… okay, a couple of months ago I was in France, in a part of Paris I thought I had never been. I smelled a bakery, and I saw a street sign, and suddenly I realized I had been on that exact corner before, and I knew exactly where I needed to go. Well, my feet knew where to go. In my head, I was still experiencing everything new. I guess you could say it’s like the most frustrating version of déjà vu possible.” 

“Hmm,” Guyer murmured as he took notes. “What about abilities?”

“Abilities?” Reid asked.

“As an agent, you had combat training, flight training, emergency intervention…”

“Oh, right. Yes, some have come back,” Reid told him. “Those are probably the most confusing to me. Two months ago I couldn’t speak Arabic, Russian, French, Slovak… but if someone speaks to me in a language I know, it all comes back at once, as if it’s unlocked. Suddenly I can speak it as well as I’m talking to you now. The same goes for fighting, or even piloting. It’s as if the familiarity of an instinct kicks in and it all just rushes back.” 

“That is very promising,” Guyer said without looking up.

“Why?”

The doctor set down the pen. “You see, Agent Zero—”

“Can you stop calling me that?” Reid interrupted. For some reason being referred to by his CIA handle was getting on his nerves. “Call me Reid. Please.” 

“Certainly, Reid. This procedure was extremely complex. It took eighteen hours to complete, because it was about suppressing far more than just memory. For what are abilities if not skills learned through repetition? And repetition itself is based on memory. Even our most basic skills rely on subconscious recollection—walking, speaking, writing, et cetera. I cannot express to you how difficult it was to suppress the knowledge of how to handle a gun without accidentally hindering your ability to hold a pen. To quell the ability of flying an airplane without inadvertently quashing how to drive a car…”

“And I suppose you don’t know what it’s like to climb into a cockpit and suddenly know how to fly a plane,” Reid mused. 

The doctor looked to him somberly. “Bewildering and exhilarating, I would imagine.” 

Reid scoffed—though he had to admit silently that it was, at times, exhilarating. 

“Anyhow,” Guyer continued, “the recollection of abilities is promising because it is not a single memory that learns a skill, yet your mind has a way of collating that data, so to speak. For example, you may not remember precisely where you were or what you were doing when you learned the word bonjour, but your brain—the prefrontal cortex working with the hippocampus and temporal lobe—has ‘bundled’ that information with the rest of your knowledge of the French language, and it would seem that recovering any part of it ‘unlocks,’ as you put it, its entirety. Does that make sense?” 

“I think so,” Reid nodded, mostly following what the doctor was suggesting. “But then why doesn’t it work that way with other memories? If I remember one thing about a particular person, why don’t I remember everything about them?”

“While I can’t say with any certainty, I imagine it has to do with the way that our brains process memories,” Guyer told him. “The memory suppressor works by affecting the limbic system. The amygdala, part of that system, plays a large role in processing emotional reactions and social behavior. See, we tend to associate only a few central memories with any given person or even place. To recall more than that requires… well, it requires us to think about it.” 

Reid sighed heavily. Everything that the doctor was saying made some semblance of sense, but the simple fact of the matter was that he had come here to have only one question answered. 

“Dr. Guyer,” he said, “while all of this is very enlightening, I can’t continue to live like this. There are questions in my mind that I can’t answer. So I need to know: can this be reversed? Can my memory be restored?”

The doctor was silent for a long moment, tenting his fingers on the desk. “Are you certain,” he asked, “that is what you want? You had these memories suppressed for a reason.” 

“Yes,” Reid said. “I’m certain.” The past had come back to haunt him in more ways than one, and he couldn’t continue on knowing only half-truths. 

Guyer stood from his desk. “Come with me, please.” He led Reid wordlessly out of the office, further down the hall and into a wide white room with dim blue lighting, filled with an array of high-tech medical equipment. Reid recognized an X-ray machine, a magnetic resonance imaging scanner, and an ultrasound generator; there were monitors and computers and carefully laid surfaces of shiny, impeccably clean surgical tools, the purpose of which Reid could only start to guess. 

The doctor directed his attention to a large piece of equipment in the corner of the room. It somewhat resembled a cross between an MRI machine and a tanning bed, a large white cylindrical chamber with a circular aperture in the center that held a narrow cot. But before Guyer even began to explain, Reid suspected its objective was more than just imaging.

“In the wake of your procedure,” Guyer explained, “I studied the schematics from Alan Reidigger and the technology behind the memory suppressor with the intention of copying it. But as I mentioned before, there are flaws in its designs. And I came to realize, after some months, that fixing them is unfortunately beyond me. So I shifted my focus, and created this.” 

Reid did not say anything, but he raised an eyebrow curiously, wondering how the stolen CIA tech had evolved from an implant the size of a grain of rice to the enormous machine before him. 

“As I said, the suppressor works by affecting the limbic system,” Guyer continued. “That is, the hippocampus, the amygdala, the epithalamus, and the hypothalamus—among other parts. It does not affect the four main lobes of the brain, save for a small portion of the medial temporal lobe, which is associated with episodic memory. What that means is that the suppressor does not hinder your ability to create new memories or to turn short-term memory into long-term.” 

“It only affects what you already know,” Reid offered. “No offense, Doc, but I don’t need to know the science behind it. I just need to know what it can do.” 

“Of course,” said Guyer apologetically. “Essentially, I have spent the last thirteen months reverse-engineering the suppressor’s technology into a way to oppose the device; that is, to affect the limbic system in a manner that will, to use layman terms, ‘encourage’ memory.” 

Reid frowned. “I’m not sure I follow. You built this for people that had a memory suppressor implanted?” As far as he was aware, there had been only one suppressor created—and only one person affected by it. 

“Oh, it is much more than that,” said Guyer. “If it works the way I hope, this machine could potentially help patients who have suffered memory loss through trauma, long-term drug use, amnesia… all manner of afflictions.” 

“If what you’re saying is true, then this could help thousands.” Reid was hopeful that he was right, that some good could come from the memory suppressor’s duplicitous intent. 

“Yes,” said Guyer, his tone hushed. “Yet it is my deepest regret and my biggest shame to see this machine every day and do nothing with it. I fear going public because your agency might recognize the stolen technology. It might have traced back to you.”

Reid shook his head. “So you spent months designing and building this machine for nothing?” 

The doctor looked away, and Reid suddenly understood. 

“No… you built it because you believed I would come back.” He didn’t want to believe that, but the doctor’s expression told him it was true. Guyer was not just preoccupied with the suppressor and Reid’s head; he was obsessed. “This could help people. You have no obligation to me. You don’t owe me protection.” 

Guyer frowned deeply. “But I do, Agent—I mean, Reid. Don’t you see? Your mind is the greatest achievement of my career. I understand that your life has been negatively impacted by what I did—”

“That’s a bit of an understatement,” Reid muttered.

“Even so, what we achieved together was impossible before you. Even to the modern world at large, it still is impossible. But…” Guyer’s eyes gleamed. “If we can restore your memory, then that will be an entirely new miracle of modern science. And if you agree to allow me to test my machine on you, and it works—well, then I will have no moral choice but to go public with it.” 

Reid stroked his chin as he examined the machine before him. He had come here for answers, but he hadn’t actually expected a viable solution. Yet there it was, in the form of the large white cylinder before him. 

“When?” he asked.

“Now.” 

“Now?” Reid did a double-take. He glanced at his watch. He still had plenty of time to return to the girls—and he was keenly aware of how ridiculous it would sound to mention that he was on a schedule when they were talking about solving such a serious impact to his life and wellbeing.

“The entire procedure would take under an hour,” Guyer said calmly. “But I understand if you have trepidations. You can think about it, come back another day if you’d like.” It was clear by the doctor’s tone that he did not want Reid to leave. 

“I…” If Reid was being honest, he was extremely nervous—not about the procedure, but about what it might mean to have his full memory reinstated. “Is there any recovery time involved?”

“No,” said Guyer. “It is noninvasive, completely safe.” 

“Will there be any side effects?”

“I don’t know,” Guyer said honestly.

“Will it be instant? Will I remember right away?”

“I don’t know,” the doctor said again. “If it works properly, then it should be instant, much like the suppressor was. But this is completely new territory, even for me. I can only guess at answers to your questions, and I’m hesitant to even do that.” 

Reid looked the doctor in the eye as he asked the most important question. “Can I trust you?” 

Guyer smiled warmly. “I imagine that with your vocation and memory issues, distrust is instinctive. Even if I said yes, would you take me at my word?”

“No,” Reid agreed. “I wouldn’t.” 

It was long past time for deliberation, he realized. He had told himself so many times that he needed to know, needed a solution—and now it was right in front of him. He was done making excuses.

“Okay,” he said. “Let’s do it.” 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

Deputy Director Ashleigh Riker kept her head high and her eyes straight as she strode across the third level of the parking garage in Langley, Virginia. She did not want to appear suspicious or attract any scrutiny as she made her way to the meeting place at the farthest end of the deck, a rare and narrow blind spot from cameras and prying eyes.

Director Mullen was already there, leaning against a black SUV and puffing on the last few inches of a cigar. As she approached, he dropped it and stomped it under a heel.

“Riker,” he nodded casually. Mullen was head of the entire Central Intelligence Agency, a man that answered only to the Director of National Intelligence and the president. Though fifty-six and thoroughly balding, Mullen was as much a spy as he was a statesman, as adept at reading people as he was at concealing his own disposition and nature. “These meetings of ours have been pleasantly infrequent lately.” 

“Yes, sir. There hasn’t been much to report.” For the past several weeks, Agent Zero had been quiet and busy with his double life, teaching at the university and working for the National Resources Division. No pots had been stirred; no chatter had arisen. But now… “Zero is in Switzerland.” 

Mullen’s eyebrow arched. “Switzerland? What for?”

“You didn’t know?” Riker tried to sound surprised, but she had suspected that the director had not been informed of Zero’s sudden departure a day earlier. “He requested an immediate leave of absence. Went right over the head of his director in the NRD and had Deputy Director Cartwright sign off on it.” Riker gave Mullen a moment to process that before innocently asking, “Did Cartwright not tell you?”

The director grunted by way of response, which meant no, Cartwright had not told Mullen about Zero’s “vacation.” How interesting, she thought. “Zero claims it’s a ski trip with his girls.” 

“Skiing? In April?” Mullen shook his head. “Seems a bit suspicious, doesn’t it? What’s in Switzerland that we don’t know about?” 

“Well, yesterday it would seem they were actually skiing,” Riker admitted. “Today they’re in Zurich.” She had a tech tracking the whereabouts of Zero’s daughters at all times; the subcutaneous implants had become quite handy. “Currently his daughters are at the Swiss National Museum.” 

“And you’re sure he’s with them?”

Riker nodded. “I’m quite sure. By all accounts, he’s hardly let them out of his sight since last month. He certainly isn’t about to do so in a foreign nation. Not after what happened.” 

Mullen stroked his chin contemplatively. “It feels like there’s more to this. Zero is keen. He hasn’t made a move in weeks; I’d bet he’s been biding his time. Keep an eye on them. I want to be aware the moment there’s a step out of line.” 

“Should we have a failsafe, sir?” Riker asked. “A specialist, perhaps?”

“Probably a good idea,” Mullen agreed. “Put someone in Zurich on standby.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“What about this mess with the embassy in Iraq?” Mullen asked. 

“They’re still clearing the debris,” Riker told him. “The explosives used were quite extensive; the entire building collapsed on top of the blast zone. A few survivors have been found, but…” 

“The delegation?” Mullen asked. 

Riker shook her head. “No. Senator Conroy and four other representatives are presumed dead.” Conroy and his people were an attaché from New York—specifically Manhattan. The city would soon be mourning the loss of its leaders.

“Who’s on it?”

“Agent Strickland is en route,” Riker answered, “with an attachment of Rangers. Johansson is due back at regional HQ in Zurich, and then she’ll be sent to rendezvous—”

“Wait, wait,” Mullen waved a hand. “Johansson is in Zurich while Zero is in Zurich? Don’t those two have a history?”

“Yes,” Riker admitted, “but…” She paused, considering the notion. “You don’t think he would try to sway her in some way, do you?”

“I know there’s no such thing as coincidence in our line of work,” Mullen said, “and we know that she defied CIA orders to help him before.”

Riker scolded herself for not seeing that herself. It was true that Maria Johansson had caused trouble for the agency alongside Zero in Eastern Europe, but she had been pardoned with him and Agent Watson in the aftermath—a move that was intended solely to keep Zero close to them so that they might keep tabs on him. 

“I have an idea,” said the director. “Let’s interrupt Zero’s ‘vacation.’” 

“How so?” Riker asked.

“I want you to reinstate him in the field. Put him on this Brotherhood nonsense with Strickland and Johansson.” 

“That might be troublesome,” Riker said. “Apparently Agent Strickland and Zero have developed a strange sort of friendship these past weeks.” 

“So they’re all pals. Jesus, is there anyone he won’t sink his teeth into?” Mullen scoffed. “That won’t do. We’d have the makings of collusion. It’s difficult enough just dealing with him alongside everything else going on…” He trailed off, deep in thought.

“Sir?”

“Pull the Rangers off,” Mullen instructed. “I’m going to put someone else on it, a private organization. Someone who can keep an eye on Zero and his friends—and act if necessary. But let’s tread carefully. Zero is cunning, and apparently he’s got Cartwright in his corner.” 

She raised an eyebrow. “Does Cartwright…?”

“No,” Mullen confirmed. “Cartwright doesn’t know anything about this, so play nice with him. He’ll agree to reinstate Zero if he gets the chance.” 

“And if Zero refuses to return?” 

“He won’t,” Mullen said confidently. “Not if he’s given the right reasons. Is there anything else?”

“No, sir.” 

“Alright then,” said Mullen. “I want a full briefing as soon as anyone knows anything about what happened in Iraq. Get going. I’ll take the elevator back down.” 

Riker nodded and started away.  

“Ashleigh.” She turned back and met the director’s sober gaze. “I know you. I know you want to sit in my chair someday. I know you want the office. And if that’s ever meant to be, then this cannot get out. I don’t think I need to remind you of the severity of the situation. We’re talking about a tower crumbling, and it goes all the way to the top.” 

“Of course, sir. I understand.” 

“Good girl.” 

Riker cringed and gritted her teeth, but refrained from saying anything further. Instead she spun on a heel and hastily clacked across the parking deck.

“Good girl.” What an ass.

Mullen was right about one thing, though. She did want his chair. It was her goal to become the first female director of the Central Intelligence Agency—and she was on the fast track for it. But it wasn’t her work ethic or record that put her there. 

Only two years earlier, as an intelligence officer, she had discovered something, the very same something that Agent Zero had discovered too: the makings of a plot, the very whisperings of which could be grounds for treason against no fewer than nineteen Congressmen, three governors, and a handful of other politicians—including the American president himself. And that wasn’t including key members of the EPA, NSA, and of course, the CIA. 

Zero had acted like an agent. He kept his mouth shut and tried to build a case. But he never had the full picture of what it meant, and he didn’t get the chance to share it. Intelligence Officer Ashleigh Riker did the exact opposite. She took what she knew straight to the top, to CIA Director Mullen. She had her suspicions that Mullen was clued into what was going on, and she was right. 

But she wasn’t after hush money. She simply wanted a promotion to assistant director. And after nearly two years she had now made another leap up, this time to deputy director. She would be only one step removed from being able to succeed Mullen as director, and with the combination of her intelligence, cunning, and knowledge, she was certain she could do it. 

Two years ago, Zero didn’t have the whole picture, but if Riker understood his memory issues accurately, even the simplest combination of the right words could jog something in his mind. 

And as both she and he knew all too well, tragic accidents befell people every day.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Alina Guyer carefully secured a metal band over Reid’s cranium, some sort of expensive-looking halo outfitted with more than a dozen sensors. She leaned over him as she carefully fit the device on his head. “Comfortable?” she asked.

“Yeah, fine. What does it do?”

“This is just to read brainwave activity during the procedure,” she said. “Everything you’re about to experience is sensory.” 

Reid frowned. “But the suppressor was an implant.” 

“Yes,” said Dr. Guyer. He was across the white laboratory, fiddling with a touch-screen computer array. “But the way in which it works is by transmitting signals to your limbic system. A constant barrage of waves specifically intended to suppress certain functions in your brain. This machine is, of course, much larger, but it operates in much the same way, utilizing waves and signals. Imagine your brain is a lock, and this machine—”

“Is a giant key,” Reid finished. “Got it.” 

Guyer nodded as his expression turned somber. “But I should forewarn you. If this works, some of the things that you recall may be subconscious: fantasies, wishes, suspicions from your past life. All of those non-memory aspects were removed with your actual memories.” 

Reid frowned. “So you’re saying that if I remember things, some of the things I remember may not actually be real?”

“They’ll be real to you.” Guyer gestured to his wife. “Alina, the chamber.” 

She unclasped the lid of the white cylinder and lifted it to reveal the narrow cot inside. “You’re not claustrophobic, are you Reid?” she asked with a smirk.

He shook his head and climbed quickly onto the cot. Doubt was rapidly setting in; the notion of having things return to him that may not be real was frightening to him, but he had come too far to back out now. Better to just get it over with, he thought. 

Before they had begun, Reid had composed an email on his phone, set on a delayed send two hours from then. If anything went wrong, he couldn’t risk having his girls stranded in a foreign country with no idea what happened to him. If he didn’t delete it inside of two hours, the email would send to both Strickland and Watson’s personal accounts, detailing where he was, what he had done, and how to contact the girls.

He thought about them once more as he lay his head on the cushion of the cylindrical cot.

“Ah! One moment.” Dr. Guyer hurried over with a horseshoe-shaped piece of plastic. “Here. You might need this.” 

Reid turned it over in his hands. “A mouth guard?”

“To protect your teeth and tongue,” the doctor said simply.

Reid sat up quickly. “What? Wait, just what the hell is about to happen—?”

“Lie back,” Alina instructed. She pushed gently on his shoulder and he complied, lying flat onto the cot. “Good luck.” Then she lowered the lid of the cylinder and Reid was thrust into complete silence and darkness.

For a moment, there was nothing. It reminded him of the aftermath of his fight with Rais on the walls of Dubrovnik, when he and the assassin had tumbled over the edge of a tower and Reid had lost consciousness for a few minutes. At the time he thought he had died; all he saw was black, and he heard absolutely nothing until Maria’s voice floated to him. 

A voice floated to him now, but it was not Maria. It was Dr. Guyer’s.

“Can you hear me?” the doctor asked. His voice was tinny and distant, coming through a small speaker inside the cylinder. 

“Um… yes.” 

“Good. I want to warn you that some of what you are about to experience may disturb you,” the doctor told him. 

“It would help if you told me what I was about to—”

“Please keep in mind,” the doctor interrupted, “that nothing in the chamber can harm you. You are perfectly safe in our hands.” 

“Great,” Reid muttered. “Then what’s the mouthpiece for?”

“Ah, yes. Please insert that now.” 

“Why?” Reid insisted.

“In case we induce a seizure.” 

Reid reminded himself to have a closer look at Dr. Guyer’s medical degrees when all this was over as he put the plastic mouth guard over his teeth. 

“We will now begin,” said Guyer. “Please remember what I said, and try to relax.” 

Sure, Reid thought. I’m locked in a tube with no idea what’s about to happen to me. Relax. 

Suddenly a white light shined right before his eyes, as if a camera flash went off in his face. He winced at the sudden blaze and spots danced in his vision. The light was gone as suddenly as it had appeared, but the colorful spots remained.

Then another light flashed, slightly to the left of the first. A third, to the right. 

The lights flashed intermittently, with no discernible sequence or timing. A high-pitched whine rang in his ears, growing in timbre. Is that in my head? he thought. No, it’s coming from somewhere. Then, a scent wafted into the chamber. It was neither pleasant nor pungent, but rather bland. Was it the smell of dirt? Close, but not quite it. He couldn’t put his finger on it. 

The lights continued to hammer his vision, the whining noise rising in pitch, the scent becoming stronger. Then, a tingling sensation on his scalp, his forehead. 

Alina had lied to him. The halo was not just an array of sensors. 

He realized what this was, at least partially; a sensory barrage, an assault on all of his primary methods of perception. As he thought it, he bit down on the plastic mouthpiece and tasted something bitter. 

The tingling in his head grew stronger, right up to the border of being painful. Reid clenched his fists at his sides. He wanted to close his eyes against the harsh flashing lights but he knew he had to keep them open if he wanted this to be successful. The odor burned in his nostrils. Suddenly it seemed like everything ached. He was uncomfortable from head to toe. His limbs were cramping and a migraine had spurred in his skull.

This was far more than a sensory barrage; this was an intentional overload.

I need to get out of here, he thought desperately. I need to stop this.

His hands shook, convulsing on their own accord. As he tried to steady them his feet and legs began to quiver. All of his limbs shook as his heart raced, doubling in speed. His eyes rolled up against his will until he saw only darkness again.

And then he lost consciousness.

 

*

 

“Reid?”

He winced as he opened his eyes. His vision adjusted to the dim blue lighting of the room and Alina Guyer’s angelic face loomed over him, the corners of her eyes creased with concern. “Mr. Steele, can you hear me?” She shined an intense light in his eye. It watered instinctively and he blinked several times.

The cylinder was open; the halo was off his head. The procedure was over. But his first thought was of his girls.

“How long was I out?” he asked hoarsely.

“Only a couple of minutes… gently, please,” said Alina as he sat up with a groan. 

His head was throbbing and there was a strange prickling sensation in his limbs that was quickly subsiding—but otherwise, he noted, he felt no different. 

Dr. Guyer stood near Reid’s feet, patient but obviously eager. “How do you feel?” he asked evenly.

“The same,” Reid admitted. “Though my head hurts like hell. Did it work?”

“Only you could say. Tell me,” said Guyer, “how many times did we consult before I performed the implant procedure on you?”

“I…” Reid thought about it, tried to conjure the memory, but the only one that came to him was the one he had already recalled in Guyer’s office, he and Reidigger in front of the video camera. “I don’t know.” 

Guyer’s shoulders slumped in defeat.

“So… what does this mean?” Reid asked.

The doctor exchanged a glance with Alina. “I’m afraid the procedure has failed,” he said simply, making no attempt to hide the disappointment in his voice. “My machine clearly requires some revisions, but I believe it is beyond my level of skill.” 

Reid swung his legs off of the cot and rose to his feet. His knees were shaky. Alina held him by one arm and helped him steady. “I’m sorry, Dr. Guyer. I didn’t really…” He stopped himself from saying it, but he didn’t really believe that his memory would be reinstated so easily. There was a small glimmer of hope that the machine would work, but pessimism had largely reigned. Instead he said, “Thank you, both of you, for your help.” Despite his belief, he still found himself just as disappointed as Guyer, and there was no point in lingering further. He looked at his watch. “I know this sounds strange, but I need to go. My daughters are here with me in the city and I need to get back to them.” 

Alina and Dr. Guyer followed him out of the procedure room, down the hall, and back into the opulent reception area. “Here.” Guyer handed him a white business card with his name and phone number on it. “This is my personal line. Please, keep in touch. I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more help to you.” 

“Thanks.” He pocketed the card, shook the doctor’s hand and thanked them both again, and then he left through the heavy oak door. There was nothing more to say or do. Guyer’s machine had failed, and his mind was still as much a mess as ever.

He loitered outside the door for a moment as he deleted the delayed-send email that would have gone out to Strickland and Watson, and then he made his way down to the street level. But before he even reached the stairs, the morbid impact of what had occurred struck him. His old memories could not be brought back with technology. He was doomed to living like this, with old memories popping back into his brain from random stimuli. And when another icberg-top of a secret came back to him, something like the conspiracy, he would never fully know or understand it without what he used to know.

It sounded like a living hell. I’d rather take the suppressor, he mused grimly. But according to Guyer, that wasn’t even an option. If the technology could be replicated, it was still flawed and would eventually fail anyway. 

He made his way down the stairs to the street and turned right to head back towards the museum, wondering what he was going to tell Maya. He had promised her the truth—and if he was going to have to live for at least another three months, possibly more, like this than he might have to face the music with his girls…

“Hey, stranger.” 

Reid stopped suddenly, certain he had not heard the familiar feminine cadence that made goose bumps rise on his arms. He turned, and there she was, hands on her hips, blonde hair flowing around her shoulders, amusement in her gray eyes.

“Maria,” he said in astonishment. “What…? How are you here?”

She smiled and shrugged one shoulder. “I thought you might come to see him.” 

“See him…?” Oh. He realized what she meant. Guyer’s office. Which means that she… “You knew about this place. You read Alan’s letter to me?”

She bit her lip and nodded slightly. “I’m sorry. I know I told you I didn’t, but—” 

“But you held it for me for so long. Curiosity got the better of you.” 

“I thought something in there might tell me where you had been all that time you were gone,” she admitted. 

“Then that means… you knew, back in Rome, that I wasn’t dead.” He rubbed his forehead, thinking. “You knew that Alan helped me. You knew my memory had been affected.” 

“I’m sorry,” Maria said genuinely. “I couldn’t let on because I didn’t know who might be watching me, or us. Are you angry?”

He sighed deeply. “No.” He had to admit that he probably would have done the same in her position, not knowing if a friend was alive or dead or where they might be if it was the former. “I’m not angry at all. I’m just wondering if there will ever be a time that we don’t have secrets from each other.”

“Probably not,” she said, both honestly and ruefully. “And I’m sorry I haven’t returned your calls. I thought you might need some time with your family.” She gestured upwards with her chin, towards Guyer’s office. “Did you find what you were looking for?” 

“Not really,” Reid told her plainly. “At least not in the way I was hoping.” He looked at his watch again. The girls would be waiting for him soon. “Um, I hate to do it, but I kind of have to go.” 

“Yeah,” Maria nodded. “Of course. I just heard you were here in Zurich and wanted to check in. They’re expecting me at regional HQ anyway. It was good to see you, Kent.” 

“You too.” He hugged her tightly, breathing in her scent. She gently kissed his cheek before turning to head the other direction. “Come with me.” 

Maria paused. “What?”

The words had spilled from his mouth so suddenly he hadn’t given it a single thought, but he realized that he wanted her around. Her presence was pacifying, and he felt he needed that right now. “Come with me. Just for a little while. Meet my daughters.” 

“Are you sure? What about the agency?”

“I am sure,” Reid told her. “And screw the agency. They can do without you for a couple of hours. No one’s trying to end the world at the moment. Put your phone on silent and come with me.” He held out his hand. 

Maria smiled and took it. “Yeah, alright. I will.” She held his hand as they started towards the Swiss National Museum. “But how are you going to explain this to your girls?”

“I have no idea.” Reid let out a short laugh. “Oh, just one thing though. When you meet the girls, you’re going to have to call me Reid.” 

“Reid,” she said slowly, as if trying the word out. “Sure. I think I’ll manage.” 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELEVE

 

As it turned out, he didn’t need to explain much, neither about his whereabouts during the documentary or Maria’s sudden presence, because as the two of them walked down the corridor towards his waiting daughters, Maya’s eyebrows rose in a precipitous arch that told him she had already leapt to some conclusions about where he had gone and what he might have been doing.

“Hi girls!” he said a little too enthusiastically. “How was the movie?”

“Oh, it was very informative.” Maya made no attempt to hide the suspicion in her voice.

Sara’s gaze flitted from Reid to Maria and back again. “Did you fix your credit card, Dad?” she asked quietly.

“Yes, yes I did,” he said quickly. “And while I was out there, as luck would have it, I happened to run into a friend.” 

“Wow,” Maya mused mockingly. “How incredibly bizarre that you might run into someone you know on the streets of a foreign country thousands of miles from home…” 

Reid shot his daughter a pointed glare, but Maria smirked. “You must be Maya,” she said as she put out a hand. “I’m Maria.”

Maya didn’t move, but much to Reid’s surprise, Sara reached out and took Maria’s hand. “Hello,” she said. “I’m Sara.” 

“Sara, it’s very nice to meet you. Your dad tells me you’re an excellent artist.”

Sara shrugged. “I dabble.” 

Reid almost laughed aloud. He had never heard his daughter use the word “dabble” before. “So,” he said, clapping his hands together one. “What are we doing next?” 

“Hmm,” said Maya. “If I recall, you said it would be whatever we wanted to do.” 

“I did say that…” Reid admitted hesitantly. 

“Well then,” Maria interjected, “I know some excellent boutiques nearby, if you girls want to check them out.” 

Maya regarded Maria evenly, her eyes slightly narrowed, but eventually she nodded. “Alright. Lead the way.” 

Reid groaned. “Shopping?”

Maria led them towards the exit to the museum, and much to his surprise, Sara fell right in stride with her. 

“I like your hair,” she told Maria quietly. 

“Oh, thank you! I like yours. So do you want to be an artist when you’re older?”

“Not sure yet,” Sara replied. She added, “My mom restored paintings for the Smithsonian. I think I might like to do something like that.” 

What is happening? Reid thought. She’s a totally different girl from yesterday. It was strange to him how well Sara seemed to take the presence of a stranger. She seemed fully at ease with it. Maybe he wasn’t the only one pacified by Maria’s presence. 

“So, Maria, what do you do?” Maya asked casually.

“I’m an accountant,” she replied as they stepped outside and onto the sidewalk. “I live in Baltimore.” 

“Hmm,” Maya said. “Do you travel a lot?”

Maria shrugged. “Now and then, when I can get time from work.” 

“Oh, I mean for work,” Maya said. “Does your job send you places? Like, say, Switzer—”

“Maya!” Reid hissed a word of warning. 

His daughter shrugged innocently. “What? I’m just asking.” 

Reid took his eldest by the elbow and the two of them lagged a short distance behind Maria and Sara, who continued chatting idly. “What do you think you’re doing?” he whispered harshly.

“I’m just getting to know her.” 

“No, you’re fishing for answers. Knock it off.” 

“Well, what do you think you’re doing?” she shot back. “You tell us this trip is about family. You tell us not to wander off. And then you wander off and come back with this woman who just happened to be in the same place at the same time?”

Reid sighed. “Maya, I promise you, I didn’t know she would be here.” That part wasn’t a lie; he had been just as surprised at Maria’s appearance, maybe even more than the girls were.

 “I’ll tell you what it looks like,” Maya continued, her voice hushed. “It looks like you planned this. It looks like you’re still working, if you know what I mean.” 

“I swear I’m not,” Reid assured her. “You want to know the truth? Yes, Maria is… like me. Like I was. The agency keeps tabs on us. They know we’re here. She found out and stopped by to check in. I really, truly did not know.” 

“Check in? Why?” Maya insisted.

“Why do you think? Because of what happened last month.” 

Maya paused. “She knows about that?”

Right. Maya wouldn’t have remembered in the state she was in. “Maya,” Reid said gently, “she was there. Maria helped me find you on that train in Slovakia. You were…” He didn’t want to remind her that she had been drugged. “…Only partially conscious, so Maria stayed with you while I went after Sara.” 

Maya bit her lip, walking alongside her father silently. About twenty feet ahead of them, Maria said something to Sara that made the young girl laugh. 

“You could’ve told me that,” Maya murmured. 

“So you’ll give her a chance?” Reid asked. 

His daughter shrugged. “I guess she seems okay. Sara seems to likes her.” Before he could respond, Maya quickened her pace to catch up to the other two.

Reid couldn’t help but smile. “She seems okay” was probably the best he was going to get out of his sixteen-year-old daughter. 

Over the course of the next two and a half hours, Reid found himself subjected to no fewer than seven boutiques, and such scintillating conversation as “this would look amazing on you, Maya” and “trust me, pearls are making a comeback” and “what do you mean, your dad won’t let you wear mascara? Don’t worry, I’ll talk to him.” 

Rather than try to insert himself into any of the scenes unfolding before him, he resigned to being the bag-holder and instead watched the feminine bonding that was occurring right before his eyes. He imagined he was an anthropologist that had stumbled upon a tribe the likes of which he could never understand—which, all joking aside, was at least partially true. He was downright astonished by how quickly the girls took to having a positive female influence nearby. Even Maya seemed to be having a good time. 

They were in shop number eight and waiting while the girls were in fitting rooms when Reid turned to Maria and said, “I honestly can’t believe this. Sara’s personality is like a complete one-eighty from how she was yesterday. You’re really good with kids.” 

Maria laughed. “I most definitely am not. But they’re hardly kids; they’re teenagers. They want to be treated like young women, not children.” She shrugged. “Once you know that, it’s pretty easy.”

“Huh.” Reid hadn’t really considered that. To him, they were his baby girls. They needed his protection, his tutelage, his wisdom. It was hard for him to see them any other way. 

Maybe they need someone like this in their lives. Hell, maybe I need someone like this in my life. 

“Come to dinner with us tonight,” Reid said. “We’ll go someplace here in Zurich, and then the girls and I will take the train back to Engelberg.”

Maria sighed. “I really wish I could, but I think I’ve ignored my responsibilities long enough. In fact…” She pulled out her cell phone, checked it, and frowned deeply. “Oh, that can’t be good.”

“What?”

She turned the phone to show him the screen. Maria had nine missed calls, all from the same source—a phone number marked as “unknown”—and a single text message: MARIGOLD. REPORT. 

Maria made the call, angling the phone and tilting her head closer to Reid’s so he could listen in without it being on speaker. 

“We have a situation,” Deputy Director Riker declared by way of greeting. “We’re sending a car to your location.” 

“What sort of situation?” Maria asked.

“Explosives were detonated at the US embassy in Baghdad,” Riker explained hastily. “The entire building was destroyed. We’ve got more than fifty confirmed dead so far... including a congressional delegation from New York. Senator Conroy and four representatives.” 

Reid and Maria exchanged a worried glance. He had little doubt that the Congressmen were the targets, but to make that substantial of an attack, claim that many lives to ensure that a specific five were killed, was undoubtedly the mark of a fanatical group.

“I’ll be ready,” Maria told Riker. 

“There’s something else,” the deputy director said quickly before Maria could end the call. “We know you’re with him. In fact, I’d venture to guess that he can hear me right now, so I’ll just tell him myself: you’re being reinstated. We want you on this. Welcome back, Agent Zero.” 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Reid and Maria exchanged a confused glance. He couldn’t bring himself to say anything, and hadn’t yet let on that he was indeed there with her.

“Why him?” Maria asked on his behalf. “Why now?”

“I’ll give you two reasons,” Riker said. “First, the group that claimed responsibility is one of his former cases, an offshoot of Hamas that was banished from Gaza for killing members of their own ranks during a raid. They had originally set up shop in Syria; Zero and Reidigger flushed them out and they vanished. They’ve been inactive ever since. We’re hoping that something in his head might trigger, give us some insight into their goals.” 

“And the second reason?” Reid asked, finally making his presence known to Riker.

“Agent Strickland is leading this charge,” she explained. “He asked for you personally. We’re obliging because… well, like it or not, you’re still the best we’ve got.” 

Strickland? Maria mouthed to him, thoroughly confused. He had not yet told her that he and Todd had developed a friendship in the wake of last month’s incident; she only knew of Strickland as the young agent that had been sent after Zero in Slovakia.

Regardless of Strickland’s request, he knew this wasn’t what he wanted. He had to put his family first. “I can’t,” he told Riker plainly. “I’m on vacation with my girls. What would I do, just leave them here alone and without protection?”

“Of course not,” Riker said superciliously. “We’re sending a car to your location. Watson is in it.” 

“Watson?” Last Reid had heard, Agent Watson was on medical leave for a gunshot wound to his shoulder.

“We anticipated you wouldn’t go unless you had someone around you could trust,” Riker explained. “Watson isn’t currently fit for fieldwork, but he’s still quite capable. He’ll see to your girls’ safety. We both know he will.” 

Reid glanced at Maria again. The CIA seemed vehement to have him on this case. Even worse, although he told himself over and over again that he couldn’t go, couldn’t possibly leave his girls, a chill of excitement shuddered up the nape of his neck at the thought of returning to the field. The agent side of him craved it. “I… I need a minute,” he said. “I need to think for a minute.”

“You’ve got about five before the car arrives,” said Riker. “We hope you’ll be in it.” The deputy director hung up.

“This doesn’t feel right,” Maria said quietly.

Reid nodded. “I agree. Unless… unless they never intended to keep me out of the field. Maybe this past month was just a way to give me some time without letting me go.” He could hardly believe his own words; it was as if his mouth betrayed his brain. I’m actually considering this. He noted Maria’s pensive stare, her flitting gaze, and he knew what she was thinking. She had always thought he had something of a misplaced sense of duty—not to the agency, but to doing the right thing.

“You can’t,” she told him quietly. “You’re on vacation with your family. You told the girls you’re not in the field anymore…”

“I know,” he said quickly. “I know, you’re right. I can’t.” He shook his head. “But fifty dead, Maria? These people need to be caught. What if Riker is right? What if something in my mind can help find them faster, or stop another attack?”

Maria scoffed. “If this is a ploy by Riker, then she knows exactly which of your buttons to push to make you think twice. How are you going to tell the girls that you’re leaving them right in the middle of your vacation?”

“I knew it.” 

Reid looked up and a thin hiss of a sigh escaped his lips. Maya had come out of the fitting room at some point while they were talking and had obviously heard enough. She stood there with her arms slack at her sides and a look of abject disappointment on her face.

“I knew it,” Maya said again. “This was never about family or vacation or ‘surviving together,’ was it?”

“Maya, let me explain,” Reid started. “We just got the call…”

“You lied to us.” She scoffed and shook her head. “Guess we should be used to it by now though.” Maya stormed away towards the entrance of the boutique.

“What’s going on?” Sara exited the second fitting room in time to see her sister hurrying out to the street.

Reid sighed. He had a feeling that Sara was not going to take this well. “There was a call,” he explained gently, “just now. It’s an urgent matter, and they want my help.” 

“The CIA?” Sara asked plainly. 

Reid nodded. Maria seemed taken aback by the girl’s candor; she didn’t know that he had told his daughters the truth about what he did. 

“Yes,” he admitted. “From the CIA. A lot of people were just killed, and they think I might know how to keep them from doing it again.” 

Sara said nothing. Instead she too hurried across the small shop towards the door. Reid stood quickly; Maria grabbed up her purse and the two of them followed Sara out onto the street. Maya stood near the curb, facing away from the entrance with her arms folded tightly.

“Fifty people are dead, Maya,” Reid told her, ignorant to passers-by or anyone around them. “Including members of Congress, killed in an explosion. Am I just supposed to ignore that?”

Maya spun on a heel to face him. “You’re supposed to be with us!” she nearly shouted. “You’re supposed to be protecting us! That’s what you said. You promised.”

“I know I did, but this is different—”

“Then it’s always going to be different!” Maya argued. “You’ll make promises, and every time you get a call you’ll break them. You know you will. And what about Sara? She’s finally doing better, finally has some life in her, and you want to run off and leave us?” 

“He should go.” Sara took a step closer to them and they both fell silent, looking over at her sharply as if just noticing that she was there on the street at all. “You should go.” 

“Sara…” Reid said softly. The conviction in her voice was enough to break his heart.

“If people need you like we needed you, then you should help them,” Sara told him. 

Maya shook her head. “Sara, you don’t know what you’re saying…”
“Yes I do,” she insisted. “We both know he can help them. We’ll be okay.” 

Reid reached out and took his older daughter’s hand. She tried to pull away, but he held fast. “Hey,” he said, “remember what we talked about the other day? What you said you wanted to do? You said that if you want it to end, the best way to do it is to be part of the people trying to stop it. Right?” 

Maya bit her lip and said nothing. 

“Like father, like daughter,” Reid pressed. “That’s how I feel right now. That’s how I feel all the time. That’s why it’s so hard to say no to things like this.” 

Maya’s hand slipped from his and her arm fell slack at her side. She had no rebuttal for his argument. It pained him greatly to see his daughter standing there and looking so dejected. But it was even more than that; she looked afraid, vulnerable. 

“Agent Watson is coming,” he told her. “He’s going to watch over you two and make sure you get home safely. You won’t be alone.” 

“It’s not about being alone,” Maya murmured.

Reid felt a hand on his shoulder as Maria said quietly, “The car is going to be here any minute for us.” Then she handed him something, a tiny black rectangle that looked like a capped USB stick. 

As soon as he took it he knew what it was; the knowledge was in his brain already and the touch of the stick brought it back to him. He nodded appreciably to Maria and then said, “Maya, come with me a minute.” He led the older girl around the corner from the boutique and checked left and right to make sure that no one was watching. “I know you’re scared…”

“I am not scared,” Maya said heatedly.

“Not for yourself,” he replied quickly. “You’re scared for your sister. And for me. Maria and Todd will take care of me, I promise. Watson will take care of you two. But just in case, take this.” He handed her the tiny black stick. 

Maya frowned as she took it. “What is it?” 

“This is a tiny stun gun,” he told her. “It’s automatically armed when you take off the cap, so don’t do it unless it’s absolutely necessary. There are two prongs just inside, and it will deliver a one-hundred-thousand volt shock—but it’s only charged for one use.” 

Maya’s eyes widened at the description of the seemingly innocuous plastic device. She held it gingerly with two fingers, as if it might shock her just from a gentle touch. 

“Keep it on you at all times,” Reid told his daughter. “Somewhere you can grab it quickly if you need to. And don’t trust anyone that isn’t us or Agent Watson. Do you understand?”

Maya nodded. “But what if…”

“No one, Maya.” He wasn’t overtly expecting the girls to run into any trouble, but Agent Zero had a lot of enemies, and if the events of February and March had proven anything it was that there was no such thing as too cautious. 

“Okay,” Maya said softly as she pocketed the device. 

He drew her into a hug and squeezed her tightly for several seconds. Despite her mood only moments ago, she hugged him back. “Be safe,” he told her. “I love you.” 

“Yeah,” she murmured. “Love you too.” 

“Hey.” Maria appeared around the corner, startling them both. “Car is here. Time to go.” 

A black town car was waiting by the curb, and the familiar form of Agent Watson climbed out of the backseat. He was tall and stoic, African-American, with his right arm still in a sling. “Zero. Johansson.” He nodded to each in turn. 

“Hi John,” Reid greeted him soberly. “Thanks for doing this.” He knelt in front of Sara. “I’m going to be back before you know it.” 

She nodded and looked down at the pavement, as if she didn’t really believe it. 

“You listen to your sister and Agent Watson, okay?” 

“I will.” 

Reid hugged her. “Love you, kiddo.” 

“Bye, Dad.” 

He smiled and shook his head. “It’s not bye. It’s ‘see you later.’”

“See you later,” she said quietly. 

“I’ll take care of them,” Watson assured him as Maria got into the car. 

“I know you will.” Reid had to force his legs to move, to climb into the backseat of the waiting sedan. He pulled the door closed, and watched through the window as they stood on the curb, until the car rounded a corner he could no longer see them.  


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

“Is it possible that the world’s best CIA agent can be the world’s worst father?” Reid asked once the Gulfstream had reached cruising altitude, leaving from Zurich and heading southeast towards Baghdad and the site of the bombed embassy. 

He felt awful for having left his girls again—while on a trip that was supposed to be their time together. And the more he thought about it, the more he hated the agency and Riker for giving him only minutes to make such a decision. 

“I’m sorry,” Maria replied, “did you just say ‘world’s best agent’? Did I miss some kind of awards ceremony, or did you get that off a coffee mug?”

Reid smirked slightly. “I’m just going by what everyone keeps telling me.” 

Maria let out a short laugh and squeezed his shoulder. “You are not the world’s worst father. You made a difficult decision; someone was going to be disappointed one way or another. If you had a normal life you would still have to balance your family with everything else… this is just a more extreme version of that.” 

“Yeah.” He nodded. “Thanks.” He couldn’t dwell on that now, not when there was work to be done. “So what have we got?”

Maria scrolled through the briefing file on a touch-screen tablet beside him. “Looks like the group that claimed responsibility for the bombing calls themselves ‘the Brotherhood.’ They’re a faction of former Hamas that were ejected from the Gaza Strip and headed east.” 

“They were too extreme for suicide bombers and jihadists?” Reid mused.

“Not so much extreme as dirty,” Maria remarked as she read the case file. “Seems they detonated a bomb-making facility when American troops tried to infiltrate it. Killed more than a dozen of their own and far fewer of ours. But no one has heard from them in years, not until…”

“Until what?” he asked, craning his neck to read over Maria’s shoulders. He saw what she was looking at; the group had also been the ones to kidnap a trio of Israeli journalists in Iraq. 

“They released a video,” she said quietly as she passed the tablet to Reid. “They put it online. Take a look.” 

Reid took the tablet and pressed the screen to play the video. In it, a shaky camera focused on a young Israeli man, his face bloodied, his hands tied behind his back. He appeared to be in some dank concrete cell, or perhaps a basement. The man behind the camera growled harshly at him in Arabic to speak. His voice tremulous, the journalist announced that the Brotherhood was taking responsibility for the bombing of the embassy. That they were led by a man called Awad bin Saddam, and that the Israeli’s two friends had already been killed. 

The frightened young man finished by saying that there would be more attacks, and that the Brotherhood would not stop until their “divine purpose” was complete. Then the grainy picture cut out just as abruptly as it began.

“That was my op,” Maria murmured when the video came to an end. “Before I came to see you, I was tracking those journalists. I didn’t find anything.” 

“I’m sorry,” Reid offered. He remembered her own words to him, feeling like a lifetime ago: You can’t save everyone. 

Maybe not, he had said. But we can try.

Maria sighed. “Is this Brotherhood ringing any bells in your head?”

“Nothing,” Reid admitted. No new memories had returned to him about any operation or run-in that he and Reidigger might have had with these insurgents. “I’ll let you know, though.” 

“In the meantime, orders are to rendezvous with Strickland and an attachment of Rangers at the embassy,” she told him. “Hopefully we’ll get some kind of bead on them.” She paused for a moment before asking, “What’s the deal with that, by the way? Strickland asked for you?”

Reid shrugged. “We’re friends now.” 

Maria smirked slightly. “This is the same Strickland that was sent to keep you from finding your girls, right?”

Reid nodded. “We came to an understanding.” He leaned back in his seat and added, “Maybe you’d know that if you ever returned any of my calls.” 

 

*

 

Reid had imagined what they might find when they arrived at the bombing site, but nothing he had conjured in his mind came close to the reality. The former embassy had been a three-story structure the width of nearly half a city block, but in its place now was simply an enormous pile of rubble, each blackened and charred piece of debris nearly indistinguishable from the next. 

“Jesus,” Reid murmured. He couldn’t seem to tear his gaze away from the horror of it all, watching as emergency personnel, American and Iraqi alike, worked to sift through the debris. Most of the survivors had been found by now; those that might have been survivors were likely no longer so, not under all the burnt-out detritus. It was difficult to tell those that were doing the rescuing from those that had been rescued, each face soot-streaked and filthy, some bleeding from wounds, others staring vacantly in a way that suggested they had either been in the blast or had seen too much of its effects. 

“They sank the whole damn ship just to kill the captain,” Maria murmured.

“What’s that?” Reid asked, hardly hearing her words as he stared at the carnage.

“Whoever these insurgents were, they were definitely thorough in making sure their congressional targets were destroyed.” Maria shook her head, and Reid could tell she was thinking the same as he was—the cold brutality of it all was almost too much to bear. 

A familiar figure waved to them as he trotted over. Agent Todd Strickland had on a button-down that might have been blue once, though it was stained in soot and dust. He wore jeans and a Glock holstered on his hip. His military fade-cut was growing out a bit, it seemed, and he had two days’ worth of stubble on his cheeks.

“Zero,” he said as he shook Reid’s hand. “I couldn’t believe it when they said you were en route. It’s good to see you.” 

“Likewise,” said Reid. “You remember Agent Johansson?”

“I do.” Strickland shook her hand as well. “Glad to have you two aboard.” 

“What do we know so far?” Reid asked, surveying the wreckage of the embassy behind the younger agent.

“Not much,” Strickland admitted. “EOD swept the area and didn’t find any more explosives. The INIS is in full cooperation with us, but they don’t know any more than we do at the moment.” 

Reid nodded. The INIS—Iraqi National Intelligence Service—was an organization established in 2004, after Hussein’s regime, in cooperation with the CIA to gather intel on anyone threatening national security. Up until the bombing of the embassy, it seemed the Brotherhood had slipped under the radar.

“We were told we’d be meeting with a detachment of Army Rangers,” Maria noted. 

“Yeah. About that.” Strickland’s voice sounded strained. “There’s been a… hiccup.”

Even as he said it Reid noticed someone approaching in his periphery. A man strode towards the three of them, carrying an AR-15 in his arms—but that was hardly the most disconcerting thing about him. 

Reid couldn’t believe the size of him; the guy had to be six-three, if not taller, dressed entirely in black with combat boots on his feet and a ball cap backwards on his head. The muscles in his forearms stood out in sharp relief against the tactical vest over his expansive chest. A quick survey of the man’s equipment told him that he was carrying no fewer than four guns—at least that Reid could see. The lower half of his face was mostly obscured by a thick, dark beard, and on the left shoulder of his black shirt was a triangular gray patch with the black silhouette of a coiled snake.

“The Division,” Maria muttered, making no attempt to hide the disdain in her voice. “I’d recognize that patch anywhere.” 

The man paused a few feet from them, glancing at each in turn. “Name’s Fitzpatrick,” he grunted, hefting the AR-15 with the barrel pointed downward. 

“Fitzpatrick,” Reid repeated. The man was military, or formerly so at least; the way he held the gun, the stock aloft with his index finger straightened against the trigger guard, the tension slack in his shoulders, suggested he’d had training. “Is that a first name, or a last name?”

“Just Fitzpatrick.” 

“Zero,” Reid said, holding his hand out. Fitzpatrick cradled the rifle against a forearm and reached out with his other hand, squeezing Reid’s fingers in a vice-like grip.

“Is that a first name, or a last name?” One corner of Fitzpatrick’s mouth dragged up in a small smirk.

“Last name,” Reid told him. “First name is Agent, to you.” Reid pulled his hand back and flexed his fingers, refusing to be intimidated by the (much) larger man. He gestured to the AR-15. “You really think you need to be carrying that around like that? This is a search and rescue operation.” 

“Well.” Fitzpatrick sniffed. “My job is security, Agent Zero. This tends to help keep things secure. You never know if those towelheads will come back around.” 

Maria scoffed. “Please,” she muttered.

Fitzpatrick ignored her and turned to Strickland. “Anyhow, my guys have a perimeter up, keeping eyes and ears open. You can catch me on the squawk-box when y’all are done standing around.” He nodded to each of them in turn, and Reid definitely noticed that his gaze lingered on Maria for several seconds too long. “Ma’am.” 

“Who was that, and why is he here?” Reid demanded as soon as Fitzpatrick was out of earshot.

“The Division,” Maria explained. “And who they are depends on who you ask. They call themselves a private security organization. Others might call them mercenaries. Still others might call them a bunch of guys high on testosterone and gunpowder.” 

Reid’s brow furrowed. He had heard that name before, the Division, though he was struggling to recall if it was a memory of his or something he had read somewhere. Then it came to him: “I heard about them in the news, what, last year? They helped put down a rebel uprising in Liberia?”

“A ‘rebel uprising’ to one is an underclass sick of the established regime to another,” Strickland said as he watched Fitzpatrick stride away. “Every member of the Division is former military. You need to have done at least two tours in a hostile zone to even be considered.”

“You don’t commiserate?” Maria asked. “Aren’t you a former Ranger?”

“Yes I am,” said Strickland, “but that doesn’t mean I like the way they do things.” He shook his head. “I didn’t even know they would be here until I landed. I was expecting an outfit of Rangers, and instead I got them. What do you think? Why the change?”

Reid could think of a few reasons why, and every single one of them ended with Riker and the higher-ups in the CIA being up to no good. “I don’t know,” Reid said, not offering his thoughts aloud, “but we should assume they might have a slightly different agenda than we do.” 

Maria nodded her agreement. “Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to request Kent to come along on this op,” she noted to Strickland.

The young agent frowned. “I didn’t request him. Like I said, I couldn’t believe it when they said you were coming. You know I wouldn’t have asked you to leave your daughters.”

Reid scoffed and ran his fingers over his hair. This felt wrong and was getting more so by the minute. And if Riker lied about Strickland, then she might have lied about the other part too. Had he actually ever encountered this Brotherhood before? Without his memory, he wouldn’t know—and Reidigger, the only person he was allegedly with, was too dead to ask.

“Maybe you should go,” Maria said as if reading his mind. “Get out before this starts.” 

Reid shook his head. “That would look suspicious. It might prompt someone to act rashly. Besides, I’m not leaving you two with those guys.” 

“Is there something I should know?” Strickland asked, arching an eyebrow.

“Nothing you’d want to know, trust me,” Reid told him. He wasn’t about to implicate Strickland into the “who-knows-what” ordeal of the still-shrouded conspiracy. “Look, for now, we’re here to do a job, so let’s get it done. We’ll watch each other’s backs. We’re not responsible for whatever those mercenaries do, as long as they’re not doing it to us. What do we know so far?”

“Well,” Strickland said, turning his attention towards the rubble of the former embassy, “we know the explosion was centralized, likely in the maintenance level just under the first floor. It was strategically placed to take out load-bearing walls; you can see how the outer walls crumbled inward.” 

Reid’s mind flashed onto a memory—not a new one, but one from the previous week. He had just used almost the same words when he had given the lecture about the Gunpowder Plot, the attempt to blow up the House of Lords with thirty-six barrels of powder just to kill one man.

“Anything known yet about the type of explosive?” he asked.

“Bomb techs have been on scene since it happened,” Strickland told them. “All evidence points to C-4, and a lot of it. They’re estimating about a hundred and forty pounds’ worth.” 

“Jesus,” Maria muttered. “Sounds like overkill.” 

“Sounds like hedging a bet that they got their targets,” Reid corrected. A hundred and forty pounds meant that it wasn’t a suicide bomber or an unwitting participant that carried the bomb in; it would be far too heavy and conspicuous. “So the explosives were already here, and since C-4 is detonated with an electrical charge, it’s a good bet it was set off remotely.” 

“Or someone set it and ran like hell,” Maria offered. 

“Not necessarily,” said Strickland. “The embassy’s cameras live-feed to an off-site database. Footage shows that one of the missing Israeli journalists was discovered only minutes before the explosion.” 

Reid stroked his chin. “You think he carried the detonator in for them?”

“Not willingly,” said Maria, “but it’s possible they put something on him that would activate the bomb.”  

“So they could have smuggled the bomb in earlier,” Reid thought aloud, “and then waited for their moment… waited for the congressional delegation to arrive before sending the journalist in to set it off.”

“But how would they have gained access to the building?” Strickland asked. “Unless it was an inside job.” 

“Maybe.” Reid doubted that, or rather he didn’t want to believe that, but it was a viable notion. “A place like this keeps logs of who comes and goes, right? Maria, let’s get on the phone with the agency and have a tech look into that list, and find out if anyone doesn’t belong.” 

Her phone was already in hand. “On it.” 

While Maria called in the analysis, Reid folded his arms and looked out over the horrible scene again as rescue workers with excavation equipment attempted to extricate any potential survivors. He found himself wishing he could do more to help—but preventing something like this from happening again elsewhere was the best thing he could do, he realized. 

Not unlike Maya’s own thoughts about her future.

Reid rubbed his temples. He wondered what they were doing at that moment, Maya and Sara. Moreover, he wondered what they were thinking. Maya would forgive him, in time. It was Sara that he was more concerned about. She told him that he should go, but how much did she mean it? What if she had only said that to call his bluff, to see if he would keep his promise?

He pulled out his phone and opened the application that showed him two overlapping yellow dots, the tracking devices that had been implanted in each of his daughters. According to the app, they had made it back to Engelberg just fine in the company of Agent Watson. He was relieved to know they were safe; the implants were proving useful.

Then he looked up, and was jarred from his thoughts as he caught sight of a bearded man in all black, the Division leader called Fitzpatrick, hefting his AR-15 with his elbows out. It looked as if he was watching Reid, staring right back at him. Perhaps he was. Perhaps that was his entire purpose for being here, to watch Agent Zero… and act if necessary.

“Guys,” Maria said suddenly. “Got something, listen to this.” She put the phone on speaker as Reid and Strickland huddled closer. “Go ahead.” 

“I’m reviewing the embassy’s maintenance records of the last several days,” said the lilting female voice of a CIA tech. “Electrical, HVAC, plumbing, and the like. Their logs auto-updated to government databases every twenty-four hours. It seems that the last contractors to access the maintenance level was two days before the bomb went off—three men from a plumbing company there to fix a burst pipe. There’s nothing else for a whole week prior, save for the cleaning crews.” 

“And they had no reason to go into the maintenance level unless it was an inside job,” Strickland noted. 

“True,” said the tech. “But something struck me as odd about that job from two days prior. The work order was time-stamped in the system only thirty minutes before they arrived. So they’re either the fastest contractors in the Middle East, or…”

“Or it was fake and entered into the system so they could get into the embassy,” Reid interjected. 

“Precisely,” the tech agreed. “At a glance, everything checks out. They would have rolled up to the gate with a legitimate work order. Their company was vetted, their identification was in order, and background checks were fully updated in the embassy’s archives. There were no red flags. But I dug a bit deeper… there’s no actual contract on file with this company, and no evidence that they’ve ever done work at the embassy before.” 

“I’m willing to bet no one has ever worked with them before anywhere,” said Maria. “But how did they get the explosives inside? Wouldn’t their truck have been searched?”

 “The work order called for a twelve-foot section of pipe to be replaced,” the tech explained. “Eight inches in diameter.”

“Big enough to hide a hundred and forty pounds of C-4 inside,” Strickland noted.

“So someone entered all this information into the embassy’s database,” said Reid. “Can we find out who did it? That’ll give us a starting point.” 

“That is admittedly a bit beyond my ability,” the tech said, “but I know a guy. There’s a Danish hacker on retainer with the CIA. Let me reach out; if he’s available we could have a name and location in minutes.” 

“Thanks.” Maria ended the call. “We’ll need transport ready when we get an answer. Something fast.” 

“I can have a Black Hawk here in fifteen minutes,” Strickland said. 

Reid nodded. “Let’s update INIS. Then radio Fitzpatrick, let him know we’re heading out as soon as we get a call back.” He looked out past the wreckage to the tall man in black carrying the AR-15. 

There was no doubt about it; the mercenary was definitely watching Reid. He had the distinct feeling that Fitzpatrick and his men were going to spell some sort of trouble.

He added to Strickland, “And I’m going to need a gun.” 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Twenty minutes later the wheels of the Sikorsky UH-60 Black Hawk helicopter lifted off from the grounds of the former US embassy in Baghdad, carrying three CIA agents and six members of the private security group the Division. 

Each of Fitzpatrick’s men was as heavily armed as their leader, Reid noted, and hardly distinguishable from the next. It was as if the men of the Division enjoyed perpetuating the stereotype of the post-military mercenary; scruffy beards, blacks caps and bandannas stretched over their heads, rifles ever present in hand. 

Not one of them seemed all that enthused about being there, and much less about taking orders from CIA agents.

Reid fit a clear plastic earpiece into his left ear, the wire of it trailing beneath his shirt and to a small radio clipped to his belt. “Check,” he said reflexively. “One-two. Confirm?”

Maria and Strickland each flashed him a quick thumbs-up. Fitzpatrick grunted and jutted his chin as confirmation. 

Maria passed Reid a tablet, the screen of which displayed the grainy photo of an old bearded man wearing a white crocheted taqiyah, a rounded Muslim skullcap. Reid turned the tablet for all to see. “Listen up,” he said, the radio broadcasting his voice over the roar of the Black Hawk’s twin engines. “This is Abdallah bin Mohammed, age sixty-seven. He’s the son of farmers, but managed to make himself a small fortune running guns after the Gulf War. He’s also the one that bankrolled the bombing of the embassy.” 

The CIA tech had been right; the Danish hacker took mere minutes to discover the culprit behind the falsified documents. The trail led to a Tunisian cybercriminal with outstanding warrants in eight countries, who had also recently received a substantial sum of money wired from the account of Abdallah bin Mohammed. While the agency alerted local authorities and sent resources to collect the cybercriminal, Reid and his team had gained a different objective.

“Bin Mohammed has known ties to Hamas dating back to the mid-nineties,” he continued, “but about six years ago, he fell off the radar. Military intel says our guy here retired to a compound in the desert near Albaghdadi, an alleged self-segregated religious sect. The compound has been raided several times in the last few years, but nothing suspicious was ever found.” 

“We believe the compound is a front for the Brotherhood’s operation,” Maria picked up. “While bin Mohammed is the financier, our primary target is the proclaimed leader of the organization, someone named Awad bin Saddam. We don’t have any information on him, but a change in leadership could be the reason they suddenly decided to become active.” 

Reid passed the tablet off to Strickland. “It’s your op, so it’s your plan.”

Strickland nodded as he took the tablet and navigated to a real-time aerial view of the desert compound. “This is a satellite image of bin Mohammed’s compound,” he explained as he turned the tablet. “It’s about four hundred yards long and half that wide, with six structures inside the wall. This largest structure appears to be main housing; that’s likely our best bet of finding one or both of our targets. The three of us will be Alpha team. Fitzpatrick, split your guys into Bravo and Charlie teams.” 

Fitzpatrick grunted his assent again without looking up. 

“Alpha team will clear the main building,” Strickland continued, “and move counterclockwise. Bravo will start here,” he pointed, “at this southwest structure and clear clockwise to meet us. Charlie team is on the perimeter. I want one man posted at the main gate, and the other two patrolling the wall for anyone trying to escape. Any questions?”

No one spoke. The men of the Division nodded stoically.

“We keep this clean as possible,” Strickland ordered. “Bin Mohammed is an old man, and we don’t know what bin Saddam looks like, so our goal is to incapacitate and detain. No kill shots unless absolutely necessary. Understood?” 

Fitzpatrick sniffed. “Look, I get that this is real exciting for y’all,” he said evenly. “But for us, this is just Tuesday. We’ll get it done, don’t you worry.” 

“I’m sure we’ll get it done,” said Strickland. “I’m worried about getting it done right.” 

Fitzpatrick smirked with one side of his mouth. “We’ll find your man, Agent Strickland. And we’ll do our very best not to gun him down.”

Strickland handed the tablet back to Maria. He reached under his seat for a black duffel bag and slid it over the helicopter floor to Reid. “Gear,” he said simply. 

“Thanks.” Reid unzipped the bag. Inside was a black Kevlar vest, a Glock 22 in a nylon holster, a small Ruger LC9, spare clips for each, a tactical folding knife, three stun grenades, and a flashlight. 

He almost laughed at himself as he secured the tactical vest over his chest. He was still wearing the clothes he had on in Zurich, a striped button-down with khakis, loafers, and a brown suede jacket. To the roughnecks of the Division, Reid probably looked like a suburban dad tagging along for a raid on a terrorist compound.

You are a suburban dad on a raid on a terrorist compound. But this was no tag-along. If the heavily-armed men seated opposite him in the Black Hawk had any misconceptions about who Agent Zero was or what he was capable of, they’d see soon enough.

 

*

 

It took thirty-six minutes for the Black Hawk chopper, at a top speed of two hundred and twenty miles an hour, to reach the desert compound. The sun had set behind the mountains in the distance and dusk settled in, enveloping the desert below in a dark bluish haze.

“ETA two minutes,” the pilot announced through the radio.

Reid triple-checked his Glock and the LC9 holstered at his ankle. He clicked the safety off and slid the stubby nine millimeter back into place, and then glanced up to see Fitzpatrick grinning wide at him.

“You watch yourself with that now, soccer dad,” the mercenary chuckled. “It may be small, but it’ll still put a hole in a head.”

“I’ll be careful, thanks,” Reid said flatly.

Fitzpatrick turned to his men. “Ripper, Reaver, you’re with me. Rhino, Razor, Ruger—you’re Charlie team.” 

Reid had to put a hand over his mouth to stifle his grin at the ridiculous codenames.

“Cute,” Maria muttered beside him.

Fitzpatrick leaned forward with his leering grin. “And what do they call you, darlin’?”

She smiled sweetly. “Marigold.” 

“Well.” Fitzpatrick sniffed. “Ain’t that adorable.” 

“That’s enough chatter,” Strickland ordered. “Satellite imaging is showing the courtyard as empty. I want radio silence from here on out unless necessary.”

The pilot turned off the lights on the Black Hawk as the chopper whirled in an about-face and descended quickly into the courtyard of the compound. Reid took an even breath and drew his Glock. His palms were slightly sweaty, but his hands were steady. His heart thumped in his chest, both anxious and excited. No matter how much he tried to tell himself that he didn’t miss it, his rising pulse and the growing knot of anticipation in his sternum told him differently.

The members of the Division leapt out of the Black Hawk’s cabin single-file before the wheels touched down in the dirt. Strickland followed, hefting a Heckler & Koch MP5 automatic rifle. Maria, Glock in one hand and flashlight ready in the other, followed after him and Reid brought up the rear.

The Black Hawk immediately lifted off again to avoid damage, set to return in ten minutes’ time, Strickland’s estimation of how long it would take to clear the compound. As a veritable maelstrom of dust and sand swirled around them, Fitzpatrick waved a series of complicated hand gestures to his men, the meaning of which was completely lost on Reid, and the Division separated into their respective teams. 

Meanwhile, Strickland led Maria and Reid quickly towards the main building. They kept their heads low and their barrels pointed downward as they ran towards the three-story structure, boxy and beige. There were no lights on, not in the entire compound, it seemed; every window was dark and the large floodlights that Reid could see perched atop the stone wall were unlit. 

Doesn’t feel right, his instincts told him. Either this place had been vacated, or they were lying in wait. The insurgents certainly would have heard the helicopter coming, but they would have had less than a minute to prepare for the team’s arrival. 

Unless they suspected we’d be coming.

Strickland paused outside a heavy wooden door into the main building. He put his ear close to it and one hand on its surface, fingertips spread. He wasn’t just listening for noise, Reid realized; he was feeling for vibrations, any indication that there was life on the other side.

After a moment Strickland shook his head to them and gestured to Maria. She lifted one boot straight into the air and planted a solid kick to the jamb, just above the knob. The wooden door flew open and Strickland rushed inside, his MP5 up. Maria followed and immediately turned left, while Reid went right. He held his Glock in his left hand and his flashlight in his right, swinging both in unison pendulously over the room.

They appeared to be in some sort of dining area, with rough wooden tables and metal chairs. But there was no movement, no people.

Strickland nodded once and gestured towards the open doorway on the southern end of the room. It was a rudimentary kitchen, with a gas-powered stove hooked to a propane tank and a copper well sink.

Still, no sign of life.

Beyond the thoroughly rustic kitchen was a common area, what might have passed for a living room, and a set of stairs leading up to the second floor. Strickland paused, staying stock-still and listening. They heard nothing. 

The young agent slowly lowered the MP5 so that it was hanging from the strap over his shoulder and used both hands to gesture to Reid and Maria. No one home?

Reid blinked in surprise at the unexpected trigger. Just like Russian, Slovakian, and Arabic before it, the knowledge of American Sign Language rushed back into his head as easily as if it had been downloaded. It was exactly as Guyer had said: your mind has a way of collating that data, so to speak. He knew ASL, practically as well as his own native English.

Maria signed back. Could be. Maybe they knew the bomb could be traced back here.

Reid shook his head. He didn’t trust it; these sorts of groups didn’t tend to flee after claiming responsibility for their atrocities. They were fully prepared to meet their maker and be rewarded for their transgressions.

Clear the back room, Reid signed to Strickland. We’ll go up. Meet us on the second floor.

Strickland nodded as he hefted his MP5 again and headed towards the final room of the first floor. Maria took point on the stairs, treading lightly from heel to toe as she ascended. Reid covered her, his pistol aimed upward towards the second floor landing.

Despite her best efforts, one of the wooden steps creaked loudly under the pressure of her foot. Reid winced, noting that it was the fifth stair so he could avoid it—

He caught sight of a flurry of movement above him, upward, on the landing. His reflexes kicked in as he reached up and grabbed the back of Maria’s tactical vest, yanking her backwards as he let himself fall. 

“Allahu—” The insurgent’s Tekbir cry was drowned out by a spray of automatic gunfire, shredding the silence of the compound. 

Reid grunted as he hit the floor, and then again as Maria crashed atop him. She quickly rolled to the right as he pulled loose a stun grenade from his belt. “Flash-bang out!” he shouted as he hurled the cylinder in a hooked toss towards the top of the stairs. He covered his ears with his arms and squeezed his eyes shut. 

A sharp pop split the air at a hundred and seventy decibels, so loud and startling that even with his head covered it felt like the jarring report was in his skull. His eyes were protected against the intense flash of light the stun grenade produced, so bright it would temporarily blind anyone within thirty feet for at least five to ten seconds. 

Reid was on his feet again in an instant, surging up the stairs three at a time with his Glock in both hands. He hadn’t realized he had dropped his flashlight and there was no time to find it. 

The insurgent that had fired on them was lying on his back at the top of the staircase, his expression dazed and slack-jawed and a thin bead of blood running from each ear. Reid ignored him, for the moment, and trained his gun down the second-floor corridor. 

“Clear,” he said breathlessly as Maria came up behind him. She rolled the insurgent onto his stomach as she pulled a long white zip cord from her vest and secured it around his wrists. 

Reid frowned as he noted that Maria seemed to be panting harder than she should for a run up the stairs. “Are you hit?” he asked urgently.

“I’m fine,” she said, her voice strained. “The vest caught it. Just hurts like hell.” 

Reid heard footsteps on the stairs and instinctively spun, then pulled his barrel aside when he saw Strickland coming up towards them. 

Reid signaled to him that the hall was clear. No sooner had he gestured than he heard a click—a door at the end of the hall flew open and a silhouette filled the frame, the shadow of a rifle coming up to his shoulder.

“Down!” Reid leapt forward, across the hall, and smashed through a door with his forearms up. Maria hit the deck and rolled through an open doorway opposite him, and Strickland crouched on the stairs as gunfire tore down the hall. 

Reid recovered and brought up his Glock to clear the room. It was someone’s bedroom, by the looks of it, and void of bodies. 

He glanced across the hall at Maria, who had taken cover in a bathroom. Distraction, she signed. He nodded and tore the top linen sheet from the king-sized bed. He holstered his pistol, just for the moment, and took the sheet in both hands like a matador taunting a charging bull. Standing in the doorway, he billowed the sheet out into the hall to make it appear as if someone was making a charge. A fusillade of bullets ripped through it immediately. 

Maria, on her knees, leaned out from the bathroom doorway and aimed. Her Glock barked twice; from down the hall a man cried out and a body hit the floorboards.

“Clear,” she whispered.

Reid dropped the sheet as Strickland reached the top of the stairs warily. He gestured down the hall and brought the MP5 to his shoulder. But Reid lingered, turning his attention back to the bedroom. 

It hadn’t struck him immediately, not while actively taking fire, but now that he had a second look this room seemed much more ornate than the rest of those he had seen. The bed was large and adorned in soft sheets and several pillows with silk cases. The furniture was handmade and looked expensive. To the left of the king bed was a small table, and beneath it was a red bag with a white cross—medical supplies.

He had little doubt about it. This was the old man’s room, Abdallah bin Mohammed. 

Reid slid his Glock from its black nylon holster. It was just a feeling, but he couldn’t shake the sensation that he wasn’t alone. Yet no one had made a bid for his life. He carefully checked behind the door, and then crouched to peer beneath the bed. There was a closet on the eastern wall, but there was little more in there than a rolled prayer mat, clothes, and more medical supplies. 

In the far corner Reid noticed that what he had originally thought was a table was actually a wooden chest—certainly large and tall enough for someone to fit inside. 

Maybe bin Mohammed was too old to flee. Or too sick, by the looks of things. Maybe… he’s still here. He approached the chest cautiously, holding his gun steady as he reached for the lid and threw it open.

The startled man inside yelped, his limbs folded underneath him and his arched back facing Reid. But one look told him that it was not a sixty-seven year-old man hiding in the chest. It was not bin Mohammed.

“Get up,” Reid told the man in Arabic. 

The insurgent glanced at him, surprised he spoke the same language. “Do not kill me,” he pleaded. 

“On your feet. Hands above your head.” 

The frightened man stood slowly and did as he was told, raising both hands overhead. He was short, several inches shorter than Reid, and his receding hairline and creases around his eyes suggested he was in his early forties at best. 

“Turn around.” The man did so and Reid patted him down for weapons. The insurgent had none, nothing on him at all. Reid tugged a zip cord from his vest pocket and secured it around one of the man’s wrists, and then twisted it around his back and zipped it tightly with the other. “What is your name?”

“My name,” the man said softly. “My name… is Awad bin Saddam.” 

Reid scoffed. This man, this frightened man hiding in a chest while his people fought, was the leader of the Brotherhood? It was outright shameful.

He put a finger to the radio piece in his ear. “I’ve got him,” he said. “I’ve got bin Saddam.” 

“Roger. Second floor is clear,” said Strickland through the radio. “Coming back to your location.” 

“Come on,” Reid prompted bin Saddam in Arabic. “Out of there.” 

The man carefully lifted one leg and stepped out of the chest. No sooner did it touch the floor than a rattling burst of gunfire startled them both. Reid’s Glock was up again in an instant.

It sounded distant, muffled; not coming from this building, but from one of the others. His instincts told him it was the sound of an AR-15—no, more than just one. Overlapping barrages. 

“Dammit,” he muttered as he dashed into the hall, nearly running into Maria. “Clear the third floor and make sure bin Saddam doesn’t go anywhere,” he said quickly.

“Kent! Where are you going? They can take care of themselves!”

“I know,” he said as he took the stairs down to the first floor. He had no intention of helping the Division. 

But if he had to, he was going to stop them from doing anything reckless. 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Maya sat on the edge of the bed in their room at Engelberg. Sara sat on the other bed beside her, her knees drawn up, staring at nothing in particular. The TV was on, playing some old sitcom on one of the few American channels they got at the lodge, but neither of them was paying any attention. 

Agent Watson sat in an armchair near the window, his gaze directed passively at the television. If he was thinking anything, he wasn’t showing it. 

Maya’s anger had assuaged from the confrontation in the streets of Zurich earlier. She hated to admit it, but her dad was right. Faced with an opportunity to help, to keep people safe, he couldn’t turn it down.

She knew that she wouldn’t have either.

What bothered her most was the faraway look that had returned to her younger sister’s eye. It was strikingly similar to the look Sara had had in her eyes for the past few weeks, ever since they had returned home, and she very much hoped that her sister wasn’t backsliding into a stupor again.

“Our flight back to the States doesn’t leave for a few more hours,” Watson said suddenly. His voice was quiet but deep enough to feel as if it filled the room. “You girls should eat something.” 

Maya wasn’t hungry, and she doubted Sara was either. “This hotel doesn’t have room service,” she muttered instead. As soon as she said it a notion struck her, a possible opportunity for a temporary escape from the vacuous silence that would reign until they were ready to leave. “But I saw a pizza place not far from here, less than a block. They don’t deliver, but I’d be happy to run and grab a pie.” 

Watson arched an eyebrow in her direction. “I don’t think that would be wise,” he said slowly. “I’d rather order in—”

“We could go together,” Maya suggested instead. If she couldn’t go alone, at least she could get out of the hotel room with an escort.

Still Watson seemed dubious. Clearly he didn’t like the idea of them leaving the room at all until it was necessary. “Tell you what,” he said as he rose to his feet, “I’ll ask at the front desk, and if it’s as close as you say, I’ll run down there and pick us up something.”

Maya’s shoulders slumped in defeat. “Yeah. Okay.”

“Lock this door behind me,” Watson told her as he shrugged into a jacket. “And here. Take this.” He reached into a pocket and removed a black plastic fob with a single round button in the center. 

Maya took it from him. “What is it?” 

“It’s a panic button. Push that and it’ll instantly send an alert to my phone.” 

She rolled her eyes. “We’re not babies.”

“No,” Watson agreed. “But you are children, and you’re Zero’s children. From where I’m standing, that means something. Lock it after me.” He pulled the door open, looked briefly left and right, and then closed it again behind him. 

Maya sighed as she twisted the door lock. Then she tossed the panic fob onto the bedspread. “So much for getting some fresh air.” She paced the floor a few times before she noticed the thousand-yard stare on her sister’s face. 

“Hey,” said Maya, gesturing to the fireplace. “I have an idea. Let’s get a fire going. Wouldn’t that be fun?”

Sara only shook her head. “Don’t want to,” she murmured.

Maya sighed. She lowered herself on the edge of the bed beside her sister. “Okay. Then let’s just talk. I want to know what’s going on with you, Squeak—”

“Don’t call me that,” Sara said quietly.

“Sorry. I want to know what’s going on with you, Sara. Much as it pains me to say it, Dad was right. Talking about this kind of stuff can help.”

“I know,” Sara admitted. “It’s just… it’s not what you think.” 

Maya frowned. “What do you mean? Talk to me.” 

Sara shrugged. “I’ve just been… I’ve been thinking a lot about Mom lately. How she always knew what to do to make things better, no matter how bad it seemed.” 

Maya couldn’t help but smile at that. It was true; their mother did always have a knack for saying and doing the perfect thing to cheer them up when times seemed tough. 

“And,” Sara said in nearly a whisper, “I keep thinking that if she was still here, maybe this wouldn’t have happened.” 

Maya wrapped her sister in a hug. “Maybe not,” she said. “But we don’t know, and we’ll never know, because Mom’s gone, Sara. But I know what she would want if she was here. She’d want us to be strong. She’d want us to be able to take care of ourselves, the way she took care of us. You know, even if… even if Dad doesn’t keep this job, he’s not going to be around all the time. I’ll be off to college soon, and so will you only a couple years after. Then we’ll be adults. So I think maybe it’s best if we learn that now. We take care of ourselves—and each other—and what happened will never be allowed to happen again.” 

“Yeah,” Sara agreed, resting her head on Maya’s shoulder. “There’s something else.” 

“What is it?”

“Earlier, Dad said something to you, before he left. He said, ‘like father, like daughter.’ He said that if you want something to stop you have to be part of the people trying to stop it. What did he mean by that?”

Maya bit her lip. She was still dead-set on the goals she had outlined for her father, of going to West Point and joining the CIA. But she wasn’t prepared to tell Sara that; the last thing her sister needed was the knowledge that Maya planned to put herself in the line of fire.

Luckily she didn’t have to explain, because there was a brisk knock at the door to their room. Maya jumped a little at the sudden noise, and then laughed at herself. 

“I bet Watson forgot his wallet,” Maya said. “Hang on!” she called out, loud enough to be heard from the other side. She rose from the bed and crossed the room to the door, but she paused before her hand reached the lock. 

What if it’s not him? They were two teenage girls in a foreign country, vulnerable and alone. She didn’t know who else might know this quickly that their dad had left, but it wasn’t worth taking a chance. Like Watson said, they were Zero’s kids, and while she wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, it meant something to him. Besides, she had just been telling her own sister that they needed to be stronger, better prepared.

The tiny black stun-gun her dad had given her was in her coat pocket, hanging on a hook near the door. Maya reached into the coat pocket and pulled out the small black stick, concealing it in a palm. 

“Who is it?” Maya called out. 

There was no answer; not a verbal one, anyway. But a knock came again, more urgent this time.

“Don’t open it,” Sara said in a whisper. Her eyes were large as saucers and her face had paled. 

“I’m not,” Maya promised her. “I want you to stay right there unless I say otherwise. And get the button.” If they pushed the panic button, they should hear the alert to Watson’s phone through the door. “It’s on my bed there—” 

Before she could finish there came a thudding crash. The jamb splintered and the door flew open, the knob cracking the wall behind it. Maya let out a small shriek as she jumped back in shock. Sara sat bolt upright, frozen to the spot. 

The man that forced his way into their room was tall, white-skinned, with dark hair and a beard and wearing a black leather jacket. He held both his hands up, palms out to show the girls they were empty.

“Maya, Sara,” he said breathlessly. “Thank god you’re okay. I didn’t know if someone was in here with you…”

“Who are you?” Maya demanded, her voice sounding surprisingly small.

“I’m Agent Nolan with the CIA,” he said quickly. “Something’s happened to Agent Watson. He was jumped by three men right outside the hotel. We have to go, now—”

“What?!” Maya exclaimed. Watson was jumped? And who was this second agent? 

“I saw it happen but I couldn’t help him,” Nolan said quickly. “My orders were to stay hidden unless something happened to Watson, and then get you to safety. Please, you need to come with me.” 

Maya’s mind raced. This was happening fast, too fast, and nothing about it seemed okay. Her dad’s words from earlier ran through her head: Don’t trust anyone that isn’t us or Agent Watson. She glanced over at her sister and saw the clear distrust in Sara’s eyes.

“Credentials,” Maya said suddenly. “Your agency credentials. I want to see them.” 

Agent Nolan shook his head as if in disbelief. “I don’t have them on me. I’m undercover.” He stuck his head out in the hall and looked left and right. “Girls, please. We might have only seconds before someone comes for you.” 

There must be something, Maya thought frantically. There had to be a quick way to prove this man’s legitimacy. “You know Watson?” she asked.

“Yes.” 

“Are you friends?”

The man huffed impatiently. “Yes.” 

“Where was he injured?” Maya asked quickly. 

“What?”

“Watson’s injury,” she demanded. “Where was it?” 

“It was… uh, his left arm,” said Nolan. “Now can we please go?”

His wrong answer jolted Sara into action. The younger girl bounced from her position on the bed with a lurch and reached for the panic button on the twin bed beside hers. Nolan caught the movement and acted instantly. He shoved Maya out of his way, hard, and she crashed into the wall, pain shooting through her shoulder. The miniature stun-gun fell from her grip and skittered under the bed. 

Nolan grabbed Sara by the wrists before her hands could close around the button. He hauled her off the bed, even as she screamed, and he dropped her unceremoniously to the floor. 

“Like it or not,” he growled as he put one black boot on Sara’s back, “you’re coming with me.” His right hand snaked inside the leather jacket.

Gun, Maya’s mind screeched at her. He had a gun, and she wasn’t going to wait for him to show it. She ignored the pain in her shoulder and jumped onto him, wrapping both arms around his neck and pulling with all her weight. 

He let out a choking sound and spun twice with Maya on his back. His strong hands reached up for her, grabbing her biceps in a vice-like grip, and the next thing she knew she was toppling forward, thrown over his shoulders, and landing in a painful heap in the narrow space between the two beds. 

When she looked up again, “Agent Nolan” had a sleek black pistol in his fist. It wasn’t pointed at either of them, but the mere sight of it sent a chill of terror down Maya’s spine. “I’m not going to tell you again,” he said with a sneer. “You’re coming with me. Now.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Reid burst out through the broken door of the three-story building and into the moonlit courtyard of the compound, looking left and right with his Glock trained forward, listening for the sound of automatic gunfire. 

There was no one in sight. Then another jarring burst from an AR-15 broke the silence. He hurried in its direction, towards one of the smaller outlying structures beyond the main building. The door was open and whatever was beyond it dark. 

Reid rushed through the entrance and very nearly ran into a man all in black with his back turned. The mercenary spun at the noise, bringing the AR-15 around with him towards Reid.

His reflexes kicked in and he ducked before the gun was pointed at his forehead. With one arm, Reid swiped the barrel to the side while the other reached for the stock. In one clean jerk, he snapped the rifle from the mercenary’s hands. 

Fitzpatrick took a step back and flashed his lopsided smirk. “Well,” he said. “Looks like you got some fight in you, huh?”

“You don’t point that thing at me,” Reid said, his voice low and dangerous. “Ever.” 

“Relax, I didn’t know it was you.” Fitzpatrick held out his hand, wrapped in a black leather glove. “But I’m gonna be needing that back now.” 

Reid looked past the mercenary as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. The small building appeared to be living quarters for several men, a far cry from the opulent bedroom in which he had found bin Saddam. 

On the floor were the shadowy outlines of two bodies, but as far as Reid could tell, only one gun lying between them. One of the insurgents had been unarmed, though both were very much dead.

“What is this?” Reid demanded. “Your orders were to incapacitate and detain—”

“They shot first,” Fitzpatrick insisted. “I was defending myself.” 

“They didn’t,” Reid argued. “I heard the shots. Only your guns went off.” 

Fitzpatrick stared him down for a moment. “Maybe. Maybe not. I heard you over the radio; you got the boss man, and neither of these dead shitheads are the old guy, so who cares?” Fitzpatrick held out his hand again. “My gun. I’m not gonna ask again.” 

Reid shook his head. He had no love lost for the dead terrorists of the Brotherhood; in fact, he himself had taken out more radicals than he cared to admit. But he did so in defense of his own life or others, not indiscriminately. Fitzpatrick’s cavalier attitude and direct disobeying of orders made him furious.

“Where are your men?” he demanded.

“We split up to cover more ground,” Fitzpatrick said indignantly. 

“That wasn’t the plan. We’re lucky we found bin Saddam before you did—”

“You know,” Fitzpatrick said loudly, cutting him off, “a soldier’s rifle is like a part of him. Not that you’d know anything about that, coming from whatever conference room you crawled out of. But it’s important. And if you don’t hand me that rifle right now, I’m gonna start taking parts off of you.” 

“Try,” Reid challenged. His hands tightened around the AR-15, ready to use it if he had to. 

A single pistol shot rang out from elsewhere, distracting them both. Reid hurried out of the building, still holding Fitzpatrick’s rifle. Where did the shot come from? He couldn’t tell.

He didn’t have to wonder for long. Another pistol shot thundered, and at the same time Reid caught the muzzle flash through the window of a squat, boxy building twenty yards to his right. He sprinted towards it. 

“Hey!” Fitzpatrick shouted angrily behind him. “Where do you think you’re goin’?”

Reid ignored him and shouldered open the door. The scene before him was as immediately apparent as it was alarming. Two other members of the Division looked up at him in surprise; one of them had an AR-15 cradled in his arms, but the other had a pistol out, pointed at the back of a kneeling man’s head.

The Iraqi on his knees had both hands bound behind him with a zip cord. Two other members of the Brotherhood were on the floor, shot dead, with their hands bound as well.

Reid’s gaze swept the room and caught all of it in a second as anger boiled up from within him. Terrorist or not, the Division was executing unarmed men whose hands were tied. 

He dropped Fitzpatrick’s rifle and strode quickly over to the man with the pistol. Before the mercenary could react or say anything, Reid’s fist shot out and cracked a jarring blow across his chin. His other hand grabbed the man’s pistol and twisted it out of his grip as the mercenary fell. 

His Glock was out in an instant, one gun pointed at the merc with the AR-15 and the other trained downward on the executioner. 

“Drop the gun,” he warned, his gaze flitting between the two. 

“How ‘bout you drop those guns, Agent Zero?” Fitzpatrick said as he filled the door frame, a black Sig Sauer in both hands and leveled at Reid. “And go ahead and kick that rifle on over to me, while you’re at it.” 

Reid didn’t move. “I told you not to point that thing at me,” he growled.

Fitzpatrick sucked a hissing breath through his teeth. “You did. But looks to me like you’re outnumbered. And you clocked one of my guys, which I just can’t abide—”

“Your guy was executing bound men.” 

“See,” Fitzpatrick chuckled, “there you go again, defending these animals like they’re real people or somethin’.” He shook his head. “They told us you were some kind of cowboy, but this is a surprise.” 

Fitzpatrick took a slow step into the room. Reid kept the guns trained on the other two men; if he moved on Fitzpatrick, one of them would draw on him, he was certain of it. It was three against one and as far as Reid knew, Maria and Strickland were still clearing the third floor of the main building. They would hear the shots, but by then Reid would likely be dead.

“No one else needs to die here today,” he said to Fitzpatrick, though it was directed at all three of them. “Let’s all put them down.” 

The Division’s leader smirked with one half of his mouth. “Sure thing, Agent Zero. Why don’t you go ahead and show us how it’s done? Lead by example?”

Reid gritted his teeth. He didn’t see any other way around it. He slowly lowered the barrels of the two pistols, keeping his grip tight on each. As he did, the merc with the AR-15 pulled his aim from Reid. Finally, after what seemed like an excruciatingly long moment, Fitzpatrick holstered the Sig Sauer. 

But he didn’t secure the clasp, Reid noted.

“Now go ahead and give my boy back his gun,” Fitzpatrick prompted.

Reid’s chest tightened. He flipped the pistol around in his hand and held it out the mercenary he had struck in the jaw. The man rose to his feet, took it, and slid it back into its nylon home. 

Finally Reid holstered his own Glock. “No one else needs to die here today,” he repeated. “Not even him.” He motioned towards the Iraqi on his knees, who was watching the scene with an odd fascination.

Fitzpatrick chuckled heartily. “I’d be inclined to agree with you, Agent Zero.” He clapped Reid on the shoulder in a gesture that might have been friendly if it wasn’t hard enough to bruise. “But I think I told you what would happen if you didn’t give me my rifle back.” 

Reid heard the telltale shink of a knife leaving a sheath behind him. He instantly twisted at the hips, turning his body ninety degrees as a flash of silver rushed through the air towards him. The merc he had socked in the jaw brought the knife down overhand, aimed at Reid’s clavicle, though with the sudden twist the sharp tip sunk into the tac vest. 

Reid grabbed the hand holding the knife and gave it a brisk turn. The wrist snapped easily and the man yelped. But there were three of them, and Reid needed to stay cognizant. He threw his leg back in a mule-kick and connected with Fitzpatrick, enough to send him reeling back. The third merc’s AR-15 barrel was already up. Reid dropped into a crouch, just short of falling to his knees. He snapped up the knife that would have killed him and propelled himself forward, driving his entire body weight into the mercenary’s hips. The man grunted as they both fell in a tangle of limbs and deadly equipment.

Reid smashed him once in the face with an elbow, bloodying the man’s nose, and shoved the AR-15 away across the floor. Then he rolled and came up to his feet with the knife, turning to face Fitzpatrick—

And found himself staring down the barrel of the Sig Sauer.

“Well, I gotta say, that was just impressive as hell.” Fitzpatrick flashed his lopsided smirk. “But there’s an old saying about a knife in a gunfight.” 

“Wait,” Reid insisted. He dropped the knife and it clattered to the floor. “I’m unarmed.” But even as he said it, he realized grimly that the terrorists had been unarmed too, yet not spared by the Division. 

“It’s gonna be a real shame,” Fitzpatrick drawled slowly, “explaining to your little girls how you got tagged on a raid. But then again—we might not have to.” 

Heat rose in Reid’s face. “What did you just say?” he asked, his voice quiet. 

“Just sayin’, things happen all the time. Bad things to good people. Even kids.”

He knows about my daughters? Panic gripped his chest. This was a setup, and not just for him. 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

“I’m not going to tell you again,” said the fake-agent Nolan, a sneer on his face as he held aloft a black pistol. “You’re coming with me. Now.”

Maya, trapped with nowhere to go in the narrow space between the beds of the hotel room in Engelberg, put her hands up and slowly rose to her feet. “Okay,” she told him, keeping her voice as even as possible. “I’ll come with you. I won’t give you any trouble. But Sara stays.” 

Nolan cocked his head to one side, amused. “Does it look like you’re in much of a position to negotiate?” He pointed the pistol directly at her, and her breath caught in her throat. “If only one of you is coming, it’s because the other is de—”

There was a sickening crack and Nolan jolted forward, collapsing face-down onto the bed as splinters of wood showered down around him.

Sara, wide-eyed and breathless, stood behind their assailant, holding a jagged half of log from the inert fireplace. The other half was on the floor, broken over Nolan’s head. 

“You okay?” Maya asked quickly.

“Yeah,” Sara said softly. “You?”

“Yeah. Good job.” Maya knelt beside the man. He was unconscious, but might not be for long. She quickly relieved him of both the black pistol and a second gun, a silver revolver he had tucked in his pants. She passed both to Sara. “Put these on the dresser over there. Be careful.” Then she rifled through his pockets. He had a cell phone, but no wallet, no identification. In his back pocket was a folding black spine-lock knife. 

While Maya disarmed the man, Sara squeezed the small black panic fob. She listened intently, hoping to hear the alert from somewhere nearby, but there was nothing. Silence. It seemed they were on their own. 

“Quick,” Maya said, “help me get these sashes off the curtains.” 

It took a few minutes, but Maya managed to get the heavy, unconscious body into the armchair by the window while Sara tore the long silk sashes from the red curtains. Together they tied the sashes around his midsection and the chair, pulling them tight and knotting them behind him. 

“Here,” said Sara. “I found this on the floor.” She held out the thin black stick, the mini stun-gun. 

As Maya took it from her, Nolan’s eyelids fluttered and he groaned. “Oh. My head…” He blinked several times before he noticed that he was sitting upright and secured to the chair. “What the hell?” The man struggled, trying to tear loose from his bonds. 

“Stop,” Maya ordered. She uncapped the stun-gun, reveal a pair of narrow silver prongs. “This will hit you with a hundred thousand volts if you don’t tell me who you are.” 

Nolan smirked. “You really think I’m going to tell you anything?” He shifted his weight to one side as the fingers of his right hand wiggled towards his back pocket. Then he scoffed. “You little bitches… you took my knife?”

“And your guns,” Maya replied. “Who are you, and how did you know we were here?”

Nolan rolled his eyes as his demeanor shifted to an ugly sneer. “Look, we both know I’m not gonna tell you shit. I know that you’re not gonna hurt me. I can see it in your eyes. You don’t have it in you, little girl.” He struggled again.

Maya gritted her teeth. “Sara,” she said, “call the front desk and tell them to get the police here.” 

Sara hurried over to the phone.

“You think they’ll get here in time?” Nolan asked as he worked his shoulders back and forth. “It’s only gonna take me a few minutes to get free of this. You’re better off just grabbing one of my guns and shooting me now.” He laughed derisively. “But you won’t.” 

“Maybe not,” said a deep voice behind them. “But I will.” 

Maya spun at the sound. Agent Watson had slipped silently through the broken door and held a gun aloft, pointed at the bound man. He was bleeding from the forehead, and the sling on his right arm was gone. Maya understood immediately; he didn’t need it anymore. He had only been wearing it to make anyone watching believe he might be less than capable. “You two okay?” 

“Yeah,” said Maya. “We’re fine. Are you okay? You’re bleeding.” 

“Got jumped right outside the hotel. Friends of his, I assume,” said Watson, gesturing towards Nolan. “They’re not doing much talking anymore, though. Put the phone down, Sara. I’ll handle this.” He leaned over into the man’s face. “Who are you?”

The bound man grinned. “I’m Agent Nolan,” he said sarcastically. “You must be Watson.” 

“That’s right.” Agent Watson grabbed a fistful of the man’s hair and jerked his head to the left, and then to the right. Maya watched in confusion; it looked like the agent was inspecting the man’s neck. 

“Hey, watch it!” the man winced. 

Watson ignored him. “You checked his pockets?”

“Yeah,” Maya confirmed. “But he didn’t have any ID on him. Just a knife, a gun, and a phone. The screen is locked with a four-digit password.” 

Watson nodded his approval. “Very thorough.” He holstered his own gun as he said, “If he tries anything, you stick him with that stun-gun.” Watson grabbed the spine-lock knife from the bed and flicked it open.

“Hey, whoa,” the bound man protested, his eyes suddenly widening. “What are you doing with that? What the hell…”

Maya winced as Watson sank the blade into the man’s upper right arm. Sara looked away. Even Nolan gritted his teeth and hissed a panicked breath. 

But there was no blood. Watson wasn’t slicing the man’s flesh; he was cutting away the sleeve of his black leather jacket. 

“What are you looking for?” Maya asked, keeping the revolver pointed steadily at the man’s stomach. 

“A brand,” Watson replied as he tore away the sleeve and inspected the man’s upper arm. 

“Are you nuts? You think I’m branded?” Nolan said in desperate confusion.

But Maya understood. The fanatical members of Amun were each branded with an Egyptian glyph. Watson was making sure that this man wasn’t another assassin like Rais, some renegade remnant of the terrorist organization their dad had helped shut down.

“Huh.” Watson shook his head. “I don’t believe it.” 

Maya craned her neck to look over his shoulder. There was no brand—but there was something. It was a small tattoo, a triangle, and inside it was what looked like a coiled black snake. 

“You’re with the Division?” Watson frowned deeply. 

“No. I’m just a real big fan of theirs.” The sarcastic Nolan rolled his eyes again. 

“What’s the Division?” Maya asked.

But Watson didn’t answer. “We should go,” he told them. “Grab your things, quickly.”

Maya dropped the stun-gun onto the bed and rushed over to get her and Sara’s coats from the hook by the door, while Watson grabbed the suitcases. 

But when Maya turned again, her younger sister was standing in front of the bound man in the armchair, facing him. “Sara?” she said hesitantly.

In one of the young girl’s hands was the stun-gun that Maya had dropped.

“Wait—” Maya started.

Sara jammed the pronged end into Nolan’s ribs. Every muscle in his body jerked in wild spasms as his head whipped back. The veins in his neck bulged; his eyes widened to the point they threatened to fall out. His mouth opened in a yawning scream, though no sound emerged other than the crackle of electricity coursing through him. 

Sara’s expression was frighteningly flat as she held the stun-gun against him until the charge ran out, until his taut muscles relaxed and his head slumped forward. 

“You were going to take us,” she murmured.

“Sara…” Maya prodded. “Sara, let’s just go—”

“He was going to take us!” She spun around to face her sister, and though tears were forming in her eyes were expression was furious and unforgiving. Maya took a small step back at the sight of her. “Just like before! Just like the others!” She shook her head. “No. Never again.” 

“Sara,” said Agent Watson gently. But without warning, the young girl reached for the lamp on the bedside table. She grabbed it with both hand and yanked it out of the wall, not stopping, bringing it in a crushing blow across Nolan’s face. 

Blood from his nose, mouth and lips spattered the wall. Maya’s stomach churned; she was certain she saw a few teeth bounce across the carpet. 

“Never,” Sara said, her shoulders heaving, “again.” She brought the lamp up again, overhead this time, as if intent to crush the man’s skull.

Watson was on her in a second. He grabbed the lamp with one hand and wrapped the other around her midsection, half holding her back and half hugging her to him. “Hey,” he whispered hoarsely in her ear. “Hey. Listen to me. It’s not going to happen again, okay? I’m not going to let you out of my sight. But we have to go. Do you hear me? There may be more of them.” 

Sara struggled for a moment in his grip, but then relaxed enough to relinquish her hold on the lamp. Nolan’s head lolled, the lower half of his face a bloody mess. Maya had to look away. She had never seen her sister act like that, or look like that, ever before. It was animalistic; she had responded to a brutal attack with brutality of her own. Despite Maya’s fear and apprehension, she couldn’t help but feel at least a little proud of her younger sister. She had experienced hell, and was determined to never go back. She wasn’t going to let herself be a victim again.

Watson let go of Sara, and then he grabbed up Nolan’s guns, the cell phone, and lastly their dad’s packed suitcase from the bed. “Come on.” 

In the hall, Watson closed the door behind them as best he could with the broken jamb and hung the “Do Not Disturb” sign on the knob. He strode down the hall, a suitcase in one hand and his gun in the other, partially hidden behind his back. The girls followed quickly.

“You girls did well—really well. Your dad would be proud. Keep alert and follow me.” 

“Agent Watson,” Maya asked as they hurried along, “what’s the Division?”

“They’re a, uh, private security force,” he explained. “Bunch of thugs, really.” 

“But why were they here?” she pressed. “How did they find us? What does it mean?”

“I don’t know,” Watson said in answer to all of her questions. Maya had the distinct impression that Watson had some ideas, but if that was true he wasn’t elaborating. “Don’t you worry about that right now; let’s just get clear of here. I’m going to stay with you. I’ll watch your back and you’ll watch mine.” He paused before adding quietly, “Let’s just hope someone is watching your dad’s.” 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

“How do you know about my girls?” Reid demanded in the small boxy building of the terrorist compound. He let his anger show, teeth bared, despite the Sig Sauer pointed at his forehead. 

Fitzpatrick’s supercilious smirk was enough to set his teeth on edge, to make him want to risk getting shot just to have the opportunity to knock it from his face. “Don’t you worry none about that. You won’t be around long enough to find out anyhow.”

Reid’s pulse increased. He had expected that the mercenaries were there for him, not for the Brotherhood, but he hadn’t once considered that they might know where his daughters were. Alarms rang in his head; the muscles in his limbs tensed with the strain of keeping himself from recklessly attacking Fitzpatrick.

“They’re just kids,” Reid entreated. “They’re innocent. And if you have an ounce of humanity in you, you’ll leave them out of this.” 

“Wish I could, if I’m being frank.” For a brief moment, a glimmer of remorse passed over Fitzpatrick’s face. “But there’s no such thing as innocent in what we do.” He sighed. “So long, Agent Zero.” 

“Stop.” All five pairs of eyes turned at the sharp sound of Maria’s voice—not just Reid’s and Fitzpatrick’s, but the two injured men on the floor, and even the bound Iraqi. She stood in the doorway, just behind Fitzpatrick, her arm extended and holding something aloft… but it wasn’t a gun.

It was her cell phone.

Fitzpatrick craned his neck to look at her, though he kept the rifle trained on Reid. “Just what the hell are you doing?” he asked in confusion. “You gonna take me out with a phone?”

“No,” Maria replied. “With a video camera. I’m live-streaming this as we speak, to both my father on the National Security Council and a friend in the media.” 

Fitzpatrick said nothing, but his lip curled in an angry snarl.

“And I’ve got a clear bead on you through that window.” Strickland’s voice came through their radio earpieces. “You shoot, you die next.” 

Fitzpatrick’s snarl slowly transitioned into his familiar, ugly smirk. “Well,” he said. “If this ain’t some kind of twenty-first century Mexican standoff.” 

“By all means,” Maria said behind him, “do what you came here to do—what you’re being paid for. Or… you can take that truck out in the courtyard, put your men in it, and drive out of here. Go back to whoever’s paying you and tell them you failed. And if we ever see you or any of your people again, we won’t hesitate to drop you.”

“Trust me, darling,” said Fitzpatrick. “Next time, you won’t see us comin’.” The barrel of his Sig Sauer lowered slowly. “Time to go, boys.” 

Maria stepped aside, still keeping the camera of her cell phone pointed in his direction, as Fitzpatrick backed out of the doorway. The two mercenaries on the floor rose slowly and did the same, one cradling his broken wrist and the other bleeding from the nose. 

Outside, Fitzpatrick let out a sharp whistle for his other three men. Maria watched through the window as two of the Division members pushed open the heavy gates of the compound, and then got into the old truck, the bed stretched over with canvas. The engine rumbled to life, and the truck slowly rolled out of the compound. 

“You two okay?” Strickland asked through the radio.

“Yeah,” Reid said. “Thanks to both of you. Todd, I need you to get on the phone with Watson immediately. Fitzpatrick said something about my daughters…”

“I’m on it,” Strickland said. 

Reid nodded to Maria. “Were you actually streaming that?”

“Of course not,” she said. “I don’t have any friends in the media, and I certainly wouldn’t send it to my father. But I did record it. Might come in handy later.”

“Nice job.”

“Now what?” she asked.

“First, I need to make sure Maya and Sara are okay. The chopper should be back any minute. If you can get this guy out to the landing zone, I’ll help Strickland with the other three.” 

“Sure thing.” Maria took the bound terrorist by the arm and hefted him to his feet.

He cursed at her in Arabic, calling her several untoward things and suggesting she should keep her repugnant hands off of him.

She smiled pleasantly and told him in his native tongue, “Where you’re going, you’re going to wish we let them put a bullet in your head.” 

Reid ran over to the main building and up the stairs to meet Strickland, who had taken a position in bin Mohammed’s bedroom near the window with his MP5. 

“Did you get through?” he asked immediately.

Strickland nodded. “They’re with Watson and safe. Apparently there was some trouble; a member of the Division showed up at their hotel room, claiming to be CIA. But your girls subdued him and tied him to a chair.” 

Reid blinked in surprise. “Sorry, what?”

Strickland grinned. “Maybe you don’t need to worry as much as you think you do.” 

“I guess not,” Reid murmured. 

“They’re getting on a plane right now and heading back to the states. Watson is going to take them to a safe house and wait with them.” 

“Good,” Reid said. He could hardly imagine what his daughters might have done to subdue an armed mercenary—but he would get the full story later. For now, he turned his attention to the stout man kneeling in the corner with his hands bound behind his back, the alleged leader of the Brotherhood, Awad bin Saddam.

He heard the familiar sound of rotors from outside as the Black Hawk returned to collect them. Besides bin Saddam they had three others detained to take with them, including the injured terrorist in the hall that Maria had shot in the legs. 

“Where to next?” Strickland asked.

Reid stared down bin Saddam, but the older man refused to meet his gaze, instead looking down at the floor. “To Morocco,” he said. “We don’t have a new lead, but I’m sure we’ll get one after we put the fear of hell into this man.” 

 

*

 

“So,” said Strickland once the jet was at cruising altitude, carrying the three agents towards Morocco. “You want to tell me what that was all about now?”

Reid and Maria exchanged a dubious glance. He knew the younger agent would ask as soon as they were alone.

The Black Hawk helicopter, down six mercenaries but with four new detainees, had taken them back to Baghdad, to an American military installation where a jet was waiting. The insurgent that Maria had shot was losing a lot of blood and stayed behind to be attended to; the other three were put on an army cargo plane bound for H-6 while the CIA operatives boarded the Gulfstream. 

To Strickland’s credit, he had at least waited until they were in the air. 

Reid was torn. On the one hand, Agent Strickland deserved answers; he had helped to save Reid’s life back at the compound without knowing why the Division had turned on him. On the other hand, the young agent’s career with the CIA had barely begun. To tell him anything would be to implicate him with knowledge of the plot—and potentially put him in the same line of fire that Reid found himself in.

“If you’re worried about putting me in some kind of danger,” Strickland said, as if reading Reid’s mind, “don’t be. I can handle myself just fine. Gave you a pretty good fight once, didn’t I?”

Reid scoffed. “You might have given me a little trouble…” On their first encounter, when Strickland had been sent to arrest Agent Zero, the two had a brief skirmish just outside of Grodkow, Poland, which had ended with Strickland in handcuffs and Reid with his gun. 

He turned to Maria questioningly. She sighed and nodded once in assent.

“Okay,” Reid said quietly. “I may regret this later, but here it is. Two years ago, before the memory suppressor was put in my head, I knew some things. I had discovered that there is a plan to initiate a manufactured war between the United States and certain targets in the Middle East.” 

“A manufactured war?” Strickland frowned. “As in, unprovoked?”

“Or there’s going to be a provocation,” Reid said. “Whether it’s genuine or not will be the question.” 

“But why?” 

“The simplest answer is usually the right one,” Maria replied. “Oil. The rich want to be richer and those in power want to stay there, and while they’ve all got their hands in that pot there are certain territories that just can’t be trusted to remain stable. Over the last thirty years, we’ve tried diplomacy. We’ve tried military presence. We’ve tried establishing democracy, and nothing has stuck. Somewhere down the line, someone realized that the best way to keep particular assets safe is if we simply own them. They believe a war can do that for the United States—ensure our total control of key areas that also happen to be major oil production locations.” 

Strickland breathed a heavy sigh. “That’s… that’s just appalling.” He thought for a long moment before he looked up at them, his gaze turning angry. “You know I did three tours in the Middle East? Two with the Army, and one as a Ranger, alongside Special Forces. In each one, we lost good men. Great men. In each one, I saw things that never should be allowed to happen, anywhere. Some of those guys used to joke that our job there was to keep some fat, wealthy politician in his chair…” Strickland shook his head. “But it was always just a joke.” 

“It was never just a joke,” Maria murmured. 

“Who?” he demanded. “Who’s involved in this?”

“We don’t know,” Reid told him. “But it would have to be a lot of people, all high up the chain. Which brings us to the crux of the matter.” He paused for a moment before saying, “I believe that Deputy Director Riker might be in on this, or at least responsible for keeping things quiet.” 

Strickland looked up sharply. 

“And possibly Director Mullen as well,” Maria added. 

“Our bosses?” The young agent was at a complete loss. “I can’t believe that…”

“And yet mercenaries hired by our own agency basically admitted that they were sent there to kill me,” Reid noted. “Think about it. After everything that went down in Slovakia, why wasn’t I thrown into the same kind of pit we’re about to visit? Instead, they pardoned me. Hell, they even kept me on the job.”

“To keep you close,” Strickland said, nodding with a faraway look in his eye. “To keep an eye on you and try to figure out how much you know.” 

“And to see if I’ll act on it,” said Reid. “Now they reinstate me as an agent, lying and telling me I have a personal connection to this op—only to have the Division turn on me? This is a ploy to get rid of me before I rediscover what I knew back then. Someone gave the order. Jury’s still out on Cartwright, but I’d bet every memory in my head that Riker is in on this.” 

“Jesus,” the young agent muttered. “So what do we do?”

“For now,” Maria said, “we finish our op. We have their leader; we find out why they bombed the embassy and what else is up their sleeve. In that video, bin Saddam threatened there was more to come.” 

“But I want you to distance yourself from me,” Reid told him. “Outwardly, as far as anyone else is concerned, we’re not friends. Share in Riker’s disdain for me, if you can. Complain about me. Try to get me off your op. See if she tries to get you into her little inner circle.” 

Maria nodded in agreement. “It’s more than likely that the Division has already reported back, so don’t lie when asked about it. There was a confrontation; they drew on Kent, and you had to intervene and diffuse it. You dismissed them from the op for being reckless and disobeying your orders. That’s it.” 

“Alright,” Strickland agreed. “I’ll help you get to the bottom of this. But in the meantime… I guess we’re enemies.” 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

It was nearly eleven p.m. local time when they arrived at the CIA black site designated H-6, or as it was called by those familiar with it, Hell-Six. The grounds of the site had been built to resemble a military forward operating base in the Moroccan desert, surrounded in chain-link fencing topped with barbed wire and comprised of semi-permanent canvas tents and squat, domed steel structures. 

The Gulfstream landed on a short, bumpy airstrip just outside the site and the stairs was lowered. The desert air was cool and comfortable, though the stars waned in the glow of powerful floodlights that lit the black site from every angle. 

A Special Forces member jogged over to them as they disembarked. He wore sunglasses perched on his forehead, despite the darkness, and an olive drab scarf around his neck. His tac vest and fatigue pants were the same color as the sand, and an automatic rifle hung from a strap over one shoulder. 

“Welcome back, Agents,” said SFO Sergeant Jack Flagg, shaking each of their hands in turn. 

“Sergeant Flagg,” Reid greeted. They had met only once before—at least that Reid could recall—when he had come here to interrogate a prisoner that was masquerading as a sheik named Mustafar, a known ally of Amun. 

“Flagg?” said Strickland in surprise. “Green Berets?”

“That’s right,” the sergeant said. 

“I’m Strickland. Seventy-fifth regiment.” 

“Ranger?” said Flagg. “No kidding. Wait—Strickland. From Kandahar?” 

“That’s right.” Strickland grinned as the two of them shook heartily.

“Well, Ranger, welcome to the luxurious Special Forces retirement village,” Flagg said with a laugh. “Come on, I’ll show you around. Our guests should be arriving shortly.” The two of them walked ahead, chatting idly about post-military life. 

Reid glanced at Maria. She shrugged. “Boys, right?” She followed them into the encampment. 

The cargo plane arrived thirty minutes later. Reid sipped weak coffee and watched from behind the barbed wire fence as a half-dozen of Flagg’s men escorted the three detainees from the hold and through the gates.

“I’ll take bin Saddam,” he told Maria and Strickland. “You two handle the others. We need to know why they targeted the congressional delegation and what else they have planned.” 

“And why there were so few members at the compound,” Strickland added. “I don’t believe for a second that the Brotherhood is only eight men.” 

The night turned colder, a chilly wind blowing through camp as Reid followed Flagg, two of his guys, and bin Saddam to one of the bland steel domes hastily erected in no particular order around H-6. The sergeant hefted the heavy door open and Reid entered.

He had been in one of these structures before, when interrogating the fake Mustafar. There were no windows or openings other than the single steel door, and the inside was lit by a single depressingly bare bulb hanging from a socket at the peak of the ten-foot domed ceiling. There was no furniture but a single metal folding chair. The floor was dirt, packed tightly from boots and bare feet, save for a single square iron grate right in the center of the ground. Beneath that grate, Reid knew, was a hole about six feet wide by eight feet deep, where the worst of the worst were thrown and forgotten. 

“You need anything?” Flagg asked. “Knives? Pliers? Another cup of joe?”

“No thanks,” Reid said. “I think we’ll be just fine.” 

“Alright. Give a shout if you change your mind. One of my guys will be right outside.” Awad bin Saddam was unceremoniously shoved into the room with Reid, and the door was closed tightly. 

The stout man before him sank to his knees, his hands still bound behind his back. He muttered something rapid and largely unintelligible—a prayer, Reid recognized after a moment. A prayer to Allah to spare his life. 

Reid paced in front of him, saying nothing, biding his time. Ordinarily he would have been trying to ascertain what sort of man bin Saddam was, but he already knew the answer. He was a coward. He had let his men die at the hands of the Division while he hid in a chest. He was not looking for a glorious death into the waiting hands of his creator; he wanted to live. 

And he will. In the hole beneath our feet, for the rest of his life. 

It was only a few minutes before a shrill sound floated to them, dim and distant behind the steel wall of the adjacent domed structure, but still entirely audible. 

Reid knelt beside bin Saddam and said in whispered Arabic, “Do you hear that? Those are the screams of your comrades. Soon those screams will stop, and they will tell my colleagues everything they know. Then we will compare stories, and if anyone’s does not match up, they will die.” 

Bin Saddam trembled visibly, staring at the dirt floor. 

“I don’t think you want to die, Awad bin Saddam.” Reid stood and resumed his pacing. “Usually, in a case like this, I would hurt you very badly, and then I would ask questions. But I don’t think I need to do that today. I think you’re going to tell me what I want to know, and I think you’re going to be honest, and I can keep my hands free of blood. Is that right?”

“Y-yes,” the man stammered.

“Good. That’s very good. Let’s begin then.” Reid grabbed the metal folding chair and set it a few feet in front of bin Saddam, and then he sat and leaned with his elbows on his knees. “My first question is this: where is Abdallah bin Mohammed?”

“Dead,” bin Saddam said softly. “He died of a heart attack in the night, several days ago.” 

“And you took power of the Brotherhood in his wake?” Reid asked.

“Yes.” 

“But it was bin Mohammed that financed the bombing of the embassy,” said Reid. “You have access to his accounts?”

“No. His son lives, Hassan bin Abdallah bin Mohammed.” 

“Hassan. Was he among those remaining at the compound when we arrived?”

Bin Saddam shook his head. “No.” 

“So Hassan was not there. And I counted only eight men, including you, in a compound fit to accommodate many more. So.” Reid leaned forward further, his face less than a foot from bin Saddam’s. “How many others are there? And where did they go?” 

“I…” The man shook his head. “I don’t know.” 

Reid sighed disappointedly and stood, reaching into his pocket for the tactical folding knife that Strickland had given him before their raid on the compound. He made a show of slowly snapping the knife’s blade open, and then walked around in a wide semicircle so that he was standing behind bin Saddam, who trembled and tried to crane his neck to see the blade. 

“What… what are you going to do?” the terrorist leader fretted.

“Hold still.” Reid bent and flicked the knife across the zip cord holding bin Saddam’s wrists together. But before the man could pull his hands away, Reid grabbed onto his left and twisted it up. Bin Saddam twisted his neck as far as he could, his eyes wide in fear as Reid pressed the razor-sharp tip of the knife against his palm, threatening to pierce flesh.

“Now,” Reid growled, his voice low, “you’re going to tell me where Hassan and the others went, or I am going to drive this knife through your hand.” 

“Please!” the man whimpered. He tried to pull away, but Reid held him still. “I don’t know! I am telling you, I don’t know…” 

“You do know!” Reid shouted down at him. “It was your plan! You wanted us to know your name, and now we know it. You threatened that there would be more attacks. Tell me…”

He trailed off. The man was quivering head to toe, and then came the telltale sound of trickling water as the insurgent lost control of his bladder. 

Reid dropped the hand and took a step back, more in bewilderment than disgust as a thought flashed across his mind: This is not the demeanor of the leader of a radical terrorist faction. 

“You’re not him, are you?” Reid muttered in English. “You’re not bin Saddam.”

“Kent!” Maria’s voice blared suddenly in his radio earpiece, startling him. “Kent, that detainee with you, he’s not bin Saddam. He’s not the leader.” 

Reid put a finger to his ear and responded, “I was just realizing that myself. Give me a minute to figure this out.” He looked down at the whimpering, trembling man before him. But there was no remorse; not only was this man a coward, but a liar as well. Reid’s anger swelled, and Agent Zero took over.

He kicked out one leg, planting his shoe in the center of the man’s sternum and knocking him onto his back. Reid dropped one knee onto his chest, and pressed the blade of the knife against the side of the insurgent’s face. The man’s arms flailed in a weak attempt to defend himself, but Reid knocked them aside easily.

“You are not Awad bin Saddam,” he hissed in Arabic. “So who are you really? Tell me, or I will cut the flesh from your face.” 

“Tarek!” the man shouted. “My name is Tarek!” He squeezed his eyes shut tightly, tears eking from their corners. “I was Abdallah’s attendant, nothing more… I am a faithful Muslim, but I am not like them. I don’t wish harm on anyone!”

“But you did harm people,” Reid said angrily. “Maybe not directly, but you were complicit in the bombing of the embassy that claimed more than fifty lives.”

“I did not know!” Tarek protested. “Awad was very secretive with his plans. He did not tell any of us until the bombs were already underground!”

“That doesn’t matter.” Reid steadied his hand, resisting the urge to push the blade into the man’s cheek. “Why did you give bin Saddam’s name as your own?”

“I thought it would keep you from killing me,” Tarek said quickly. “He told me… he told me I would always have a place there, even after Abdallah’s death. When he left with the others, he allowed me to stay behind. But now I see why.” Tarek panted, his chest heaving. “Please! I cannot breathe!” 

Reid relented slightly, not moving the knife but lifting his knee an inch. Tarek sucked in a deep breath. 

“You were his scapegoat,” Reid said, already realizing what he meant. “He left you and the others behind so that when we raided the compound we would think we had caught up to the Brotherhood.” 

“Yes.”

“When did Awad leave?” Reid demanded.

“This morning,” Tarek panted. “He released Abdallah’s wives and sent them to relatives in Al-Fallujah. Then he left with twelve others, and the Israeli…”

“The third journalist?” Reid said in surprise. “He lives?”

“Yes, he lives. Awad said he would be useful, to get them where they needed to go.” 

Reid stood, taking the knife away from Tarek’s face. Where they needed to go? he thought. Where would an Israeli journalist be able to go that they couldn’t…?

He nearly smacked himself in the forehead. The answer seemed obvious. Under threat of pain or death, the journalist might be able to smuggle them into Israel. 

“Think hard,” Reid told Tarek. “Is there anything else, anything at all that might help us find the Brotherhood? Your life depends on it.” 

“I… I…” Tarek stammered, his gaze flitting back and forth across the dirt floor as he struggled to think of something. Then his attention snapped up to Reid. “Yes! Yes, there is something else. Two days ago, there was a visitor at the compound, a Libyan arms dealer. We had encountered this man before. I am not aware of what he and Awad spoke of privately, but I did catch one thing… he told Awad that he would have something new, something that not even Hamas had.” 

“What is it?” 

“I don’t know,” Tarek said. “That’s all I heard. I swear it.” 

Reid huffed. He believed that it was all Tarek knew—at least in the moment, under duress as he was. Given time he might recall more that could be useful, but time was the one thing Reid couldn’t afford. 

He pounded twice on the metal door and the soldier on the other side pulled it open for him. “Put him in the hole,” Reid told him. “If he says anything that sounds useful, we want to know about it. And tell Flagg I need the Gulfstream ready as soon as possible.” 

As the soldier entered the domed structure, Reid strode out, working through what he knew as quickly as he could. Bin Saddam mentioned in his video that the Brotherhood has a “divine purpose.” They have an Israeli hostage to get them “where they need to go.” Assuming that’s Israel, and they’ve already bombed an embassy in Iraq…

He sucked in a breath as he realized the target. It all fit: religious doctrine, a political strike, a hostage Israeli. The Brotherhood was going to strike at the Chosen City. 

He put a finger to his ear. “Maria, Strickland, I need you out here now. I think I know the next target. It’s the US embassy in Jerusalem.” 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

The Gulfstream hurtled towards the capital of Israel, barely a one-hour flight from Baghdad at the jet’s top speed. Reid could not help but pace the aisle; there was little else he could do until they landed. 

Maria ended her call and announced, “The embassy is cleared out. The evac didn’t take long; there aren’t many people there this time of night. Additional troops have been called in to create a perimeter, and EOD is en route.” 

“Israeli authorities are searching for any suspicious persons within remote-detonation range of the embassy,” added Strickland. “If they’re there, they’ll find them.” 

“Good,” Reid muttered as he paced.

Maria frowned. “You say that, but it doesn’t seem like you’re all that pleased about this.” 

“I just can’t help but wonder why,” he said. “Why the embassies?” 

She shrugged. “Why did Al-Qaeda bomb the embassies in Kenya and Nairobi in ninety-eight? We’re not talking about people that think the same way as we do, Kent. We’re talking about terrorists whose goal is to hurt and kill; fanatics that think they’re doing their duty to God.” 

“Yeah,” he sighed, “I know that. It’s just… that man, Tarek, he said something else that I can’t get out of my head. He said that an arms dealer visited their compound, promising the Brotherhood something new. Something that not even Hamas had. Plastic explosives aren’t exactly cutting edge. It feels like there’s more to this.”  

“Whatever it is,” Strickland offered, “it would have to be small enough to smuggle over the border. We’re not talking tanks or anti-aircraft missiles here. But anything that small—like mortars, or even some new style of RPG—would take fifty or more in concert to do even close to the damage they did in Iraq.” 

“True,” Reid agreed. “And bin Mohammed was wealthy, but not nearly wealthy enough to afford even a small warhead. Unless this Libyan cut them some sort of deal?” 

“We don’t have enough info to make that guess,” said Strickland.

“Any chance the CIA has a bead on big-time Libyan arms dealers?” Reid hoped.

“They’re looking into it,” the younger agent told him, “but so far it’s a shot in the dark. We’d need more information…” 

“Wait a second.” Maria snatched up the tablet that held the case files of their op and swiped her finger rapidly across the screen. “When I was on the trail of the Israeli journalists, I remember reading something… Ah! Here it is. Yosef Bachar, the Israeli that died in the embassy explosion, wrote an expose seventeen months ago about Hamas. They had purchased several unmanned drones with the intention of using them to drop bombs on their targets. But they couldn’t just smuggle the drones into Gaza; they would have been discovered. So instead they had the drones disassembled, and they had an engineer on the other side to put them back together again.” 

“But it didn’t work?” Strickland asked. 

“It almost did,” Maria said. “But at a random checkpoint, a soldier who was studying engineering just happened to recognize the parts for what they were. Bachar was along for the raid that discovered their plot.” 

“Drones,” said Strickland thoughtfully. “This Brotherhood, they were ejected from Gaza by Hamas. Maybe they feel that they have something to prove—to succeed where Hamas failed.” 

“Hmm.” Reid stroked his chin. It made sense, and it would bring the Israeli journalists’ kidnapping full-circle if Bachar was the one that broke the story. “Let’s not take any chances. Alert the authorities in Jerusalem to keep an eye on the skies.” Reid very much doubted that the Brotherhood was going to detonate in the middle of the night, but if they realized that their plot was discovered they might get desperate. “And tell them we’ll be there soon.” 

 

*

 

It was after midnight by the time the three CIA agents arrived at the established perimeter around the US embassy in Jerusalem, but the flashing lights of emergency vehicles lit up the night as if it was day. Military, fire, rescue, police, ambulances—there was no shortage of personnel on-hand to combat whatever threat might initiate before their eyes.

But to Reid’s relief and chagrin in equal measure, there did not seem to be any immediate threat.

The three CIA agents were led to the cordoned perimeter by a uniformed IDF commando, a stoic member of the Israeli Special Forces who said nothing but a gruff “this way” as he directed them towards a waiting black van. The sliding door of one side was open, and inside was a mobile command center, complete with a computer array and two swiveling chairs bolted to the floor. 

A woman emerged to greet them—though “greet” was hardly the most appropriate way to describe it. She regarded each of them in turn, her gaze resting at last on Reid as she said, “Agent Talia Mendel, the Institute.” Her English was flawless and only lightly accented. “You are the agents that called this in?”

“We are,” Reid confirmed, extending his hand. Agent Mendel did not take it. “Our intel suggests this embassy would be the Brotherhood’s next target.”

“Based on what, precisely?” Talia Mendel folded her arms over a collarless faux leather jacket. Her black hair was short, in a style most Americans would call a pixie cut, and swept across her forehead over a pair of equally dark eyes. Below that, her mouth was set in a straight, dissatisfied line.  

“Interrogation,” Reid answered simply. “A detained member of the organization suggested that one of the Israeli journalists that were kidnapped was being used to smuggle members into Israel. After the bombing in Iraq, the embassy seemed the most likely goal.” Even as he explained it aloud, he could see in the woman’s eyes how it sounded to her—like he had leapt to a conclusion that was only obvious to him. 

“EOD has nearly finished a preliminary sweep,” Agent Mendel told them. “Of course it will be hours until the building is clear, but nothing has yet been found.” 

“Did you have them check the basement level?” Reid asked hastily.

“Based on your information, that was the first place they checked. But no bombs. Our forces are sweeping the area in a six-block radius, but nothing has been found.” 

A man from inside the van called to Agent Mendel in Hebrew. “Excuse me,” she said curtly as she climbed back into the van. “I will keep you updated.” 

Well, Reid thought, I guess I don’t know Hebrew.

“Suddenly I’m not so sure we have this right,” Maria murmured.

“It has to be here,” Reid insisted. “Nothing else fits.” He didn’t admit it out loud, but they hardly had enough information about the Brotherhood to try to fit any other pieces together.

“Did she say she was from ‘the Institute’?” Strickland asked.

Reid nodded. “She’s Mossad.” The full name of the Israeli organization responsible for covert operations and counterterrorism was HaMossad leModiʿin uleTafkidim Meyuḥadim, the translation of which was “the Institute for Intelligence and Special Operations.” It was one of the most clandestine agencies in the world, allegedly responsible for a number of secret anti-terrorist raids and dozens of successful assassination campaigns. It’s commonly known name, Mossad, was simply short for “the Institute.”

He could guess at the reason for Talia Mendel’s seeming irritability. Though the embassy was technically considered American soil, US-Israeli relations dictated that the smaller nation lend a hand during a crisis such as this one. But Reid imagined that the Mossad agent had better things to do than oversee a search in the middle of the night for bombs that may or may not exist.

“What if we beat them here?” Maria suggested. “What if the Brotherhood hasn’t had a chance to infiltrate the embassy? After all, we nailed their hacker.” 

“Then maybe we stopped this thing before it ever started,” Strickland offered hopefully.

Reid didn’t add anything, but he shook his head. He had to think. Maria was, as usual, correct; they had ascertained the identity of the cybercriminal that had gotten the Brotherhood into the US embassy in Baghdad. What sort of plan would they have had to get into this one? If the insurgents were expecting a raid on their compound, they must have been equally expectant to lose their Tunisian accomplice.

Tarek said the Israeli would get them to where they needed to be. The Brotherhood had bombed an American-owned site in Iraq in order to take out specific targets. While the Islamic group certainly had more than their fair share of disdain for the Israelis, what would be the purpose in taking out the embassy here? The only thing that came to mind was their mention of a “divine purpose,” which he had interpreted, along with the clue about Israel, to mean a strike against Jerusalem; yet the more he thought about it, the more he came to realize he may have drawn the wrong conclusion about the Brotherhood’s intent.

“I think I know where I went wrong,” he told his two teammates. “The embassy in Baghdad wasn’t their actual target. The congressional delegation was.” 

Maria understood immediately. “Agent Mendel,” she said sharply. 

The Mossad agent appeared in the doorway to the van, one eyebrow arched questioningly. “Yes, Agent…?”

“Johansson. Are there any scheduled visits from American heads of state to the embassy? Let’s say over the next four or five days.” 

Mendel narrowed her dark eyes. “I can make a call.” 

“Wait,” Strickland interjected. “That would mean the embassy here might not be the target at all. The venue wouldn’t matter; the target would.”  

Reid almost swore aloud at his overzealous guess. “It could be anywhere in the country.” 

He would be useful, to get them where they needed to go. Those were Tarek’s exact words. What if, he thought, their Israeli hostage was worth more than just getting them over the border into Israel?

“The journalist, the one still remaining,” Reid said suddenly. “What’s his background?”

Maria took out the tablet and scrolled through her case notes. “In the audio feed just before the bombing, Bachar said that his friend Avi Leon was ‘not so lucky.’ So I would assume the remaining journalist is Idan Mizrahi, the youngest of the three. Let’s see… he started out as a photographer, and later became a political photojournalist after he met Avi Leon, who was something of a mentor to him. The two did plenty of work together. I don’t see much else that’s noteworthy… uh, before all of that, it looks like he did a few years with the Israeli Navy—” 

Reid looked up sharply. “The Israeli Navy? Where was he stationed?”

Maria scrolled further. “A few places. But he spent most of that time repairing ships in Haifa.” 

Reid frowned. He knew of Haifa as a culture-rich port city about eighty miles northwest of Jerusalem, but little else. 

Luckily, someone did. “I’ve been to Haifa,” Strickland said. “It’s the main port of call for the Sixth Fleet.” To Reid’s blank expression he added, “The primary presence of the US Navy in the Mediterranean and African coast.” 

“A ship,” Reid said slowly. He glanced up at Maria; judging by her expression, she was thinking the same as he was. “Just like…”

“The USS Cole,” she finished. 

“Sorry?” said Strickland.

“Before your time,” Maria replied by way of answer. “Back in 2000, an American destroyer was bombed in a harbor at Yemen. Seventeen sailors were killed.” 

“The terrorists used a small fiberglass boat loaded with C-4,” Reid added. The same MO as the embassy bombing. “Al-Qaeda later claimed responsibility…” He trailed off, putting things together in his mind. “What if Strickland is right and the Brotherhood has something to prove? They acquire drones where Hamas failed…” 

“And they sink an American ship where Al-Qaeda failed?” Maria said. 

Agent Talia Mendel cleared her throat loudly. The three CIA agents had nearly forgotten she was there. “Tell me, does the CIA always work on this sort of wild conjecture?”

“It’s more or less how we got here,” Strickland admitted.

“It’s worked out pretty well for us so far,” Maria said shortly.

“We need to get a helicopter to Haifa,” Reid told the Mossad agent, ignoring the attitude. “Alert the port for suspicious activity, and find out if any American ships are docked there.” 

Mendel scoffed. “Do you truly think that this is the target?”

“It’s our best ‘wild conjecture,’” Reid said challengingly. “Are you going to get us a chopper or not?”

The agent chewed her lower lip for a moment. “Fine,” she said at last. “But I am coming with you. I’ll need to see this for myself.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

The rotors roared overhead as a CH-53 Sea Stallion, a US-produced and Israeli-owned helicopter, carried Reid and his team quickly through the night towards the port of Haifa. He did not like the way that Talia Mendel, seated across from him, stared straight ahead with a officious smirk. Lives were at stake, yet she seemed to have come along simply to see just how wrong Reid might be. He couldn’t help but wonder if all Mossad were as haughty. 

“Haifa is on lockdown,” Maria noted through the radio headset. “They’re searching every inch of the port for suspicious persons.” 

“And you were right,” Strickland added as a message came through to his phone. “There is an American destroyer at port in Haifa, an Arleigh-Burke class called the USS New York.” 

As much as Reid wanted to return Mendel’s condescending look, he couldn’t bring himself to under the circumstances. “I doubt we’re going to find our guys hanging out at the port,” he said into the radio. “Strickland, what sort of range would a military-grade UAV have?”

He shook his head. “I couldn’t say without knowing more about what type of drone we’re dealing with. It couldn’t be anything quite as large as a Predator or a Reaper without being spotted. My best guess would be about three kilometers or less.” 

“That’s way too wide a net to cast,” Maria said. “They wouldn’t actually have to be at the port to attack the ship.” 

She was right; a three-kilometer radius was too big of an area to attempt to conduct a search for the Brotherhood. As he thought about options, he could have sworn he heard Mendel chuckle lightly in his headset. 

“Do you have anything meaningful to add, Agent Mendel?” he asked irritably.

“Well, since you asked so nicely,” she said, “allow me to make a supposition of my own. If you are correct and the destroyer is bombed, much more than just the port would be locked down. Every exit in the city of Haifa would be barricaded in search of these men. Simply put, if it was me planning this raid, I wouldn’t be in the city at all.” 

“You’d be in the water,” Reid said grimly as he realized what Mendel was circuitously suggesting. He hated to admit that she was likely right; if he considered it, it’s what he would do as well. Circumvent any possibility of being captured at a border by already being out to sea. “What’s our ETA?”

“Eleven minutes,” the pilot replied in the headset.

“Strickland,” Reid asked, “you said the USS New York was an Arleigh-Burke class?”

“I did.” 

“Then it would be equipped with a SPY-1D multifunction passive electronically scanned array radar,” he rattled off quickly. 

Maria stared at him blankly. “How on earth would you know that?”

“It just comes to me.” Reid shrugged and pointed at his own head. At the mention of the Arleigh-Burke class destroyer, he simply and suddenly knew that the ship was most likely built in the early nineties, and among the first to utilize the Aegis Combat System of integrated naval weapons produced by Lockheed Martin. “My point is that they have an excellent radar system, but no reason to use it in port. Let’s get that ship on the line and tell them to scan a three-kilometer radius for any suspicious activity in the water. But do not engage. We need to be right about this.” 

“They won’t anyway,” Strickland noted. “Rules of maritime engagement dictate we don’t fire unless fired upon.” 

Reid frowned. He was aware of the rule; it was, in large part, a reason for the tragedy aboard the USS Cole back in 2000. Sentries saw the small craft coming but were not allowed to fire on it. 

But we’re not expecting them to be fired upon. Another thought came to him, one that made him even more uneasy than the thought of the ship not being able to defend itself. “Even with all that tech, their radar won’t pick up on aerial drones if they’re small enough,” he said. “They’ll need physical sentries watching the skies.” 

Maria shook her head. “Those drones would have to be carrying a hell of a payload to sink a destroyer from above. What if we’re wrong about the weapon?”

Reid swallowed the lump in his throat. “I suppose we’ll see for ourselves soon enough.” 

 

*

 

The Sea Stallion chopper soared towards the port at Haifa. A glance out the window told Reid they were closing in; below them he could see the myriad bright lights of the port that ended abruptly into darkness at the edge of the Mediterranean Sea. 

“We’ve got a hit,” Strickland told them. “The New York picked up a signal on radar that appears to be two small crafts, one about seventy feet long and the other a little larger, about one and a half kilometers due west of the destroyer.” 

“Why is that out of the ordinary?” Maria asked.

“They’re practically on top of each other,” Strickland replied. “As if they’re tethered together.” 

Two boats? Reid wondered. Why would the Brotherhood need two boats? Unless one of them is for a USS Cole-type suicide mission.

Talia Mendel tugged a radio loose from her belt and spoke quickly into it in Hebrew. To Reid’s confused glance she said, “We’re dispatching IDF to the coordinates sent by the New York.” 

Reid nodded. “Good, we can use the backup. But we’ll get there faster. Pilot, take us out.” 

“Yes, sir.” The Sea Stallion did not slow as it flew over the port and out to sea.

Mendel regarded him curiously. “You do not plan to wait for IDF?”

Reid checked the clip on his Glock. “The Brotherhood will hear or see the boats coming. They’ll have time to prepare. They’ll hear us coming too, but we’ll be on them in seconds. We can try to get the drop while IDF is en route.” 

“So which is it, Agent Zero?” Mendel sounded amused. “You don’t like others doing your dirty work, or you enjoy being the hero?”

A bit of both, he admitted internally. But to Mendel he replied, “I just hold myself responsible for my own ‘wild conjectures.’”

She grinned as he tightened his tactical vest. 

“ETA less than one minute,” the pilot announced.

“What if they have RPGs?” asked Maria. 

“We’ll have to fast-rope down,” said Strickland. He hefted the MP5 submachine gun. “I’ll provide cover fire for anyone on the deck while you three descend.” 

Reid couldn’t help himself; a knot of anxious excitement formed in his chest at the prospect of rappelling out of the chopper and onto a boat. He grabbed a looped handhold in the ceiling as Maria slid the door of the Sea Stallion open. The intense, chilled wind whipped around them immediately.

“We don’t know what we’re going to find down there,” Reid shouted into the radio to combat the rushing wind. “So act with extreme caution!” 

Maria and Strickland nodded as Reid peered out through the open door. He squinted over the moonlit water as the helicopter soared closer, dipping in altitude at the same time. He spotted them; the naval ship had been right. There were two boats, still in the water, so close together they might have been connected at one side. 

As they descended further he could make out some features of the two ships. One was sleek, all-white, and looked like an expensive cross between a speedboat and a small yacht. The other was older, with a wide, black rounded hull.

A tugboat, he realized. That’s why they needed Idan Mizrahi. Not just to gain access to the port—but because none of the Iraqi insurgents could pilot a boat. 

And the other, the sleek white ship, he could surmise the owner of it. If he was right and it belonged to the Libyan arms dealer, then he had been wrong in thinking that the weapon they were acquiring had to be small. 

But he had no time to relate all of this to his team. “We aim for the tug!” he shouted. “Mendel, have IDF go after the speedboat!”

She nodded once and quickly relayed the message in radioed Hebrew as Reid tore the headset from over his ears. Strickland lowered a thick cable from over the open cabin as the helicopter turned ninety degrees, coming to a hovering stop over the tugboat. 

“Let’s go!” Reid shouted, but it was drowned out by the wind and powerful rotors. He drew his Glock and, holding it in his right hand, wrapped both legs and his left hand around the cable. With Strickland covering him with the MP5, he slid down the approximate forty feet to the tugboat below.

He glanced down and saw two men on the deck, scrambling frantically at the sight of the approaching agents. They dashed towards the bow. He took aim and fired as he descended, clipping one of the pair in the leg. He fell, but his cohort vanished around the wheelhouse. 

Reid was more than two-thirds of the way down the line when a third man appeared, coming up from a compartment below deck. The bearded insurgent had something in his hands—something long, glinting in the moonlight, tapered at the end. He raised it to his shoulder.

By the time Reid’s feet touched down on the deck, the Iraqi fired an RPG at the chopper.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

The next several seconds were little more than a blur in Reid’s mind. He couldn’t even be sure the events unfolded in the way he thought they did as his body and instincts took control. 

His feet hit the deck of the tugboat as a shoulder-launched rocket-propelled grenade shot upward towards the chopper. Reid’s gun was up in an instant and he fired two rounds into the Iraqi, but the report of the shots was entirely lost in the explosion overhead.

As the insurgent fell, Reid glanced over his shoulder to see an orange fireball erupt from the side of the Sea Stallion. Someone hit the deck beside him and rolled; it was the Mossad agent Talia Mendel. 

The helicopter careened sideways as it fell towards the sea. Strickland and Maria still clung to the rope as it lost slack. Maria fell first, landing on the deck—but the deck of the adjacent speedboat. Strickland, his arms flailing, splashed into the Mediterranean just before the Sea Stallion hit the water. Reid could only hope the pilot wasn’t hit and could make it out. 

“Strickland!” he heard himself shout hoarsely.

“I’ll get him!” Maria insisted. She winced slightly; she must have hurt something in the fall, Reid realized. “We’ll clear this boat. Go!” 

Mendel nodded to him as she pulled her service pistol, an Israeli-made Jericho 941, a distant and smaller cousin of the American Desert Eagle.

“I saw one go for the bow,” he said quietly. He took point, Mendel trailing right behind him as he knelt beside the terrorist he had shot from above, writhing and holding his wounded leg. Reid quickly checked him for weapons while Mendel bound him with a zip tie. Then the two of them edged around the dark cabin, atop of which was perched the wheelhouse, towards the bow.

Reid heard the man before he saw him, grunting with the effort of some task. As the two agents rounded the corner of the cabin Reid raised his Glock—just in time to see the Iraqi, his back turned to them, heave something large off the bow. It splashed down into the water before either of them could see what it was.

“Freeze!” Reid commanded in Arabic. 

The man did not. He scrambled for an automatic rifle resting on the gunwale. 

Before Reid could squeeze off a single shot, Agent Mendel fired twice. Both bullets found a new home in the insurgent, one-two in quick succession, one in the forehead and the second in the chest. The man jerked backwards, hips hitting the gunwale, and toppled overboard after his castaway object. 

Reid turned to her incredulously.

She shrugged. “I am a very good shot.” 

Reid shook it off and ran to the bow, peering over the edge into the dark water, but he saw nothing but bubbles rising to the surface. “What do you think he tossed over the side?” he asked. “The weapon?”

“Perhaps,” said Mendel. “If they did not want to be caught red-handed with it.” 

He shook his head. “They would know we could drag it back up…” He trailed off as the high-pitch whine of a strong engine started. It wasn’t the tugboat; the white speedboat had disconnected from them and was pulling away quickly.

Reid ran to the port side and scanned the deck for Maria, but he did not see her. He hoped she was able to get Strickland out of the frigid Mediterranean in time. 

A second whine joined the first as a powerful spotlight came into view. Moments later, a second speedboat roared past, this one laden with IDF commandos as they gave chase. 

“I’d say they have that covered,” said Reid. “Let’s clear the rest of this boat and wait for them to come around to get us. I have a suspicion our missing Israeli journalist might be here somewhere.” 

Mendel nodded. She stepped cautiously up the stairs to the lofty wheelhouse, cleared it, and shook her head at Reid. There was no one up there.

Reid led as they entered the dark, square cabin beneath the wheelhouse. It too was empty, but a narrow set of stairs led downward below deck, and from their vantage point they could see that a light was on. The stairs were too slender for them to take at the same time, so Reid adjusted the grip on his gun and headed down first, Mendel directly on his six. 

“Stop,” the voice told him in Arabic before he had even reached the bottom step. His Glock was up in an instant, pointed at the source of the sound—but Reid did not shoot.

The man stood in the center of a single wide space, part storage and part recreational area, it seemed. He was tall and lean, with jutting cheekbones and a thin beard. His angry gaze was fixed on Reid, and in one hand he held a small box, his thumb against the end of it. 

A remote detonator. 

Beside the insurgent was another man, on his knees, hands bound behind his back. The captive’s head was covered with a burlap sack, and his chest heaved in rapid, frightened pants. Reid could clearly see why; strapped to Idan Mizrahi’s torso was a vest laden with no fewer than a dozen blocks of C-4. 

“Put down your guns,” the Iraqi said evenly, “or I will blow this entire boat.” 

“I am a very good shot,” Mendel said quietly in English.

“Don’t,” Reid warned. No matter how good a shot she was, they couldn’t risk that his thumb might press down on the button and blow them all sky-high. Reid bent slowly and set his gun down on the floor. Then he rose again and put his hands up.

Agent Mendel scoffed, but followed suit. 

“Over here,” the man commanded, gesturing for them to move to the other side of the room. “On your knees.” 

Reid moved steadily, not taking his eyes off the insurgent, though his mind was racing. As he crossed the cabin he said in Arabic, “I know who you are.” 

The Iraqi cocked his head slightly, but said nothing.

“You are Awad bin Saddam. Are you not?” He was taking a guess, but an educated one; the man who had planned this attack would be unlikely to leave its potential success up to anyone else. 

The man sneered. “That is right. I am Awad bin Saddam, and Allah, praise be unto him, has gifted me a most glorious purpose.” 

“I hate to tell you this,” Reid said as he lowered himself to his knees. “But your ‘glorious purpose’ just went over the side of the boat.” 

Bin Saddam’s lip curled in a snarl. “This is all part of the master plan.” 

Reid frowned. Part of the plan? What could that mean?

“Is it wise to taunt the suicide bomber with his finger on the trigger?” Mendel murmured in English.

“If his goal was to blow us up, he would have done it by now,” Reid reasoned.

Mendel was quiet for a long moment. “Yes,” she agreed quietly. “He is bluffing. Look at his eyes. He is afraid.” 

“Quiet!” bin Saddam shouted at them in Arabic, waving the detonator.

Reid scrutinized the man before him. Bin Saddam’s gaze was hard and intent; to him the expression did not look afraid, but nervous. A single bead of sweat rolled down the Iraqi’s brow, and his eyes flitted every few seconds—towards a narrow door on the other side of the cabin, adjacent to the entrance to the stairs. 

“Not bluffing,” Reid realized, “stalling. He doesn’t want to blow it because there’s something behind that door.” 

“Maybe the real weapon,” Mendel whispered.

Bin Saddam grabbed the burlap sack over Idan Mizrahi’s head and jerked it violently. The helpless journalist yelped. “Do you want this man to die? Do you want to die with him?”

“Mendel,” Reid continued in English, ignoring bin Saddam. “You have a backup weapon?”

“Of course,” she said. “And since we might die in a few moments, you can call me Talia.” 

“Okay Talia,” Reid said, his heart pounding in his chest, his brain screaming at his insane notion. “I’m going to try to distract him, and we’re going to see just how good a shot you really are…”

Bin Saddam shouted in anger and reached behind him, pulling a black pistol free from his belt. Reid surged forward in a roll from his kneeling position, closing the distance between him and the terrorist in a second.

Bin Saddam’s pistol barked once, the bullet striking Reid in the chest at point-blank range. It was followed immediately by a second shot, this one from Talia behind him. 

The bullet tore bin Saddam’s thumb clean from his hand.

The Iraqi screamed as the detonator toppled into the air. Reid ignored the burning, searing pain in his chest as he leapt forward onto his elbows, his hand outstretched.

The detonator fell neatly into his palm.

He breathed an enormous sigh of relief, which sent a new shockwave of pain through him. He rolled over and checked his vest; the material had stopped the nine millimeter round, even from only two feet away. 

It must be reinforced with graphene, he realized. Composite carbon fiber mesh, the width of a hundred atoms. Imperceptible, but stronger than steel. The site of the gunshot behind the vest would be terribly bruised and painful, but he wasn’t dead. He tugged the bullet from the vest and tossed it aside. 

Then he knelt and carefully disconnected the two thin metal rods from a block of C-4 on the journalist’s vest, effectively disarming the plastic explosives.

“Idan Mizrahi?” he asked as he tugged the burlap sack loose from over the man’s head. The journalist blinked at him, the young man’s eyes bleary and red. “Are you alright?” He seemed as if he didn’t understand Reid, shell-shocked as he was from the experience. Reid cut the ties that held his wrists together and helped him into a nearby chair. “Sit tight a moment,” he said. “This isn’t over just yet. Whatever happens, I want you to—” 

Reid jumped at the sudden report of a gunshot. He spun, his mouth open in utter shock as Talia stood over Awad bin Saddam’s body, a fresh bullet hole in his forehead. In one of his lifeless hands was the black pistol.

“He was going for his gun,” she said simply. 

“You couldn’t have disarmed him?” Reid asked in disbelief.

“I am Mossad. This is how we disarm men like him,” she said, as if that explained everything. “He will never hold a gun again. Or a detonator.” She gestured toward the small black box that Reid still held in his hand.

I guess we won’t get to question bin Saddam now, he thought bitterly as he stuck the detonator into his back pocket. He retrieved his Glock, handed the Jericho off to Talia, and gestured towards the narrow closed door that bin Saddam had been eyeing. 

“Ready?” he asked, positioning himself to one side of the door.

“Ready,” she confirmed from the other side, her pistol aloft.

Reid reached for the knob. As he twisted it, a long burst of automatic gunfire splintered the door to pieces from the inside. 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

Talia ducked and covered as Reid threw himself to the floor. He rolled over, quickly surveying the clustering of the shots, and fired three times through the door.

From the other side, someone groaned painfully. 

He nodded to Talia from his position on the floor. She swallowed, reached for the knob, and threw it open.

Beyond the door was a tiny bathroom. Seated on the toilet was another insurgent. His gun was on the floor and one hand was over his neck as blood spouted from a wound. 

Most curious of all was the silver case open on his lap.

Reid scrambled to his feet and snatched up the case, ignoring the man that would be bleeding out in seconds. He dropped it onto a table and examined it. The exterior appeared to be a silver stainless-steel briefcase, but the inside looked more like some sort of laptop computer. Mounted inside the lid was a screen illuminated mostly by a field of bright blue. The top third of the screen showed a curved field of orange and red. 

Reid frowned. “This looks like infrared.” The bottom portion of the case held a keyboard, a few unrecognizable controls, and a silver metal control lever, no more than four inches tall and reminiscent of a joystick. 

“What are we looking at?” Talia asked, peering over his shoulder.

Something triggered in his mind; not a memory, but a familiarity. He had never used one of these before, but he had seen the tech in action. “This is a remote control array,” he said. “I was right. This is to pilot a drone.” 

“But then what are we seeing on the screen here?” she asked, pointing at the reddish orange mass at the top of the screen. “And what is this countdown?” A green number in the top left of the screen reached six hundred, dropping quickly.

Gears turned in Reid’s head. This is for a drone… but not aerial. They heaved it into the water when they saw us coming. It was all part of the master plan…

“This is a submersible drone,” he said breathlessly. He grabbed the stubby joystick and turned it to the left and right, but the view on the screen did not change. “It’s not responding. I have no idea what to do.” He glanced over his shoulder at the insurgent in the bathroom. The man was slumped to the side, his head against the wall. He would be of no use anymore, not to anyone. 

Talia was on her radio in an instant. “USS New York, this is Agent Talia Mendel of Mossad. Copy?”

“Roger, Agent Mendel,” said a husky male voice.

“You have a submersible drone, likely armed, about five hundred and fifty meters from target,” she said quickly, looking again at the still-falling number in the top left of the screen. 

“Roger, checking radar.” 

Reid jerked the stick again, hoping it would respond. He slammed the keyboard in frustration and a small box appeared on the screen, displaying a single word in Arabic characters. He squinted at it; though he spoke Arabic fluently, it seemed his reading comprehension was a bit rusty. 

Secret? he thought. No, it’s asking for a code…

“Agent Mendel,” the radio crackled, “we’re showing nothing on radar.” 

“Stealth,” Talia said quietly. The drone was, as Strickland had suggested, military-grade, equipped with countermeasures to redirect the electromagnetic waves of radar.

Reid pressed a finger to his ear. “Maria! Maria, copy?” Please be in range. Please be in range…

“I’m here,” Maria said, her voice choppy.

“Did you secure the Libyan arms dealer?” Reid asked rapidly as the distance to target dropped to four hundred and fifty.  

“Yes,” she confirmed, “along with two other members of—”

“Maria,” he interrupted, “I need the password to the drone controls, and I need it now.” That was the Arabic word he had trouble deciphering; the dead man in the bathroom must have set a trajectory and overridden the controls when he heard the shooting begin. But he didn’t have time to explain all that to Maria. 

Thankfully, she didn’t need him to. “Give me a minute,” she said. 

“We don’t have a minute,” Reid murmured to himself as the distance dropped below four hundred. He pointed at Talia. “Tell them to start evacuating that ship—”

“There’s no time,” she protested.

“They can save some!” Reid shouted back. 

Talia nodded tightly and relayed the message into the radio as the distance closed in on three hundred meters. 

“Maria…” Reid warned with a finger to his ear.

“Hang on!” she grunted back. Her voice was nearly drowned out by the screams of a man in the background. 

Reid flexed his fingers anxiously as the distance dropped below three hundred. Then two hundred and fifty. There was nothing he could do, no way to stop it other than to get the password from the arms dealer. The only other people that might have known it were now dead, thanks to him and Talia and their reckless assault on the tugboat.

You can’t save everyone. 

He squeezed his eyes shut in horrible frustration at the complete impotence of the situation. When he opened them again, the distance passed one hundred and fifty meters.

“Christ, Maria, people are going to die…”

“It’s Qafan!” she shouted in his earpiece. “Q-A-F-A-N!” 

Reid’s fingers mashed the keyboard as he entered the password and hit enter. He jerked the joystick.

Nothing happened.

Talia looked from him to the screen desperately as the display became dominated by the reddish orange field—which was undoubtedly the USS New York, its target. 

Reid took a calming breath and typed in the password again, slower this time. The distance hit fifty meters as he pressed enter. He turned the joystick to the left.

The display shifted slightly.

He sucked in a breath as he slammed the stick forward, forcing the drone down deeper into the water and under the ship. The distance reached the zero marker, but the drone’s display was entirely blue, deep in the water of the Mediterranean as Reid piloted it in a wide semicircle, away from the port of Haifa and the US destroyer.

Talia let out a soft moan of relief. “I cannot remember the last time my heart beat that quickly,” she admitted.

But Reid wasn’t out of the woods yet. He had no idea how to stop the drone, and the complex control panel surrounding the joystick was of no help. “I don’t know where to take it from here.” 

“Take it down,” she said. “Into deeper waters and into the sea floor.” She grabbed up her radio. “USS New York. Drone averted. Confirm?”

“Confirmed,” said the husky male voice from the ship. “We thank you kindly, ma’am.” 

“Prepare for detonation on sea floor,” she said back. 

Reid took the drone out to sea until the entire display was lit in dark, dark blue. Then he pushed the stick forward as far as it would go. The drone dipped into deeper waters. Then the screen flickered and went black. 

“Is that it?” he asked, releasing the control stick. 

Talia’s radio crackled. “Detonation detected,” said the USS New York. “Just some choppy seas up here.” 

Reid let out a long breath he forgot he was holding. He slowly put a finger to his ear to radio Maria. “Crisis averted,” he said in a sigh. 

“Thank god,” Maria said back. “Hold tight, we’re en route to you.” 

Reid leaned forward on the table with his palms flat, relieved. So that was the “something new” that the Libyan promised them, he realized. An unmanned, stealth submersible drone with a payload big enough to take out a destroyer class ship. It was unnerving to know that that sort of weaponry was available outside of military hands, but with the Libyan in custody, they could discover his supplier. 

When he looked up again, Talia Mendel’s smirk seemed a lot more impressed than haughty. “It seems I misjudged you, Agent Zero.” She holstered her Jericho. “And I am big enough to admit when I was wrong.”

Reid put away his own weapon and shrugged with one shoulder. “Well, it’s like Maria said. My ‘wild conjectures’ have worked out pretty well for us in the past.” He smiled too, and heat rose in his cheeks as he admitted to himself that Agent Talia Mendel was quite attractive when she wasn’t being arrogant. “IDF is on their way here with the arms dealer. We should go topside and—”

Something struck Reid from behind, forcing him forward. He wasn’t expecting it and was thrown off balance, careening into the wall of the cabin. He spun as Talia reached for her gun—but she paused with her hand on the grip.

Reid had nearly forgotten that Idan Mizrahi was there at all, but now he stood before them with an ugly sneer on his face. 

“Death to the infidels!” he shouted in Arabic as he lifted the small black box from Reid’s back pocket. The detonator to his own vest. “Glory to Allah, praise be unto him!” 

And then he pressed his thumb over the button. 

Idan frowned with his finger pressed firmly on the trigger. He released it and pressed it again. Then a third time. 

Reid watched him for a moment, curious about how many times he would try it before he realized that Reid had already disconnected the electric charge leads from the explosives. 

Apparently the answer was four, as “Idan” pressed the button once more before looking up in bewilderment. 

“You’re not Idan Mizrahi,” Reid said in Arabic as he reached for his Glock. “Where is he?”

The member of the Brotherhood posing as the journalist dropped the detonator and bolted forward towards the stairs. Talia reached for him and grabbed the back of the vest, but he twisted his shoulders and shrugged out of it, leaving her holding several pounds of C-4. Reid gave chase, navigating the narrow stairway and dark cabin overhead before bursting out onto the deck under the night sky. 

He caught sight of the insurgent as he reached the stern of the ship. But the man did not hesitate. He put a foot up on the gunwale and leapt over the edge.

“Wait!” Reid shouted. A splash was his only response. 

Talia hurried up after him and peered over the edge. “I don’t see him. Do you?”

Reid surveyed every edge, the entire perimeter of the tugboat, before answering. “No,” he said. “I don’t.” They were more than a kilometer from shore, and with how cold the waters could be in April, Reid very much doubted that the man would survive. In fact, he believed the jump was intended to be suicide. 

A spotlight washed over them and the deck as the IDF boat returned, towing the idling white speedboat behind it.

Reid could only hope that Todd Strickland was on it, and hadn’t succumbed to the same fate as the terrorist that had just leapt to his own certain death. 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

“So you’re coming home?” Sara asked over the phone. 

Reid smiled and settled back in the comfortable seat of the Gulfstream. “I’m on my way right now. I’ll be there in a few hours.”

“And you stopped… what needed to be stopped?” she asked.

“I did,” he confirmed. “Kind of thanks to you.” 

“Good.” She sounded so much different to him now, a lot like she had on the slopes of the Alps in the brief time that they were having fun and able to forget about the past. “I can’t wait to see you.” 

“Me too, sweetheart. You two just sit tight. I’ll be there before you know it.” His girls were in the capable hands of Agent Watson, in a safe house outside of Arlington. “Why don’t you put your sister on the phone?”

“Okay. Love you, Dad.” 

“Love you too.” Reid shifted in his seat as Sara passed the phone off. His chest still hurt where the bullet had impacted the vest, but he’d had it examined and the damage was superficial, just some bruising and a very minor crack in his ribcage.

“Hi,” Maya said into the phone.

“Hey,” he said back. For a moment, neither of them spoke. Then Reid asked, “Are you still mad at me?”

“I’m not sure,” she said. “It varies from moment to moment, based on my raging teenage hormones.” 

“How about we don’t discuss hormones until you’re about twenty, okay?” Reid chuckled lightly. “I, uh, heard you two ran into some trouble.” 

“It wasn’t as much trouble as you might think,” Maya said casually. “We handled it.” 

“Mm-hmm. Well, when I get back, I want the full story of how you ‘handled’ an armed, trained mercenary.” 

“Maybe,” Maya suggested, “you need to trust that we’re not as helpless as you think.” 

Maria’s words from their time in Zurich ran through his head. They’re hardly kids; they’re teenagers. They want to be treated like young women, not children. It was still difficult for him to think of his daughters like that, but their experience in Switzerland—no, all of their experiences lately forced him to consider that he might need to loosen his hovering, protective ways.

“Yeah,” he agreed. “Maybe you’re right. Anyway, I’ll be seeing you soon. I’m coming to pick you up.” 

“See you then. Bye, Dad.” Maya ended the call. 

Reid couldn’t help but smile as he lowered the phone from his ear. 

“The girls are okay?” Strickland asked, seated across the aisle from him.

“Yeah. They’re fine. How about you?” Reid asked.

The young agent waved a hand. “I’m great. Just look at me—young, strong, and virile.” 

Maria, seated across from them, wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Jeez, Strickland, did you just say ‘virile’?”

He laughed. “I’m fine, really. You know, for Ranger training they had us swim in subfreezing waters.” 

“I did not know that,” Reid admitted. After the helicopter was shot by the RPG and Strickland plunged into the water, he dove after the sinking chopper and managed to pull the unconscious pilot from the wreckage. Somehow, the young agent got both of them up onto the speedboat before it pulled away, and he still had the stamina to assist Maria in clearing the boat.

To be twenty-six again, Reid mused.

Together they discovered two members of the Brotherhood aboard, along with two armed bodyguards and the Libyan arms dealer. The former four were killed in a firefight, but the Libyan was taken alive—and currently on his way to H-6 in Morocco.

“So that was the new something that Hamas didn’t have,” Maria thought out loud. “A submersible drone.” 

“With enough of a payload to take out a destroyer,” Strickland added. “I can’t help but wonder where that came from.” 

“We’ll know soon enough.” Reid was confident that the Libyan would give them everything, once coerced to talk at Hell Six. “As they say, all’s well that ends well.” 

“Except you’re frowning,” Maria noted.

Reid forced a smile. “Am I?” He had to admit that something didn’t sit well with him. Maria raised both eyebrows questioningly and he leaned forward in his seat. “Alright, fine. We didn’t find the third Israeli journalist, Mizrahi.” 

“IDF is on it,” Maria countered.

“Okay, but that Iraqi at H-6, Tarek, he said that a dozen men left the compound,” Reid pressed. “Yet between both ships we found only seven. That means there are still at least five of them out there somewhere.” 

“True,” Maria agreed. “But we got bin Saddam, and Abdallah bin Mohammed’s assets are frozen. They have no leader and no money.” 

“I’ve seen this kind of thing before,” Strickland chimed in. “They’ll flee, go underground. Maybe they’ll join another faction, but more likely they’ll keep to themselves out of fear. Besides, Mossad is on the hunt. If anyone can flush out the rest of the Brotherhood, it’s them.”  

“I know,” Reid said. “Still, it feels strange to close the book on an op when there are still members at large.” 

“It happened with Amun,” Maria noted. “And with Imam Khalil’s people, too. The primary threat has been dealt with, and the CIA isn’t going to waste resources on five men with no means.” She smiled. “I know you have something of a misguided sense of responsibility, but maybe we can just chalk this one up to a win?”

He smiled too. “Yeah. Of course.”

Maria settled comfortably into her seat. Reid closed his eyes, intent to get a few hours of sleep before they landed at Dulles.

But Strickland leaned forward and cleared his throat. “So,” he said. “Are we going to address the elephant on the plane?”

Reid had hoped they could avoid the topic, but he wasn’t kidding himself that no one would bring it up. “Nothing’s changed,” he said simply. “Our plan stays the same—”

“Kent, the Division tried to kill you,” Strickland said incredulously.

“They threatened me,” he countered. “If they truly wanted me dead, they had the drop.” 

“Or maybe Fitzpatrick is too conceited to miss the opportunity to add insult before injury,” Maria said dourly. “I got to say, I’m with Strickland here. We knew we’d have to watch our backs, but they upped the ante—”

“Not ‘we,’” Reid interjected. “Me. I have to watch my back. As far as anyone else is concerned, you two know nothing, and it’s imperative that we keep it that way. Look, we can assume that Riker put the Division onto this, but we can’t do anything about it without more intel, and we sure as hell can’t confront her with it or we risk showing our hand. We need more to go on here, and when we have it we need to take it to the very top, to someone who can actually do something about it.” 

“And how are we supposed to get more intel if it’s all locked away in your head?” Strickland asked. 

“I’ll do the digging,” Reid assured them. “Don’t worry about that. The less involved you two are, the better.” He glanced over at Maria and noticed that she was staring pensively at the floor of the plane. “What is it?”

She looked up and faked a smile. “Nothing. Just… thinking. You’re right. Let’s just enjoy our victory here. I don’t think Riker will make a move again so soon.” Maria looked around quizzically. “You think they have champagne on this plane? I bet they do.” 

Reid chuckled appreciably, but it still wasn’t quite sitting right with him that members of the Brotherhood were still on the lam. Just as bothersome was that they hadn’t discovered the whereabouts of the third journalist, Idan Mizrahi. Reid didn’t like to consider it, but chances were good he was dead, having fulfilled his purpose of getting the Brotherhood into Israel. 

He settled back once again and closed his eyes as Maria rummaged in the plane’s tiny galley. 

“Hey,” said Strickland, seemingly discontent to let Reid nap. “Don’t think I didn’t see that, either.” 

Reid opened one eye. “See what?”

“On the ride back to the port at Haifa,” the young agent grinned. “I saw that little exchange between you and Agent Mendel. She gave you her number.” 

“Excuse me?” Maria said curtly, both eyebrows arched steeply.

Reid bit his lip to keep from grinning. It was true; Talia had given him a card with her personal cell number on it and suggested that he give her a call if he found himself in Israel again anytime soon. The exchange had been somewhat awkward—Reid was desperately out of practice when it came to anything resembling flirting—but he didn’t admit that. Instead he shrugged and said, “Can you blame her? How many men can lead a raid on a terrorist compound, stop them from destroying a US ship, and give a detailed synopsis of the Yom Kippur War?”

“Uh-huh,” Maria said snidely. “You nailed it. That’s what women want.” 

“I thought I led the raid,” Strickland muttered.

“So?” One of Maria’s hands rested on her cocked hip. “You going to call her?”

Reid shook his head quickly. “No, ma’am.” 

“Good.” She spun on a heel and returned to her rummaging. 

He grinned and closed his eyes for the third time. Like Maria had said, they should take the time to enjoy the victory. The plot was thwarted; the leader was dead. The money was frozen. The rest of the Brotherhood could hide out in cave for the rest of their miserable lives for all he cared, so long as they never caused trouble again. The op was over.

Then why does it feel like it’s not?


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

Fitzpatrick gripped the steering wheel tightly in his gloved hands, watching the storefront from across the street in downtown Arlington, Virginia. The black SUV was parked at a meter, and though the windows were tinted too dark for anyone to see inside he had still taken the precaution of disguising his appearance. He wore large-framed sunglasses, a brimmed cap, and temporary red dye in his beard.

After a few minutes Agent Zero emerged, carrying two small bouquets. Fitzpatrick seethed at the very sight of him. How sweet, the mercenary thought bitterly. He got flowers for his little girls.

The CIA safe house was four and a half blocks away, disguised as a brownstone in an upscale residential neighborhood. There were biometric locks on the doors, bullet-resistant glass in the windows, and a careful agent watching over Zero’s girls. There was no getting to them in there. 

The Division had underestimated them in Switzerland. Kerrigan was supposed to obtain the two teenagers under the guise of CIA Agent Nolan, but he had failed, thoroughly evident by him having been found disarmed and bound to a chair with a broken nose and orbital bone. He claimed that the CIA agent called Watson had detained him, though he was fairly tight-lipped with the details. 

As incensed as Fitzpatrick was with Kerrigan’s failure in Engelberg, he was even more so with his own at the compound in Iraq. He had Zero in his sights and had hesitated. Worse, that blonde-haired bitch had video of him stupidly spilling the truth. Fitzpatrick had been watching the media closely for any mention of the Division, but there hadn’t been any. If “Agent Marigold” hadn’t been bluffing, then she was keeping it to herself, perhaps saving it for a rainy day. 

His organization had had their fair share of negative press; most recently, just over a year earlier, there had been allegations that the Division had assisted in gunning down an entire Sudanese village to dissuade a rebellion. Of course, they had participated, but the evidence was thin and the case was dropped. Still, they didn’t need more bad publicity—and they very much needed contracts with the US government.

Fitzpatrick watched Agent Zero as he strode down the block to the corner, and then waited at the crosswalk with his two bouquets of flowers. The traffic light turned red and Fitzpatrick eased the SUV out of the parking spot and rolled to a stop behind a line of cars, keeping a keen eye on the agent. 

He pressed a button on his phone. The line rang twice before she answered, though she said nothing.

“I’ve got visual on Zero,” he said gruffly. “Just say the word and I’ll splatter him and his khakis all over the—”

“Stand down,” she ordered curtly.

The mercenary scoffed in disbelief. “What’s that now?”

“Stand down, Fitzpatrick,” she said again, more forcefully.

He gritted his teeth angrily. “Why?”

“I don’t have to explain myself to you,” she replied simply.

“Actually, you do. ‘Cause you see, Ms. Riker, I’m about, oh, fifty-odd feet from making Agent Zero little more than a stain and a memory.” 

“This isn’t coming from me,” she said by way of explanation. “It’s coming from above. Pierson wants a meeting with him.” 

“Pierson?” Fitzpatrick shook his head in disgust. Here he was, accepting meager hit-and-run contracts while Zero was busy scheduling meetings with the President of the United States. 

“He believes there can be a more… diplomatic solution,” Riker said cryptically. 

“Diplomatic,” he spat. If you’re not a soldier, then you’re a politician. “Why the sudden change of heart? You want this guy dead, then you don’t—”

“Agent Zero just brought down the Brotherhood and prevented the bombing of a US destroyer class battleship. No one is going to believe he was struck down in a crosswalk. We’d not only risk potential exposure but also having more people than just him looking closer. The president is seeking an alternative. So stand down.” 

Fitzpatrick’s lip curled instinctively into a snarl. Zero had made a fool of him, sent him and his men running with their tails between their legs. Of course, he hadn’t admitted that to Riker; as far as she knew, Zero got angry with them for gunning down terrorists and his bosom buddy Strickland dismissed them from the op before they had the chance to take him out.

Should have just taken all three of them out. 

“And what if I don’t, huh?” he said into the phone. “I was sent here to do a job. I’m here. He’s here. What if poor Agent Zero has an accident and never makes it to his little girls?”

“Then I will remind you,” Riker said evenly, “that such accidents could happen to anyone.” 

The mercenary’s face flushed with blood. If there was one thing he couldn’t abide, it was some pompous control freak trying to intimidate him from up on their high horse. “You threatening me, Riker?”

“No, Shannon. I’m telling you that if you harm Agent Zero without my consent, I will have you killed.” 

Fitzpatrick winced—not at the warning, but at the use of his legal first name. “Fine,” he grunted. “But when the time comes, I want to be the one that does it.” 

“We’ll see.” 

“And I’m still getting paid,” he declared.

“Of course. Now come on back,” Riker told him. “I’ve got something else for you—something much more interesting, and far more lucrative.” 

Fitzpatrick grinned. Riker might have been cold, calculating, and completely out for herself, but she knew just what to say when it needed saying. 

The light turned green and traffic began moving again as he ended the call, but he kept his foot on the brake. He scanned left and right; Agent Zero had vanished from sight. He had been there a moment ago, waiting patiently at the crosswalk for the light to change. Now he was simply gone. 

The car behind him honked to goad him into moving. Fitzpatrick grunted in frustration and pulled off to the curb. He reached for the door handle to get a clearer visual when there was a tapping against the passenger-side window.

Fitzpatrick looked up sharply to see Agent Zero, looking none too happy, tapping on the glass with the barrel of a Ruger LC9. 

“Son of a bitch,” Fitzpatrick hissed under his breath. Even with his attempts at concealing his identity, Zero had seemingly sniffed him out like a bloodhound and now stood there patiently, one eyebrow arched, peering in at him. 

With little other recourse, Fitzpatrick pressed the button and rolled the automatic window down about six inches. He tugged off his sunglasses and forced a broad grin as he said, “Agent Zero. Fancy seein’ you here.” 

“Yeah. Imagine that. Especially after you told me I wouldn’t see you coming.” Zero’s gaze bore into his. “Yet you’ve been trailing me for six blocks.”

Fitzpatrick’s grin calcified into a frown. He gestured with his chin towards the small LC9 that was mostly concealed from passers-by in Zero’s palm. “You gonna use that?” 

“Not here. Not now. But I’m going to hold onto it until I see your taillights disappear.” Zero leaned closer to the narrow opening of the window. “So why don’t you run back to whoever sent you and tell them something for me. I’ll always see you coming, Fitzpatrick.” He straightened, holding the two bouquets of flowers in such a way that obscured the LC9 but still had the stubby barrel aimed at the window.

Fitzpatrick clenched his jaw. He wanted to say something in return; actually, if he was being honest with himself, he wanted to pull the Sig Sauer he had stowed in the glove box and fire into Agent Zero until the clip ran empty. 

But he did neither. He realized that the future of the Division depended on him exercising restraint, so he rolled up the window, pulled back out onto the street and eased around the next corner. He wouldn’t be delivering any messages on Zero’s behalf. Instead, he’d make damn sure that the next time they met it would be he, and not the agent, that had the gun pointed.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

“So,” Reid said as he entered the kitchen. He held his arms out at his sides and asked, “How do I look? Like I’m ready to meet a president?”

Maya looked him up and down, her arms folded. Reid wore his black suit—the same suit he had worn to visit Thompson’s grave—with a crisp white shirt and a dark blue silk tie. “It’s good,” she said pointedly, “but isn’t President Pierson a Republican?”

Reid frowned. “You think I should go with a red tie?”

His daughter grinned. “I’m kidding, Dad. You look great.” 

“Thanks.” He looked around the kitchen and into the adjacent living room of their home in Alexandria. “Where’s Sara?”

“She’s upstairs,” Maya noted. “Getting ready for school.” 

“Really,” Reid said blankly. It was only the second morning after he had returned from Israel, but still he was astonished by how much the atmosphere of their home had changed. The Switzerland trip had indeed done them all some good in getting past the events of the month before—maybe not in the precise way he had hoped, but it had worked out all the same.

“I wish she would have told me,” he murmured, glancing at his watch. “I’ve got to go, and I really don’t want her riding the bus alone.” He knew that his warning to Fitzpatrick was probably not enough to deter whoever had put the Division on his tail from staying away from his daughters.

“She’s not riding the bus alone.” Maya poured herself some orange juice and added, “Agent Watson is taking her.” 

“Watson is taking her to school?”

“And picking her up,” Maya confirmed. “She called him.” 

Reid snorted lightly. “So, you two and Watson are best friends now?”

She shrugged. “If by ‘best friends’ you mean ‘one of the only people we can trust to not try to kill us,’ then… yeah. I guess we are.” 

“Huh.” Reid shook his head. When he picked the girls up from the safe house in Arlington two days earlier, he and Watson had talked briefly and privately about the abduction attempt by the Division in Switzerland. Watson had vowed to look into it for him; he still had a few weeks of medical leave, despite being almost fully recovered, and was keen to have something to do. Reid thanked him but refrained from telling him anything about a possible motive. He had already implicated Strickland. He didn’t need to bring anyone else down with him.

“And what about you?” he asked Maya carefully. “Given it any more thought?” He didn’t want to push the issue too hard; it was what caused their argument before.

“I have,” she said evenly. “And I scheduled a meeting with a counselor at Georgetown for tomorrow, to see if it’s not too late for me to make up the work I’ve missed.” 

Reid couldn’t help but smile. “That’s great. I’m proud of you—”

“But,” she interrupted, “you made promises too. Don’t think I forgot.” 

“I know. And I plan to keep them.” He had promised that if the girls went back to school and caught up in their work, he would teach them the things they had asked of him—how to shoot, how to fend off attackers. For him it was a win-win; they’d get to learn what they wanted, and he’d have a better peace of mind knowing they could defend themselves if need be.

Reid cleared his throat. “Speaking of, you never did tell me how you managed to subdue the man that came for you in Engelberg.” 

“Oh. Right.” Maya took a very long sip of orange juice. “Watson didn’t tell you?”

“No. He only told me that he had run for some food and got jumped by three others. When he came back, you two had the guy tied to a chair?” Reid raised an eyebrow.

“Well, not much to tell,” Maya shrugged. “The guy was dumb and sloppy. He claimed to be CIA. I asked him for credentials. Sara hit him over the head with a log—”

“Sara did what?” Reid said, dumbfounded.

“I took his gun and we tied him to a chair,” Maya finished. “Easy-peasy. Watson came about two minutes later.” 

“That’s…” He was about to say that it was unbelievable, but after everything he had seen, it really wasn’t. He just wasn’t giving his daughters enough credit. They were both strong, smart, and capable. I guess Maria was right again. They’re not kids, not anymore. “That’s incredible,” he said instead. “And that was some smart thinking on your part. I’m really proud of you.” 

Maya blushed a little. “Thanks. I’m proud of you too.” 

“Me? Why?”

She blinked at him. “Didn’t you just help stop a bunch of terrorists from blowing up a battleship?”

“Oh.” Right, that. It wasn’t that he’d forgotten about it, but rather that he was taken by surprise hearing Maya tell him that she was proud. “Yeah, I did. Thanks.” 

“So… are you going to go back to it? The fieldwork? Or was this a one-time thing?” She looked him in the eye as she asked it, but Reid couldn’t gauge what she was hoping he’d say. 

“Um…” He hesitated. 

“We both know that you want to,” she added quickly. “Me and Sara, that is.” 

He smiled. “I think that maybe the three of us should sit down and all have a good talk about our future,” he said. “Not just mine, either.” He had definitely not forgotten about Maya’s announcement of wanting to become a CIA agent, but he wasn’t about to bring that up now, not when he had a meeting with the world’s most powerful man. “I gotta run.” He gave her a kiss on the forehead. “Tell Sara I said have a great day. I’ll see you both later.” 

“Tell the president I said hi,” Maya joked as he headed out the door.

It was a short drive to Langley, less than thirty minutes from his driveway to the parking garage, but it seemed a bit longer today. He had to admit that he was more nervous than excited about meeting Pierson. It had been less than twenty-four hours since Cartwright had informed Reid, along with Maria and Strickland, that the president wanted to congratulate them personally for their success on the op. 

It seemed a little strange; there hadn’t been any presidential pat on the back after he secured the mutated smallpox strain that had been threatened to be released on the entire United States. There were no congratulations in the wake of stopping Amun, who counted the vice president among their targets at Davos. Both of those endeavors were objectively more impactful than the attempted bombing of the USS New York.

Yet Reid reminded himself not to look a gift horse in the mouth. It was nice to be recognized, even though the meeting itself would be a secretive one. There would be no media presence, no cameras, no one present that didn’t need to be there. That was just the nature of being a covert CIA operative; no one would know his name or what he had done.

That’s not entirely true, he thought with a smile. My daughter knows. And she’s proud of me.

He pulled into the parking complex at Langley and headed for the entrance. There was a clicking of heels behind him; he didn’t turn as Maria fell in stride with him. He couldn’t help but look her over. She wore a simple but tasteful black dress, just above the knee and buttoned at her collarbones. 

“You look nice,” he noted.

She shrugged. “I figured the occasion called for something a little more than the ordinary.” She looked him over and added, “You’re not so shabby yourself.” 

“You think Riker is going to be there?”

Maria snorted. “Of course she will. You think she’d miss the opportunity to schmooze with the president?”

The two of them flashed their identification to the guard and headed towards the bank of elevators to head upstairs. As they waited, Strickland strolled up to them. His face fell as he looked from one to the other; he wore a simple blue shirt, the collar open and lacking a tie, the sleeves rolled to the elbow.

“I knew I should have dressed nicer for this,” he groaned.

“You’re meeting the president and you didn’t think you should dress it up a bit?” Maria chided. 

The three of them got into the elevator as Strickland said, “I don’t know I was thinking. I was excited. This is a really big deal.” 

Maria shrugged. “Eh, it’s like my fourth time.” 

Reid frowned. “Wait, have I met the president before?”

She bit her lip. “Would it make you feel better if I said no?”

He scoffed. He had already met President Pierson, and couldn’t remember it. Not only was it irritating, it was embarrassing; yet another person that he didn’t know but knew him. He thought of Dr. Guyer back in Zurich, who was hopefully hard at work on his device. 

“Why couldn’t we have had this meeting at the White House?” Strickland griped. 

“Because,” Maria told him gently, “on paper, we didn’t do anything to warrant a visit to the White House. But if you really want to see the Oval Office that badly, I hear they do tours.”

Reid almost laughed. The normally somber Strickland was showing his youth in his zeal to meet the Commander in Chief. 

The three of them reached the designated conference room and entered to find their bosses already present—Deputy Director Cartwright, Deputy Director Riker, and Director Mullen sat at one end of the long rectangular table, closest to the door, with Mullen at the far end. 

“Sir,” Strickland nodded to Mullen first. “Sir. Ma’am.”

“Agents,” Mullen waved a hand over the table before him. “Please, have a seat.”

They did so, Maria sitting beside Riker and Reid choosing the seat farthest from any of them. 

Cartwright flashed him a smile. “How are the kids, Zero?”

“They’re fine,” Reid replied. He glanced over at Riker and added, “Great, actually.”

She held his gaze with a passive expression of her own. If there was any malcontent behind those eyes, he couldn’t perceive it. 

The door to the conference swung open and two men in dark suits entered wordlessly. The Secret Service agents posted themselves on either side of the entrance, their hands clasped in front of them, staring straight ahead as President Eli Pierson entered the room.

The six CIA members stood immediately at his presence, but Pierson chuckled and put his hands up. “Hey now,” he said pleasantly, “no need for all the pomp and circumstance, especially not in a meeting like this. We’re all friends here. Please, have a seat.” He headed for the head of the table opposite Mullen—the seat closest to Reid. 

President of the Unites States Eli Pierson was fairly young for the position at forty-six years old. His hair was still thick and brown, despite nearing the end of a somewhat tumultuous first term. Pierson had snagged the election three and a half years earlier on a platform of tax cuts for the middle class and bringing industry back to the US; he was not a career politician, but rather a businessman, one who had made his fortune in nonrenewable resources.

Reid was registered Democrat, but he couldn’t honestly say that he had strong feelings one way or another about the president. Pierson was naturally charismatic, a good orator, and had won favor from both sides with successful compromise on important legislation. If Reid knew anything about the president’s character or personality from their prior meetings, it was lost to his memory now. 

“Good grief,” Pierson said as he glanced around the windowless conference room. “This place looks like the Situation Room in the White House, and I never get good news there.” He chuckled to himself. “So,” he said, clapping his hands together once. “There’s a reason I came down here today—no, sorry, there are three reasons I came down here today.” He beamed at each of the agents in turn. 

“Mr. President,” said Director Mullen, this here is Agent Todd Strickland.” Pierson reached over and shook Strickland’s hand enthusiastically. “He’s a former Army Ranger,” Mullen continued, “and one of the youngest solo field agents we’ve had in the agency’s history.” 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir,” Strickland said.

“Likewise, son. Former Ranger, huh? Well, Agent, I thank you for your service, both then and now.” Pierson turned to Maria and smiled broadly. “Maria. It’s wonderful to see you again.”

“And you, Mr. President,” Maria said graciously as she shook his hand.

Finally Pierson turned to the person closest to him. He regarded Reid with a strange sort of smile, his eyes narrowed as if he was trying to figure something out. “And the man that needs no introduction,” Pierson said. “Agent Zero.” 

Reid forced a smile and shook the president’s hand. “Sir,” he said simply. 

President Pierson clasped his hands in front of him. “You know,” he began, “a man in my position understands discretion—just as the three of you do. Discretion requires strength. It requires significant willpower. And, in many cases, discretion is a necessary evil, as we unfortunately know all too well today. 

“Media outlets around the world have reported the incident of the attempted attack on the USS New York. If you’ve watched any of those broadcasts, you’ll see that they are attributing it to the joint efforts of Israeli and American military. They don’t know the truth. To be frank, the world at large will never know the truth. But you do. Your bosses do. And I do.

“The USS New York,” Pierson continued, leaning forward in his seat, “is just a machine. It’s a piece of equipment. I didn’t come here today to thank you for not letting a boat blow up. No; I came here because there were one hundred and seventy-three souls on that ship, and every single one of them is still alive today. That’s because of you. None of those men and women will know what you did for them, that you saved their lives that day. This is the bittersweet part, that necessary evil of discretion. You know this, or you wouldn’t be in this line of work. So on behalf of those one hundred and seventy-three people, their families, their friends, and the American people, I thank you and congratulate you on your success, Agents.” 

“Thank you, sir,” Strickland said.

“Thank you, Mr. President,” Maria added.

“Thanks,” Reid murmured. He had heard every word, and had to admit that Pierson was as affable and charismatic as he appeared to be on TV, but he was still distracted by the president’s odd smile, the way he had said the name “Agent Zero.” Just how many times have we met before? he wondered. 

Pierson rose, and the others stood with him. “Now, unfortunately I do have another engagement to attend,” he announced, “but I thank you all again for your service, not only to our nation but to the world. We owe you a great debt.” He rounded the table and shook each person’s hand again. 

“Thank you for coming down here today, Mr. President,” said Director Mullen as he clasped the president’s hand in his.

“Of course, Director.” Pierson cocked an eyebrow. “But before I go… could Agent Zero and I have the room for a moment?” 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

Reid looked up sharply at the president’s request for a private audience with him. Maria’s gaze flitted from Pierson to Reid, and even Strickland looked suspicious.

Director Mullen answered without hesitation. “Of course, Mr. President.” He, Cartwright, and Riker immediately filed out the door. Strickland followed, and then Maria, who threw one more glance over her shoulder at Reid as alarm bells rang in his head.

“Thank you,” Pierson called after them. “You too, guys,” he said to the pair of Secret Service agents posted at the door. “It’ll be just be a minute. We’ll be fine.” They left as well, closing the door behind them and leaving only Reid and the leader of the free world in the conference room. 

“Have a seat, Zero,” the president said as he took the chair Mullen had just occupied. 

“Yes, sir.” Reid’s mind raced, wondering just what exactly was going on. 

Pierson chuckled. “There’s no one here but us. You don’t have to call me ‘sir.’ Hell, in a fairer world, I’d be calling you sir.” 

Reid was not amused, nor taken with Pierson’s attempt at flattery. “What’s this about?” he asked point-blank.

“A straight shooter. I like that.” Pierson smiled. “Zero, you’ve done more for this country in the last few months than anyone I can name. You’ve certainly done more than a hundred old men sitting around an assembly hall and arguing about politics.” Pierson leaned forward and folded his hands atop the table. “But let’s be honest here. This field agent thing, this is a young man’s game, right? Guys like that Agent Strickland.” 

Reid frowned. I’m only thirty-eight, he thought, though he didn’t say it aloud.

“And you’ve got a couple of kids at home, right?” Pierson continued. “It seems to me that sooner than later, you’re going to be looking for something a little less dangerous and a little more stable. Director Mullen tells me you’ve been doing some work with the National Resources Division, and that’s great—but I don’t think there’s where a man of your talents should be.”

Reid raised an eyebrow. “What are you suggesting?”

“A spot is going to open up soon on the National Security Council,” Pierson said. “I can’t say who, but someone near the top is retiring. And I can’t help but think that with everything you know…” Pierson looked him in the eye and tapped lightly at his own temple. “With everything you’ve got going on up there, you could do wonders for the NSC.” 

Reid balked. The NSC oversaw the CIA. Among its members were the Secretary of State, the Secretary of Defense, and joint chiefs of staff. But it was a politicians’ forum, hardly a fit for a former field agent.

When Reid said nothing, the president pressed on. “I’m not just offering you a job,” he said. “I’m offering you security. The pay—well, let’s just say it’ll be more than I make from the office. You’ll never have to leave the country unless you want to. And your kids? No school in the whole damn country would turn them down. They’d be as set as you.” 

Reid thought desperately of something to say. Just about anyone in his position would leap at the opportunity without a second thought. They’d see financial security, possibly a chance to make a real difference in people’s lives—but all Reid could see were red flags. Perhaps it was his paranoia, but to him it felt like an amiable attempt at a bribe. 

“Um… thank you,” he said finally. “It’s an amazing offer. Really. But the agency, it’s… kind of my second home, if you know what I mean. I’m not sure I’m ready to leave it behind.” Of course that was an outright lie, but he knew he had to say something and make it convincing.

“I understand,” Pierson nodded. “But opportunities don’t come along like this every day, and the window is not going to be open for long. If you’re worried about excitement, trust me—there’s plenty. You’d be privy to some of the most confidential and sensitive information the world over. You’d have control over kill authorizations and detainee interrogations.” The president paused for a moment before adding, “Not to mention you’d be on the… best side of things.” 

The alarm bells in Reid’s mind doubled their cadence. Is he in on it? Is Pierson aware of the conspiracy? Does he know that I know? 

“And what side is that?” Reid asked quietly.

“The winning side,” the president answered with a charismatic smile. “My side. We’d work together, Zero. I bet there’s not much we couldn’t do.” 

Reid looked into Pierson’s eyes, light blue flecked with pale green and hubris.

“I really appreciate it,” Reid said, forcing a smile. “And it sounds like a great opportunity. But I can’t give you an answer right now. I’d need some time to think, and talk it over with my family.”

“Of course.” Pierson grinned and patted Reid on the back once. “Not a problem. But like I said, let’s not take too long, huh?” The president stood again and Reid rose as well. “I really do have to get going though. This has been great. It was really good to see you again, Agent.” 

“You too, sir,” Reid murmured.

Pierson paused at the door. “Oh, by the way. There’s going to be a parade in Manhattan the day after tomorrow, in mourning of the congressional delegation that was killed in Baghdad. I’ll be speaking there. How would you and your daughters like to attend as my guests? First-class accommodations, I promise.” 

“That’s very generous of you,” Reid said, “but my girls just got back to school after a… an incident. I wouldn’t want to pull them out again. But thank you for the offer.” 

“No worries. You take care of yourself, Kent.” 

“Thank you, sir.” Reid watched as the president exited the conference room. 

He rubbed his face and groaned, replaying the scene in his head, making sure he had heard correctly, that he hadn’t misinterpreted the subtext of Pierson’s words.

Eventually he joined Maria and Strickland in the hall outside the conference room, where they waited for him just beyond the doorway. “What was that about?” Maria demanded.

Reid was hesitant to say. His paranoia and distrust might have caused him to misconstrue the president’s intentions—though he doubted it. “It was nothing,” he said at last. “Just a personal congratulations. I guess him and I have a history that I’m unfortunately not aware of.” He headed down the corridor and away from the conference room.

If Strickland or Maria detected his lie, neither of them let on. But at the moment, lying to his friends was the furthest thing from his mind. 

He was fairly certain that Pierson had just attempted to bribe him with a position on the National Security Council.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

The Brotherhood was decimated. Their compound had been seized; their numbers were depleted. Their assets, frozen.

Everything was going according to Awad bin Saddam’s plan. Well, nearly everything; there had been one significant hitch, though it hardly mattered now.

Awad had monitored news of the event online on Al Jazeera. When he saw that the bombing attempt on the USS New York had been thwarted, he was at first enraged. Usama had utterly failed. He was to pose as Awad bin Saddam and stall the Americans with the wired tugboat until the drone reached the battleship, and then detonate. He had not detonated, nor had the submersible UAV reached its target. Awad tasted the bitterness of knowing that his perfect plan could be so tainted by the ineptitude of his brothers.

But then he read further in the report, and learned that the undersea detonation was estimated to have been more than enough to sink the destroyer. That was all he wanted. The New York was a red herring; it was not the target, but rather a testing ground for the Libyan’s weapon. And though it did not hit its target, he now knew that they would serve their ultimate purpose.

Awad stood on the bow of the small ship, a fishing vessel they had procured in Haifa thanks to the joint efforts of the now-detained Tunisian hacker and the hostage Israeli. The journalist was at the helm currently, in the wheelhouse guarded by two brothers. He foolishly believed that like his friend, he would be set free once they arrived at their destination—and in a way, he would be, when Awad unceremoniously dumped his body into the sea.

So far their voyage across the open Atlantic Ocean had been a fairly calm one, though as Awad heard rapid footfalls approaching behind him he had the distinct impression that it was about to become choppy.

“Awad,” Hassan said urgently, his voice hushed. “I’ve just learned our accounts have been frozen. They know about us, about me. We have nothing!” 

“Calm yourself, Hassan.” Awad flashed him a smirk. “All has been prearranged. We have everything we need…”

“Everything we need?” Hassan threw up his lanky arms in dismay. “I am ruined! Everything my father worked for is gone! Do you not understand?”

Awad drew a long breath, struggling to keep his temper under control. “Abdallah did not work for money. He worked for the Brotherhood, and for the sake of our goals. Need I remind you that he blessed my plan before his death?”

Hassan did not meet Awad’s steady gaze as he shook his head. “I think we both know that’s not true,” he muttered. “I never should have stepped in and lied for you. You are leading us to ruin and death. Our brothers are dead or detained; only five of us remain, yet you stand here as if nothing is wrong—”

Awad’s fury spiked quickly. He lurched for Hassan, grabbed him by two fistfuls of his shirt, and slammed him down onto the gunwale. Hassan yelped as his taqiyah spun from his head and into the water below. 

“Who are you to question me, hmm?” Awad hissed. “You were but a bank account, a means to my ends. The only reason you still draw breath is because I deem it so, but now you are forcing me to reconsider.” 

“Awad, please!” Hassan gulped, his body hanging half from the bow, teetering precariously in the younger man’s grip. 

Awad held him there for a moment, truly considering if it might be for the best to simply let him go, send Hassan into the dark, freezing depths below them—but lucky for the son of Abdallah, Awad needed him. He needed five to execute his plan. He could not spare another of the Brotherhood’s ranks.

He hauled Hassan back to his feet and released him. Hassan panted with relief as he trembled. “I… did not mean to question you,” he said quietly. “My anger got the best of me…”

“Trust that I know what I’m doing,” Awad snarled. “There is a reason I do not share my plan with you.” He took a step closer, lowering his voice. “Do you know what that reason is?”

Hassan stared at the floor of the ship and shook his head. 

“I will tell you. I do not share my plan with you because I cannot trust that you would keep it to yourself.”

“But I would!” Hassan protested. “I would not tell anyone…”

“You would tell the Americans,” Awad insisted, “if you were captured. They would make you talk, Hassan.  Would you like to know how? They have places for people like us, horrible dark places where no one can hear your screams.” He grinned maliciously, enjoying the trembling Hassan before him. “First, they would pull loose your fingernails, one by one. If still you did not talk, they would cut away your fingers by each knuckle, until your hands are little more than useless palms hanging from your wrists…”

“Awad, please,” Hassan murmured.

“They would do the same with your toes,” he pressed on. “If somehow still you did not talk, they would pierce your flesh with red-hot pokers. They would take out your eyes from your skull. Pull your teeth from their sockets—”

“Stop!” Hassan cried. 

Awad leaned close to the squirming man and whispered, “You cannot even bear to hear it, much less endure it. That is why I don’t tell you my plan.” 

The color had drained from Hassan’s face at the very notion of being tortured as Awad described. He realized that he ought to give bin Abdallah something, some inkling of what to expect; Awad could not afford to have any of the brothers desert him or, worse, attempt to mutiny against his leadership.

“I will tell you this,” he said, smoothing the front of Hassan’s wrinkled shirt. “Our destination is Ireland Island, in the Atlantic…”

“Ireland?” Hassan frowned. “What is in Ireland for us?”

“Not Ireland,” Awad corrected. “Ireland Island, a tiny islet in the Bermudan archipelago. There we will meet with another ship. We will sink this one, kill the Israeli, and continue on to our final destination.” Awad smirked. “America.” 

Hassan blinked in astonishment. “We are going to infiltrate the United States? How? By what means?”

Awad held up a finger for silence. “All will be revealed, Hassan. For now I need your faith. Trust that I will lead us to our glorious purpose.” 

Hassan nodded once. His gaze still seemed uncertain, but there was nothing more that Awad was willing to divulge. “Go now,” he said. “Tell the others what I have told you. We should arrive at the island by nightfall.” 

Hassan shuffled off towards the cabin of the fishing vessel. Awad watched him go, wondering if Hassan’s weakness might disrupt his plan. He knew that the money trail would lead back to the compound; he knew that Tarek would cave easily under the Americans’ pressure. He had hoped that Usama would succeed, but he too had failed. 

No more failures, he promised himself. At Ireland Island they would transfer onto the small freighter Awad had previously arranged, and obtain counterfeit identification and Western-style clothing. The ship was bound for the Chemical Coast with a legal manifest declaring an ethanol delivery; the Brotherhood would be disguised as crewmen. From there, they would head northeast, to their penultimate destination—to retrieve the truck loaded with the stock Awad had purchased from the Libyan. 

Hassan had little reason to fret. The Americans thought that the threat was past; they believed the attack on the USS New York to be the masterstroke of his plan. What they did not know was that the Brotherhood had not purchased one submersible drone from the Libyan. 

They had purchased four, and the other three were lying in wait, already in the US. 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

Reid entered the elevator alone on the first floor at Langley. He swiped his ID badge and pressed the down arrow to access the subterranean levels of the George Bush Center for Intelligence. 

He couldn’t stop thinking about the conversation he had had with President Pierson. He’d recounted it entirely several times in his head, each time fortifying his belief that the president was trying to bribe Reid to his side. Pierson was, after all, a businessman before he was a politician, and such men tended to believe that anyone could be bought. 

Reid chided himself for not considering it earlier. He had been so fixated with who among his superiors in the CIA might be involved in the plot that he hadn’t stopped long enough to consider that there must be others—military leaders and politicians at the very least, possibly members of other government agencies. Much like he had wondered how many times he had met the president before, he now wondered if he knew this, or at least suspected it before.

But he couldn’t answer that question for himself, which was exactly why he was heading underground.

The elevator dinged and the doors open onto a hall with windowless cinderblock walls painted gray, the corridor lit with long white florescent lights. Reid strode quickly down the hall to a steel door, and again he slid his ID card through the electronic lock. The door opened inward on the covert research and development center of the CIA—or what agents colloquially referred to as “the lab.” 

The huge, hangar-sized room was as stark white as a pharmaceutical clean room and as bright as midday thanks to powerful halogen bulbs spanned every ten feet in the ceiling. Long arrays of complex equipment were arranged on tall shelving units in the shape of a huge letter H. He couldn’t begin to guess at the function of half of the machinery in the lab, though he was fully aware that a majority of the collection were things that the general public had no idea even existed. 

Usually there were at least three or four engineers working in the lab, but today it seemed oddly quiet. But there was one man that Reid knew would be here, in his underground home away from home. 

“Bixby?” he called out. “Are you down here? It’s Kent.” 

“Zero!” called out a cheerful voice. Reid rounded the corner of the tall, thick shelving units to find the eccentric but brilliant CIA technical expert bent over something that appeared to be a sleeker version of the Mars Rover. 

Bixby stood, grinning wide, and tugged off his latex gloves. He was pushing sixty, though his attitude and physical aspect were equally robust for his age. His gray hair, usually parted neatly to one side, was sticking up slightly; with his black horn-rimmed glasses it gave him the appearance of an aging punkster. He was dressed in a purple linen shirt with the sleeves rolled up, his forearms dotted with what was either eczema or minor electrical burns. 

He pumped Reid’s hand vigorously in his sweaty palm. “Well, it’s been a while!” Bixby said enthusiastically. “I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again. They told me you were transferred to NRD.” 

“I was,” Reid told him, discreetly wiping his hand on his pants. “They reinstated me as an agent—at least temporarily. But that’s not why I’m here.” 

“Oh?” Bixby raised an eyebrow. “So this is a social call?”

“In a way,” Reid started. “I was hoping to talk to you…”

“Hold that thought,” Bixby said excitedly. “Let me show you something real quick. A couple of things I’ve been working on. Come on.” He led Reid away down the row of machinery. Bixby was a lot of things—brilliant, obliging, pleasant, and very easily distracted.

He showed Reid to an antechamber of the lab partitioned off in a dozen or so workstations, each with long stainless steel tables and glass partitions between them. Upon one of the tables was a significant assortment of tools, wires, and component, but of everything laid out, Reid was surprised by what Bixby wanted to show him.

“Here,” said the tech as he dropped it into Reid’s palm. “This is my newest venture.” 

Reid examined the device—if it could be called that. It looked like a poker chip, but heavier, as if it was solid metal. The surface was painted matte gray and there did not appear to be any buttons or dials or knobs on it anywhere. 

“…What am I looking at?” Reid asked.

“You’re familiar with EMP, yes?” 

Reid nodded. “Sure. Electromagnetic pulse. It, uh, disables anything electronic within a certain range, right?”

“Precisely,” Bixby said. “This is an EMP grenade.” 

“This?” Reid almost laughed. “This is a grenade?”

“In a way. See, the weight you’re feeling is a powerful magnet inside the chip. To activate it, you twist the two halves and throw it. Trust me, it’ll stick to just about any metallic surface it encounters. Then you’ve got five seconds before it shuts down anything in a twenty-five-foot radius of it. All the EMP, without the worry of blowing out your own cell phone.” 

“Huh.” Reid couldn’t exactly imagine the applications of the device, but Bixby seemed excited by it. “So you just twist the halves, like this?”

“Whoa, whoa!” Bixby shouted. “Don’t set that off in here, you’ll blow half my data!” 

“Sorry.” Reid quickly set the device down. 

“It’s okay.” The engineer grinned devilishly. “Hey, you want to try it out for me somewhere?” 

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, do you have nosy neighbors or somebody you want to get back at?” Bixby handed him the chip again. “Take it with you. I haven’t finished field-testing yet. Let me know how it works.”

“You want me to use this on someone?” Reid asked blankly.

“Sure! I made a baker’s dozen of ‘em. Take it. Our little secret.” 

“Okay,” Reid shook his head and pocketed the EMP grenade. “Why not.” 

“Oh! Got something else to show you. Come on.” Bixby hurried off again, past the partitioned glass workstations and towards another entranceway.

Reid held back his groan and followed, wondering when he’d be able to get around to the reason for coming down there in the first place. He followed through the doorway into a long, narrow room, the purpose of which he immediately recognized: it was a shooting range, albeit a short one, about twenty-five yards long and ending in several humanoid dummies crafted from pale ballistic gel. 

“Let’s see here…” Bixby tugged on a steel handle embedded in the wall and a drawer slid out. Reid balked; inside it was a variety of guns, ranging from the tiny LC9 that he personally favored up to the oddly-shaped and futuristic-looking Vector submachine gun, each weapon set into molded black foam. 

“Here we are.” The gun that Bixby took from the drawer was a familiar one—a Glock pistol. “This is the Glock 17 Gen 4. Semi-automatic, seventeen round cartridge, four-point—”

“Four-eight-inch barrel,” Reid finished for him, the knowledge of it suddenly present in his head. “I’ve seen it.” 

“Of course you have,” Bixby grinned. “And you’ve seen the biometrics.” He turned the gun sideways to show the small, smooth rectangular pad on each side of the pistol, just behind the trigger guard.

Reid had seen the biometrics before, on a Glock 22 model. The smooth pad was a fingerprint scanner for the user’s thumb and acted as a safety; the trigger would be locked unless the right thumbprint was on the pad. Reid was hesitant to be all that excited about the technology; on the one hand, it had once kept an insurgent from turning his own gun against him, but on the other, the gun had failed for him when his hands were coated in dirt and blood. 

“Here’s what’s different.” Bixby flipped the pistol around and handed it to him. “This particular one is coded to my prints. Go ahead, try it.” 

“I know it won’t work,” Reid said as he took the pistol. 

Bixby shrugged. “Try it anyway.”

Reid sighed and took the gun. He put his thumb to the pad, aimed it down range, and pulled the trigger.

An electrical charge leapt up his arm in an instant. “Ouch!” He dropped the gun, his skin continuing to tingle even after he had released it. “What the hell, Bixby?!” 

The engineer couldn’t help but laugh. “Like that? Not only will it disallow use, but it’ll give a nice little shock—a hundred and twenty volts at about ten amps, not that different from touching the leads on an outlet.” He laughed again. “You okay?”

 Reid shook the sensation out of his arm. It hadn’t hurt as much as it had surprised him. “Yeah,” he muttered, “I’m fine.” 

“Okay, okay. Here, give me your thumb.” Bixby held up a digital tablet and Reid pressed his right thumb to it. When he pulled it away, his thumbprint remained, glowing blue on the tablet’s surface. “That’s another nifty feature I developed recently—each pistol can be coded for up to three unique users. It’s on the network, so a team could re-code a gun on the fly, if need be.” He gestured towards the pistol, still on the floor. “Give it another go.” 

“Not sure I want to now,” Reid murmured, but he picked it up anyway and, after a moment of hesitation, put his thumb to the pad.  He aimed downrange at the center ballistic dummy and, with a slight wince, squeezed the trigger.

The shot popped with a satisfying report that made Reid grin reflexively, the bullet lodging itself in the thick gel of the dummy’s neck. Not my best aim, he admitted. He raised the Glock 17 again and fired four shots in quick succession, three to the chest and one to the forehead. He sidestepped once to the left and fired twice more, then angled and squeezed again three times. Each bullet found a new home in the ballistic gel, striking center mass or cranium. 

“Feels good, doesn’t it?” Bixby beamed.

“Yeah,” Reid agreed with a breath. “It does.” The Gen 4 was a terrific weapon; the recoil was notably reduced from the 19 model, the action smoother. And he could have sworn that the report was somehow quieter; his ears weren’t ringing. “Built-in suppressor?” he asked.

Bixby nodded. “That’s right.”

Reid was impressed. “I don’t suppose I can take this home too, can I?”

“No such luck, Zero.” The engineer chuckled as he took the gun from Reid’s outstretched hand and replaced it in the drawer. “Now then. You said you came by to talk. What’d you want to chat about?”

“Oh. Right.” Reid hadn’t forgotten the reason for his visit, though if he was being honest with himself, he would much prefer to try his hand at more of Bixby’s firearms than breach the subject he’d come to discuss. “I came down here because… I owe you one. If you know what I mean.” 

The tech nodded slowly, showing a rare moment of solemnity. The month prior, when Reid’s daughters had gone missing and he had hunted down the traffickers that held them, Bixby had assisted in an indirect and discreet way by providing Watson with a duffel bag full of contraband CIA equipment. In return, Bixby wanted only one thing: to run some tests on Reid’s head. As one of the memory suppressor’s co-inventors, Bixby had a seemingly unhealthy obsession with what was going on in Reid’s brain. 

“So you agree? You’ll allow me to do some tests?” he asked.

“Yes,” Reid consented. Then he added, “Noninvasive only.” 

“Of course.” Bixby stroked his chin. “I’d like to run an MRI, for certain; a scan of brainwave function in response to stimuli would be useful, as might a gadolinium contrast retention. There’s just one problem.” 

“What’s that?” Reid asked.

“I want to do it here, in the lab,” the tech told him. “Not a CIA facility. That way I can limit who has eyes on the results. But I don’t have half the equipment here that I’d need. Give me a few days to get some things together, and then we’ll do it.” 

“Great.” Reid hesitated a moment before asking what he had really come to ask. “You mentioned once before that you might be able to recover something. Do you still think that’s a possibility?”

“A possibility, sure,” Bixby said, “but I won’t know how likely until analysis, and I’m not going to make you any promises I can’t keep, Zero.” 

“I understand. How about you reach out when you’ve got what you need.” 

Bixby smiled. “I certainly will. Now get out of here, I have to get back to work. Come on, I’ll see you out.” The engineer led him out of the narrow shooting range, past the partitioned workstations, and back into the main warehouse-esque chamber of the lab.

After Guyer’s failure, Reid was certain that waiting another three months to even attempt to recover his memory would be more than tortuous. And after not only the attempt on his life by the Division but also his conversation with President Pierson, Reid’s desperation to recover whatever he could had become outright essential. It was no longer just a desire to know the truth; it was now a seeming requisite to staying alive.

As they strode towards the exit, past the enormous H-shaped arrangement of gadgets and machinery, something caught his eye. He stopped suddenly. 

“Bixby,” he said slowly. “What is that?” He pointed to the silver case on the shelf before him. 

“That? Oh, not much that would interest you.” The tech chuckled.

“Try me,” Reid insisted.

“Okay, sure.” Bixby, never one to pass up the chance to show off his equipment, snapped open the silver case and lifted the lid. 

Reid bit the inside of his cheek to hold back any reaction he might have unwittingly shown. Just as he suspected, the silver case opened like a computer, the top half displaying a wide black screen and the bottom half concealing a keyboard, control panel, and a familiar silver joystick. 

It was remarkably similar to—perhaps even exactly the same as—the silver case from the tugboat that had piloted the Brotherhood’s submarine drone.

“It’s a drone guidance system,” Bixby explained needlessly. “It allows for complete remote control from a distance of about two and a half kilometers max. There’s also a fun “set it and forget it’ feature—a password-protected autopilot function, in case something happens to the pilot.” 

Qafan. That was the strange password that killed the override system of the submarine drone. Reid had hardly thought about that since the attempted bombing of the destroyer, but now it came rushing back. “Neat,” he said flatly. “Uh, what sort of drone would this guide?”

“This one is fairly universal,” Bixby said with a shrug. “Just about any military-style drone the agency uses is programmable via this system… Predators, Reapers, Parasites—”

“What’s a Parasite?” Reid interjected.

“Oh, they’re very cool,” Bixby gushed. “It’s a tiny drone, no bigger than a pigeon, that attaches to another and overrides the system. You want to see one?”

“No, no, that’s okay.” Reid’s thought process felt like a spinning tire that wasn’t touching the ground. Still, he forced himself to ask the question that was at the forefront of his mind—one he really wasn’t sure he wanted answered. “Who else has this kind of tech?”

Bixby scoffed. “Who else? Nobody has this, Kent. You should know better than that.” He let out a small laugh. “I don’t share my designs outside of the agency.” 

“Yeah.” Reid suddenly felt cold. His forced smile came slowly. “Of course not.” Bixby designed this. “I have to get going. I’ll, uh, see you around, Bixby.” 

“Stop by anytime,” the tech offered. “And I’ll give you a ring when I’m all set for those tests. Should be by Sunday at the latest, if you’re free.” 

“Great.” Reid left the lab, his feet moving as if independent of his brain as he entered the elevator again, stepped out onto the first floor of Langley, and trekked towards the parking garage. He was barely cognizant of where he was going until he was sitting behind the wheel of his car.

His cell phone was already in hand, too. He made the call.

“Hi, Kent.” Reid could hear the smile in Maria’s voice. “You miss me already?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Very much. I want you to come to dinner tonight at my house.” He couldn’t be sure if either of their personal lines were secure, so he tried not to risk saying anything that might set off suspicion in prying ears.

“Tonight?” Maria said in surprise. “I’d love to, Kent, but traffic on I-95 is going to be hellish this time of day. It’d take me at least two hours—”

“That’s fine,” Reid interrupted. “I really want to see you. I… need to see you.” 

Maria was quiet for a moment. Then she said cheerfully, “Okay, you got it.” She understands, he realized. “Of course. I’ll be there.” 

“Good. See you then.” He hung up the phone, his fingers numb as he twisted the key in the ignition. 

It was a hunch—more of what Talia Mendel would accuse of being “wild conjecture”—but Reid was pretty certain he knew where the Libyan’s weapon had come from. 

But moreover, he had the sudden and terrifying belief that he also knew why.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

 

Reid paced the floor of his home office, thinking a mile a minute as he waited impatiently for Maria to arrive. He wanted—no, he needed to tell someone what he was thinking, and at the moment she was one of the very few he could trust. He needed to make sure he wasn’t being paranoid, that insanity wasn’t setting in.

But the more he thought about it, the more wretched sense it made.

He had his laptop open on the desk, a search engine results page showing a long list of seemingly useless links. Crowded around it were five history books, yanked from his shelves and opened to indexes and entries—but still he had found little that linked his only clue to what was brewing in his mind.

Qafan. That was the password that disarmed the submarine drone’s override in Israel, the one that Maria had obtained from the Libyan arms dealer. Reid hadn’t given it much of a second thought at the time, content as he was to have stopped the bombing, but after seeing the same guidance system in Bixby’s lab he couldn’t shake the password loose from his head. 

He looked at his watch again. She should be here by now. 

“Hey.” Reid looked up sharply to see his daughter Maya standing in the office doorway. He didn’t know how long she had been standing there, if she had watched his desperate, pensive pacing. “What are you up to?”

“Oh, uh…” He faked a smile. “Just working on a lecture for this week.” 

“Uh-huh.” Maya took a couple of steps into the room, eyeing up the open books and computer. “I’ve watched you write lectures from memory at the kitchen table. You want to try again, but without the lie this time?”

He sighed. Sometimes his eldest was too keen for her own good. “It’s probably best that I don’t share this one with you, Maya…”

Too late; she leaned over his desk and scrutinized the laptop screen. “What’s ‘Qafan’?”

Reid grunted in frustration. “I don’t know. That’s the problem.” But two heads are better than one, and Maria’s not here yet. “Where’s your sister?”

“Downstairs, doing homework.” 

“Alright.” Reid closed the office door and lowered his voice. “Listen, back in Israel, the submarine drone was on target to hit the battleship. The guidance system was overridden and locked by a password—‘Qafan.’ I didn’t give it much thought at the time, but now I have reason to believe the Brotherhood isn’t finished, and that password is the only clue I have that might be an indication of what they’re up to. I’ve been scouring books, the internet, but I can’t find anything reliable.”

“Okay.” Maya folded her arms over her chest. “What have you found so far? Run it by me.” 

“Well,” Reid started, “there’s a small region in Azerbaijan called Qafan, but I doubt that’s anything. There’s a type of burial shroud in Hindi and Islamic culture called a qafan…”

“Though it’s usually transliterated into English with a K,” Maya finished. She scoffed at her father’s surprised expression. “Don’t give me that look, I’m smart.” 

“I know you are,” he said. “But unless it’s a metaphor for death, there’s no significance there anyway.” He gestured to one of the open history books on the desk. “There was a caliphate during the Ottoman Empire named Qafan, but his rule was short-lived, and unless you have any ideas of how that might link to a twenty-first century terrorist organization, it’s a dead end.” He sighed. “It all leads to a whole lot of nothing.”

“Have you considered,” Maya said slowly, “that maybe it is nothing? It could be someone’s first name, a child or a spouse of one of the members. It could even be some randomly generated word, utter nonsense other than to keep someone from guessing it.” She sighed. “I hate to suggest it, but you might be over-thinking this.” 

That’s what I was afraid of, he thought. “Maybe you’re right,” he admitted. He sank into the chair and rubbed his face with both hands. “Maria is coming over,” he told her, “to help me work this thing out. You think you could call in some Chinese or something?”

“Sure,” Maya nodded. Reid had to admit, it was kind of nice to be able to run ideas by his daughter, to not have to tiptoe around the truth. Well, maybe “nice” wasn’t the right way to put it—but it was gratifying, after having kept secrets from her for so long.

“You’re not just guessing all this based on the password, are you?” Maya asked. “That’s not exactly enough to predict another attack.” 

She was, of course, right, but Reid was not about to tell her about the guidance system he saw in the lab and his other theory. He knew all too well how dangerous knowing too much about the wrong thing could be. 

He shrugged. “Maybe I’m being paranoid. Maybe that’s all there was to it. There’s no reason the embassy bombing and the USS New York couldn’t have been their master plan.” 

“Yeah,” Maya said quietly, staring at the floor. “Maybe.” 

Reid knew that look, his daughter’s contemplative stare. “What is it?” he asked.

“Nothing.” She shook her head. “It’s just kind of weird…” 

“What is?” he insisted.

“Well… it could just be coincidence, but the ship was called the New York. And those congressmen that were killed in Baghdad... weren’t they from New York?” 

Reid blinked at his daughter. “Yeah. You’re right.” How did I not see that? Gears immediately churned in his head. He swiveled in his chair and typed a phrase into the search bar. “Jesus, Maya, you’re right.” A new thought came to him, and he had to fact-check it to be sure. “Do you know about the USS Cole bombing from back in 2000?”

Maya frowned. “I wasn’t even born yet, Dad.” 

“I know,” he said, scanning the page quickly, “but do they teach it in school?”

“No…”

“The USS Cole was docked at a harbor in Yemen when it was attacked by terrorists in a boat loaded with C-4,” he rattled off quickly. “Seventeen people were killed in the blast. Afterwards, Al-Qaeda claimed responsibility for the attack.” 

“Al-Qaeda,” Maya repeated. “Those were the same people responsible for 9/11, right?” 

“Exactly,” Reid said in a hissing breath. “And you learn about that, because—”

“Because it was the deadliest terrorist attack in US history,” Maria concluded.

“It was the deadliest terrorist attack in history anywhere,” Reid corrected. My god. His hands felt numb. I think I know what they’re planning. 

“Knock, knock.” Maria pushed open the door to the office just a few inches and peered in. “Hope I’m not interrupting…”

“No, come in, please,” Reid said hastily.

She did, and then immediately frowned. “Feels kind of tense in here,” she noted.

“Maya,” Reid said, “can you order some food? And maybe put on a pot of coffee.”

His daughter hesitated; it was clear she wanted to be around for this, to be helpful, but eventually she nodded. “Sure. I’ll be downstairs if you need me.” She left the room and closed the door behind her.

“So, what do you need to tell me?” Maria asked. 

Reid rose quickly from his chair and began pacing again. He couldn’t sit still, not with his pulse pounding a mile a minute as it was. “There’s no one else I can take this to right now,” he told her. “I need to tell you what I’m thinking and you need to tell me if I’m crazy or not.” 

“If you’re crazy?” she repeated.

“Here, sit.” He gestured to the desk chair and she lowered herself into it slowly, concern on her face. “Just tell me if this tracks, okay? In 1998, Al-Qaeda bombs the embassies in Tanzania and Kenya. In 2000, they bomb the USS Cole—but that was an instigation attack. They wanted the United States to fight back, to initiate a war.” He pointed to the laptop screen, to the article of the bombing he had brought up. “Look here. Osama bin Laden himself was alleged to have said that if the US did not respond with an attack, he would launch something bigger. We didn’t attack, and less than a year later, they did launch something bigger—much bigger.” 

“The attack on the World Trade Center,” Maria murmured knowingly.

“Right,” said Reid, “and that time it did initiate a war, one that lasted for twelve years.” 

“I’m with you so far,” Maria nodded. “But what does any of this have to do with the Brotherhood?”

“Alright, so present day.” Reid resumed his maniacal pacing. “The Brotherhood bombs the US embassy in Iraq. Their suspected targets were a congressional delegation from New York. But how did a group of insurgents hiding out in the desert know the delegation would be there?”

Maria shook her head. “Intel can come from a lot of sources, Kent. You know that…”

“Next they attempt to bomb the USS New York,” he continued unabated. “They failed. But this is the part that concerns me.” He turned to her somberly as he asked, “What if that attempt was their version of the USS Cole? What if that was an instigation attack?”

Maria drew a long breath and let it out slowly. “If I’m following you correctly, you’re suggesting that the Brotherhood planned a larger-scale attack in the event that the bombing of the battleship failed?” 

“Exactly!” he said. “I believe they planned an attack, specifically on the city of New York—one that would rival, or even exceed, what Al-Qaeda managed to do in 2001. And I think it’s going to happen soon…”

Maria leaned forward and took his hand in hers. “Kent,” she said softly. “I see where you’re coming from, but even you have to admit that it’s thin. You’re connecting dots that might not even be there on the assumption that history repeats—”

“History always repeats,” he said, a bit more heatedly than he intended.

“And even if you’re right,” she continued, “the Brotherhood is all but gone. Their leader is dead. They have no funds. It took dozens of people to plan and execute 9/11, and they have what? Five members left?”

Reid shook his head. “Things have changed since then. If we hadn’t stopped the attack on the New York, it could have been carried out by only one man.” His throat ran dry as he prepared to tell her the final part—potentially the most integral part. “There’s something else. We don’t know how the Libyan acquired a military-grade submarine drone capable of destroying a US battleship, right?”

“Not like we can ask him now,” Maria muttered.

Reid frowned. “What? Why?”

“No one told you?” Her hand slipped away from his. “Kent… the Libyan is dead.” 

“Dead?” he asked hoarsely. “How?”

“Shortly after arriving at H-6, he… well, he bit off his own tongue.” 

“My god,” he murmured. 

“He must have passed out from the pain,” Maria said. “He choked to death on his own blood. They don’t believe it was an intentional suicide, so whatever he might have had to say, he was extremely desperate not to say it.” 

Reid shook his head in dismay. This was too far beyond chance to pass off as coincidence. “That doesn’t weaken my theory,” he told her. “It fortifies it. I was in Bixby’s lab earlier today, and I saw something—a remote guidance system that looked nearly identical to the one we found aboard the tugboat. Bixby told me it was universal, that it could be programmed to almost any military-grade drone on the market—”

“That hardware could have come from anywhere, Kent—” 

“No, Maria. It couldn’t. Bixby designed it. It’s CIA tech.” 

Maria put a hand over her mouth. “Jesus. Are you suggesting that the agency supplied them with the weapon? That our government is working with the Brotherhood?”

“No,” Reid said. “The Brotherhood are jihadists; I don’t think they would willingly work with Americans. I think that Awad bin Saddam believed that the plan was his, but that he was coaxed. He must have been given the intel about the delegation being in Baghdad through an intermediary—just like the Libyan was. Someone to supply them with a weapon that they never should have been able to acquire. And whatever is planned next, I don’t think it’s any coincidence that five of them escaped from Israel.” 

He knelt down in front of Maria and the chair, and took both of her hands in his. “Maria, I think our government, and our agency, is using the Brotherhood to initiate an attack on American soil. And if that’s true, then this is it. We’ve run out of time. This is the catalyst to the war.” 

“But when?” she asked quietly.

“I think it’s going to happen tomorrow.” 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

 

“Why?” Maria insisted. “What’s tomorrow?”

Her fingers normally felt warm and inviting, but now they were cold in Reid’s hands. “President Pierson told me there was a military parade for the delegation members killed in Baghdad,” he explained. “It would be the perfect target. The streets will be shut down—millions of people in them with nowhere to go. Not to mention dozens of the country’s leaders will be present.” 

“It all fits,” she murmured. “It sounds utterly insane, but it all fits.” Her sharp gaze met his, and for the first time he could remember, Maria Johansson looked afraid. “What do we do with this? We can’t take it to our superiors. If they’re involved, they’ll at least try to dissuade us, probably even stop us.” 

“What if we went over the agency’s head?” Reid asked. “We take it straight to your father on the National Security Council and get the Director of National Intelligence involved.” 

Maria shook her head slowly. “I don’t know,” she said in nearly a whisper.

“You don’t know? We have to take it to someone, someone high up enough that they can…” He trailed off. “Oh.” Reid suddenly understood what she meant—Maria didn’t know, because she wasn’t sure that her own father wasn’t part of the plot. 

“I’m so sorry, Maria.” He felt empathetically awful for her, but it made sense to doubt. The president had offered Reid a position on the council to get him on the “right side” of things; it was entirely possible that most, if not all, of the NSC was aware. “Okay,” he said, thinking. “Okay, what about the media? We could make it public. Get everything out in the open. The Brotherhood might still try to act, but those behind it would want to stop it from going off…”

“We can’t do that,” Maria said quickly. “For one, we’d risk inciting massive panic. And sharing covert intel like that is definite grounds for treason. If the attack is secretly stopped, the agency could justifiably throw us in prison forever—or worse, put out a kill authorization on us both.” 

“Okay, okay.” Reid rubbed his face, trying desperately to consider every possible ally. “What about Baraf and Interpol? Or Talia and Mossad?” 

“They have no jurisdiction here. You know that.” 

“But they resources,” Reid argued, “things we can use…”

“Their agencies wouldn’t allow it.” 

He grunted in frustration. “Fine. What if we call it in anonymously to the NYPD? They’ll cancel the parade, keep the heads of state away.” 

“You don’t think that might cause the Brotherhood to act prematurely?” Maria countered. “If they have reason to think their plan is foiled they might set off whatever weapon they have anyway. We have no idea what it is, and if your theory is right it could be anything at the government’s disposal. We could be talking missiles, drones—hell, for all we know they could drop a warhead on Broadway. It’s Manhattan, Kent. Parade or not, the loss of life would still be tremendous.” 

Reid threw up his hands. “Then I don’t know what to do, Maria. We’re only two people. It would be impossible to do this alone.” 

She shook her head. “Cartwright. It’s gotta be Cartwright.” 

“But you just said—”

“I know what I said!” Maria snapped. She ran her fingers through her hair. “I’m sorry. This is all just… heavy. Look, we don’t know if Cartwright is involved or not, but we have to take it to someone, and we have to do it now. He’s all about image; he can’t ignore something this big or he’s liable to become a scapegoat. Depending on how he reacts, we’ll either know if we can trust him, or…” She shrugged. “Or if we need to find another way.” 

Reid didn’t like it one iota, risking that sort of security, hinging the potential loss of life on whether or not a particular boss was a co-conspirator. But they had little choice. He glanced at his watch; they had barely more than sixteen hours until the parade was scheduled to begin in New York City. 

“Fine,” Reid agreed uneasily. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell.

“No,” Maria said sharply. “Not over the phone, just in case. I know where he lives; it’s not far.” She stood. “I’ll drive.” 

Reid followed her out of the office, hurrying down the stairs on her heels to make a house call to their possible-collaborator boss.

 

*

 

Twenty-four minutes later, Maria eased the car into a parking spot of a street lined with expensive row houses in the Georgetown neighborhood of Washington, DC. Reid knew the area well, not only because of its proximity to the university but because he enjoyed the Federal-style architecture and cobblestone streets of the area. Georgetown was a sector where upscale boutiques and waterfront seafood restaurants met college taverns and promenade shopping. He had no idea that Deputy Director Shawn Cartwright lived around there, though he did know that homes in the neighborhood typically went for upwards of a million dollars.

Maria led him up a set of eight black and white stairs with a wrought-iron railing to the bright red door of a stately brick row home. On the drive over, they had discussed precisely what they would mention to Cartwright; obviously any theories about the US government providing the submarine drone to the Brotherhood would be out of the question, as well as Reid’s sighting of the guidance system in Bixby’s lab.

Maria rang the doorbell and took a step back, waiting. Reid tried to act casual, but Cartwright was among the higher-ups of the CIA; he was certain there were indiscernible cameras nearby and that the deputy director was already well aware of who was standing on his front stoop.

A moment later the door opened, just about a foot, and Shawn Cartwright peered out at them. “Well,” he said flatly, “this is an unwelcome surprise. You know I have several phone lines, right?” 

“And you know we wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t imperative,” Maria stated hastily.

Cartwright’s gaze flitted back and forth between the two of them for a moment. Then he opened the door wider. “Alright, come on. Hurry up.” He ushered them both inside and closed the door behind them.

The foyer of Cartwright’s home was floored in dark bamboo, with an ornate but tasteful chandelier hung overhead. Classical music drifted to them from somewhere nearby, and Reid could hear a woman humming melodically along to the tune.

“I think it goes without saying that I’m not going to introduce you to my wife,” said Cartwright shortly. “So, what’s this about?”

“We need to talk,” Maria said, “immediately and privately.”

“Are you two in some kind of trouble?” he asked. “Or did you cause some kind of trouble…?”

“Shawn?” A woman called out from another room. “Who was at the door?”

“Go,” he said to them. “Upstairs, first door on the left. Don’t touch anything. I’ll be right up.” He hurried out of the foyer to answer the call. 

Maria started up the stairs and Reid after her. It was bizarre seeing Cartwright at home—not to mention wearing a cotton polo and jeans with his feet bare, rather than a suit and polished black wingtips.

The first door on the left of the Cartwright’s second floor looked like a lawyer’s office, everything dark wood tones or brass, shelves bearing long rows of encyclopedias and collected volumes. Reid started to settle into a leather chair, but Maria promptly began snooping, checking the desk lamps and running her fingers over the edges of the bookcases. 

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Looking for hidden cameras or wires,” she told him simply. 

“You won’t find any,” Cartwright said from the doorway. They both turned abruptly as he closed the office door behind them. “This room is secure, I promise you.” He crossed the room and settled into a chair opposite Reid. “Now, to what do I owe this unpleasant intrusion?”

Reid exchanged a glance with Maria. She did not sit, but stood behind his chair with her hands leaning against the back of it. 

Reid cleared his throat to begin, but suddenly it seemed as if everything they had discussed on the drive over had vanished from memory. “Um… alright,” he started. “We have a theory. Well, it’s more than a theory; it’s a belief…” 

Maria squeezed his shoulder gently as she interrupted. “Cartwright, we don’t believe the Brotherhood is finished. We think they’re planning a large-scale attack on New York City, and that it’s going to happen tomorrow during the parade for the congressional delegation.” 

Thanks, Reid thought. “We know how this might sound,” he picked up, “but I have reason to believe that the attempted bombing of the USS New York was an instigation attack, not unlike the attack on the USS Cole back in 2000. Obviously it won’t be a submarine drone in downtown Manhattan, but they may have another weapon, something just as powerful—”

“Whoa, hold up.” Cartwright put up a hand, palm out, to interject. “Let’s pause it there for a second. You two are my very best agents, and I know that you wouldn’t come to my home after hours with a notion of this gravity if you weren’t completely serious and had something to back up the claim. However… the remaining five members of the Brotherhood have been captured.”

Reid blinked in surprise. Maria’s hand fell away from his shoulder, she too taken aback. “They were?” he asked. 

Cartwright nodded. “I got the call not even two hours ago. Russian commandos caught them trying to sneak across the border into Syria,” he explained. “The Russians didn’t know who they were, of course, but they were five armed Iraqi men without valid identification. A bit of interrogation revealed their identities, and Russia handed them over to us willingly. All five of them are on their way to H-6 as we speak.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY THREE

 

Reid didn’t know what to say. Minutes ago he had been completely certain that he had figured out a horrid truth—and now, it seemed that the crisis was averted with just a brief exchange of words.

But Maria was not as convinced. “What if the Brotherhood planted something?” she demanded. “What if they don’t need to actually be there to initiate the attack?”

“Then we’ll know about it soon,” Cartwright assured them. “You two know better than most how effective Sergeant Flagg and his guys at H-6 are at obtaining information.” 

Reid shook his head. It all seemed far too easy. Besides, he thought, if the Brotherhood was planning an attack here in the United States, why would they have been in Syria? It didn’t add up to him—but he couldn’t contend with Cartwright or he’d risk spilling what he knew.

“Look, what you’re bringing me here is extremely serious,” Cartwright continued. “I can hardly think of anything graver than this. In the wake of September eleventh, there were many precautions and stopgaps put into place to avoid that from happening again. And I promise that I will personally make sure that the FBI and NYPD are aware of a potential threat. Both will be present in full-force tomorrow, not to mention soldiers and officers from every branch of the military. Sharpshooters on the rooftops. Emergency personnel of every type. The Secret Service, for god’s sake. Things are different than they were back then. 9/11 happened because we were taken by surprise. We’re far better equipped now, and frankly, it would be suicide for anyone to try something tomorrow.” 

Reid bit his lip. He certainly wanted to just tell Cartwright everything he knew and everything he suspected. If Cartwright wasn’t complicit, it would be very advantageous to have a higher-up in the agency as an ally. But if Cartwright’s reaction betrayed him—well, he and Maria might be forced to do something brash to keep their secrets.

Reid felt Maria’s hand on his shoulder again. “We understand,” she said. “And you’re right. As long as the city of New York and the right organizations are aware, then we’ll have felt we did our jobs.” 

“Good,” Cartwright said. “In that case, I want to have a debrief tomorrow morning, at eight a.m. I want all of this on the record. If there’s anything found or an attempt made, you’ll be recognized for your intervention.” He stood from his chair. “So if that’s all…”

“That’s all,” Maria confirmed. “Thank you for seeing us.” 

Reid rose, terribly confused. That couldn’t just be it. It felt wrong, and Maria must have felt it too. He couldn’t just walk away with a promise that others would handle it.

Talia Mendel’s words ran through his head, from their assault on the Brotherhood’s tugboat: Which is it, Agent Zero? You don’t like others doing your dirty work, or you enjoy being the hero?

I just hold myself responsible for my own wild conjectures, he had told her.

Despite his feelings, he nodded to Cartwright and followed Maria back down the stairs to the bamboo-floored foyer. He bid the deputy director a good evening as they headed back out to the street. 

Dusk had fallen and the streetlights were flickering on as they reached the car. But Maria did not unlock it or get in.

“You don’t believe it either,” Reid said. 

“Not for a second.” Maria shook her head, her gaze angry and hard. “I believe that it’s what he might have been told, but it’s not the truth.” She scoffed. “That meeting didn’t tell us anything about Cartwright.” 

Reid felt the heat rise in his face as his own anger and frustration grew. Once again they had been derailed from a goal. Once again he felt lied to, betrayed by people he was supposed to be aligned with. “Fine,” he said. “Then let’s just find out, once and for all.” He turned and started back towards Cartwright’s home. 

“Kent, wait!” Maria hurried after him and grabbed him by an elbow. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“I’m going to kick in his door and demand the truth,” Reid said heatedly. “I’m going to force him to tell us what he knows.” 

“You can’t—”

“I’m tired of this, Maria!” he nearly shouted. “I’m sick to death of lies and conspiracies. Of trying to guess who might know what and who might try to kill me next. I’m exhausted from worrying about my family, about anyone close to me. Now we’re talking about thousands of lives—possibly many more than that. All for what? So that a handful of people can be richer and stay in power?” He shook his head. “No. This isn’t the way it’s supposed to be.” 

“Hey,” she said gently. “Just get in the car.” 

“I’m serious, Maria.” And he was; Reid felt fully prepared to storm Cartwright’s home, cameras and witnesses be damned. 

“There’s something I need to tell you,” Maria insisted. “Get in the car.” She tugged on his arm. “Now, Kent.” 

“Fine,” he muttered as he relented. He got into the passenger side while Maria climbed behind the wheel. “What is it?”

She sighed. “I don’t believe for a second that it’s mere coincidence that the Russians happened to find the rest of the Brotherhood, nor how willing they were to hand them over.”

“And why do you believe that?” he demanded. 

“Because some of my… sources indicate that Russia may have a hand in the conspiracy.”

Reid shook his head in dismay. He understood immediately what Maria was telling him; she had not severed ties with the Ukrainians as she had promised. 

“I wanted to,” she said quickly. “I tried to cut myself off, but they have information that I need.” 

“What sort of information?” Reid asked.

“I can’t tell you.” She averted his gaze, staring instead at the steering wheel. 

“What did you tell them you would do in return for this information?”

“The same thing I would have done anyway,” Maria said candidly. “Stay close to you, so that we can figure this thing out together—”

“And then report back to them with everything we’ve found together?”

“No,” she said firmly. “I was only doing it to get intel, and then I was going to walk away—”

“Do you really think they’re going to give you what you want if it means they’ll lose you as an asset?” he asked, his voice sounding harsher than he intended.

Maria closed her eyes. “No. I suppose they wouldn’t.” 

As irritated as he was, it was hardly the time to argue. “Alright, so tell me about Russia,” he prompted instead. “How are they involved in this?”

“I don’t know much,” she admitted. “The Ukrainians believe that Russia’s intent is to seize oil-producing assets in the Black Sea, and possibly more. The people I’ve been working with think they might even invade. The collusion with the US would mean that we don’t intervene. It can’t be happenstance that Russia has been slowly increasing their presence in the Middle East these last two years.” She glanced up at him.

Reid had to agree; collusion or not, just the simple fact that the alleged Brotherhood members had been captured at the same time that he and Maria worked out the potential plot was extremely suspect.

“There might be a way for us to confirm it,” he said. “Let’s head back to the house. You got a burner?” 

“In the glove box.” Maria started the car as Reid pulled out his own cell phone, and then popped open the glove compartment and dug out the burner phone. 

He glanced up briefly as they eased down the street past Cartwright’s house and he could have sworn he saw a silhouette in the window. But it could have just been his imagination.

Reid punched a number from his own phone into the burner and made a call. It rang three times before Strickland answered.

“Hello?” he said warily. 

“Todd, it’s Kent,” Reid said urgently. “I need a favor.”

“I’m listening.” 

“Do you think you could get in contact with your pal Sergeant Flagg at H-6?” he asked. “It would have to be discreet—non-CIA channels only. A personal cell, or a secure frequency, something like that?” 

“Hmm.” Strickland thought for a moment. “We have a few Special Forces friends in common. I’d have to make a few calls to some old buddies, but I think I could do it. And what would you like me to say to Sergeant Flagg?” 

“There are five new detainees on their way to H-6, if they’re not there already. Supposedly they’re the last five members of the Brotherhood.” 

“They were captured?” Strickland said in surprise.

Interesting, Reid thought, how none of the agents on the op were informed of that. 

“I’m not so sure,” he told Strickland. “I need to know who they are and what, if anything, they’ve said so far. And I need to know five minutes ago.” 

“On it,” Strickland confirmed and hung up. 

Reid turned to Maria as she drove them back towards Alexandria. “What do you think the odds are that Flagg will be honest?”

“To a fellow soldier? Probably pretty good,” Maria noted. “We just have to hope that—”

Reid’s personal cell phone rang in his hand. It couldn’t have been Strickland calling back, not that quickly. He glanced at the screen and furrowed his brow. “It’s an international number. Should I answer?”

Maria frowned, but nodded. As Reid’s thumb maneuvered over the green button, the ringing stopped. 

“That’s strange,” he said quietly. Who would be calling me from…? He reached into his pocket for the white business card there, pulled it out, and compared the number to the one displayed on his call log. Aha. He dialed Talia Mendel’s number from the burner. 

“Agent Zero?” she asked.

“Hello, Talia.” 

Maria glanced over at him sharply. He almost smirked at the small hint of jealousy, and put the call on speaker for her benefit. 

“You’ve no doubt heard the news,” Talia said over the phone. 

“Just now,” Reid confirmed, certain she was talking about the capture of the Brotherhood members.

“I don’t believe it either,” she said shortly. 

Reid exchanged a glance with Maria. “What makes you say that?”

“There is a second ship missing from the port at Haifa,” said Agent Mendel. “A fishing vessel, part of a tour operator’s fleet. It wasn’t previously on my radar because it had been chartered earlier that day, before the attempted bombing. But it never returned.”

“Was it equipped with GPS?” Reid asked. 

“It was. But it has been disabled.” 

Reid hesitated, determining how much he should tell Talia over the phone. “Agent Johansson and I have reason to believe that the Brotherhood is planning an attack on New York City,” he told her. “Tomorrow, during a parade. And… they are likely armed with weapons just as advanced as the submarine drone.” 

“I am getting on a plane,” Talia said immediately.

Reid blinked in surprise. “What?”

“Apprehending the remainder of the Brotherhood is my current directive,” she said. “So I will be where they will be.”

“Wait,” Reid said quickly. The last thing he needed was the Israelis attempting to contact his superiors in the CIA. “Our agency… they don’t exactly agree with us. We’re keeping this discreet.” 

“Not a problem,” said Talia. “I am Mossad. I don’t need clearance to do my job. No one will know that I don’t tell. Keep this phone active; I will contact you when I arrive.” She promptly hung up.

“I am Mossad,” Maria mocked in a mutter. “Someone thinks highly of themselves.” 

“She’s an ally,” Reid countered. “And we could use some friends right now.” 

The burner rang, showing an unknown number. He answered. 

“It’s me,” said Strickland. He did not sound pleased. “Just talked to Flagg. The good news is, the detainees did arrive—five Middle Eastern men with no identification or associative marks. The bad news is they’re not saying much. Ever.” 

“Because they’re dead,” Reid forecasted sourly.

“They were DOA at H-6. Supposedly they had concealed cyanide capsules in their molars,” Strickland told him. “Kent, just what the hell is going on?”

“I’ll tell you, but not over the phone,” Reid said. “Go to my house. The girls will let you in. Tell Maya to contact Watson and get him there too. Johansson and I will be there soon.” 

“Got it. See you then.” Strickland hung up.

“That clinches it,” Maria said solemnly. “You’re right. Something’s going off, and a lot of people are trying to make it look like it’s not.” She glanced over at him. “Why’d you call on Watson?”

“Because we need a team if we’re going to New York,” he told her simply. There were no two ways about it; if they wanted this stopped, he would have to be there personally. But he couldn’t handle it alone, and they would need more than just allies. “Do you have a secure line to reach Bixby?”

“I could get it,” she replied. “Why?”

“Because we’re going to need equipment,” Reid said. “Off the books.”

“You want to steal a bunch of stuff from the CIA?” Maria smirked. “Now that’s the Kent Steele I know.” 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR

 

“There should be a turn up here to the left,” Reid told Maria. “That’s the meeting place.” Maria flicked off the headlights as she turned onto a tree-lined dirt road behind a suburban development just a few miles outside of Langley. Next to her, Reid held his cell phone with the GPS open, directing her to the coordinates that the CIA engineer had given them.

About five hundred yards further on the dirt road, a gray van was parked with its lights off between two large oaks. Maria cut the engine and popped the trunk as Reid got out of the car. For a long moment, there was no sign from the van; it seemed as if it was empty or had been abandoned, but then at long last the side door slid open and Bixby hopped out, wearing a wide grin.

“Isn’t this exciting?” he said by way of greeting. “A clandestine meeting in the woods! Is this how you guys feel all the time?”

Reid smiled and shook the engineer’s hand. “I think you need to get out of the lab more often, Bixby. Thanks for coming.” 

“Sure, anything for a friend.” He gestured over his shoulder with a thumb. “So, what do you need? I’ve got a little bit of everything.” 

Reid looked beyond him. The van was jam-packed with all sorts of equipment, much of it in cases and nylon bags. He turned to Maria. “What do you think?”

“Well,” she shrugged, “we’ve got four people to stop a large-scale terrorist attack on the biggest metropolitan hub in the world, so… everything. We need everything.” 

“What’s the weapon?” Bixby asked.

“We don’t know,” Reid told him honestly. “But we have a hunch or two.” 

The engineer blew out a breath. “Then we have a lot of work to do. Let’s get started.” 

 

*

 

It was almost an hour later before they got into Maria’s car and left the dirt road again, the trunk now stuffed with four large canvas duffels filled with equipment. 

All the tech that R&D can buy, Reid thought. Hopefully it’s enough.

Bixby had fully loaded them with potentially worthwhile gadgets, and even given a cursory training course in how to use them, but still Reid was concerned about the likelihood of finding five men in a city of eight million.

Maria was oddly silent on the drive back to Reid’s house, possibly considering the same thing. 

“What are you thinking about?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I guess I’m just thinking about how we keep getting ourselves caught up at the ground-zero of this kind of stuff. In Davos, on the cruise ship with the virus, and now this.” She shrugged. “I’m wondering how many times we can get away with it before luck runs out.” 

“You don’t think we can do it?” 

“Doesn’t really matter if I think we can or not,” she said simply. “We’re still going to try. We have a responsibility.” 

Reid nodded. He didn’t know what to say to that; he knew his own moral code, and it dictated that the mere knowledge of something like this was enough that he couldn’t turn a blind eye to it. Even if Cartwright was on the level, even if those five men that were dead on arrival at H-6 really were the remnants of the Brotherhood, and even if every force in the entirety of New York was aware of a potential threat, it still wouldn’t keep him away. 

He thought of a famous quote from the parliamentarian and philosopher Edmund Burke. The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.

“You ever think about what it might be like if it wasn’t?” Maria asked, jarring Reid from his thoughts. 

“If it wasn’t what?”

“If it wasn’t our responsibility,” Maria said.

“How do you mean?”

“I mean… sometimes I wonder what it would it be like if I really was just an accountant from Baltimore. And then I think about how boring and tedious that would be.” She let out a slight laugh at herself. “Sometimes boring and tedious sound really attractive.” 

Reid smiled sadly. He didn’t have to wonder; he had spent nearly two years under the blissful ignorance of the memory suppressor. He knew exactly what it was like to just be a professor and father of two. And if somehow he could go back to that, and let someone else worry about the rest of the world and all the iniquity in it, he wasn’t sure that he wouldn’t say no. 

“Yeah,” he agreed quietly. “I could use a little boring right about now.” They drove the rest of the way in silence.

Back at his house, Strickland and Watson waited up with the girls. The six of them convened in the living room as midnight approached. Maya brought Reid a fresh cup of coffee and he took a seat in an armchair facing the other three agents.

“Thanks for waiting,” he started. “Obviously there’s a situation, and we don’t have a whole lot of time to deal with it. But first there are some things you need to know.” 

“Come on, Sara,” Maya said gently. “Let’s go to the other room.”

Reid nodded appreciably at her as she led Sara out of the living room. He didn’t want them to hear what he had to say. 

“Alright,” he said to the three other agents in the room once the girls were gone. “All of you deserve the truth about why we’re here—the whole truth. So… here it is.” 

He told them everything—or nearly so. He told them of his suspicion that the five men captured in Syria were not the Brotherhood at all, and that a large-scale attack was planned on the city of New York the following day. He told them about seeing the remote guidance system in Bixby’s lab, and his belief that the weapon was supplied to the Libyan arms dealer by their own government. He told them the little he knew about the conspiracy to declare war on the Middle East, and that he believed this attack would be the catalyst for it. 

Finally, he told them about the possible collaborators in their own agency—almost certainly Deputy Director Riker, likely Director Mullen, and possibly even Cartwright. 

When he was finished, he paused for a moment to let the gravity of the situation sink in. Then he said, “If you need proof to believe any of this, I’m going to disappoint you. I don’t have a shred of evidence to back up any of these claims. The people behind this have been extremely careful, and this has been in the works for a long time.”

“Why now though?” Strickland asked. “What makes this an opportune time for them?”

“Election year,” Watson murmured pensively. All eyes turned to him, though he stared at the coffee mug on the table in front of him. “The current administration needs support between now and November if they want to stay in power for a second term. Nothing drums up patriotism quite like a successful campaign against a hostile nation.”

“And there’s a lot they could do with another four years,” Maria added.

Reid hadn’t considered that, but it made sense; he was only a college student himself during the events of September eleventh, but he vividly recalled the leaping approval ratings in the wake of the attack and the overwhelming support from the American people during the ensuing War on Terror.

“So what’s the play?” Strickland asked.

Reid sighed. “That’s part of the problem—I don’t know. I do know that I have a trunk full of equipment and an able body, and that I’m going to New York tonight to try to prevent this.” 

“Two,” Maria corrected. “Two able bodies.” 

“I’m in,” Strickland said without hesitation.

“Of course,” Watson agreed. “Can’t ignore something like this.” 

Reid smiled. “Thanks John. But I was kind of hoping you’d keep an eye on the girls for me. I caught that Division creep, Fitzpatrick, following me earlier. I can’t leave them alone.” 

“True,” Watson agreed, “but if what you’re saying is even remotely true, you need all the help you can get. We can bring them to Mitch on the way. He’s got a safe house that’s out of agency hands.” 

Reid hesitated, but Watson was right. They needed all hands on deck here, and Mitch was trustworthy. The burly mechanic was a CIA asset, an expert at procuring transportation of nearly any sort, and he had helped Reid out plenty before. “Okay,” he finally relented. 

“So that makes four,” said Maria. “Four people to discover and stop a major terrorist attack.” 

“Maybe five,” Reid noted. “And we may not need to actually stop it ourselves; our top priority is finding evidence of it. A single member of the Brotherhood, a weapon, a detonator—anything that could prove our case would be enough to get the feds and NYPD on our side, and from there we can get anyone and everyone involved to prevent it from happening.” 

“Still,” said Strickland, “it’ll be a needle in a haystack.” 

“From what I hear, you’ve found a few needles in your day,” Maria said with a shrug. Reid had nearly forgotten that Strickland was, by all accounts, an excellent tracker. He had honed his skills as a Ranger pursuing terrorists through the Middle East; it was the main reason he had been assigned by the CIA to find Sara and Maya back in March. 

“It’s four hours from here to New York,” Reid said as he stood. “That’s plenty of time for us to plan this out effectively.” 

“Mitch could get us a faster ride,” Watson offered. “A chopper, maybe…” 

Reid shook his head. “We can’t afford to attract any attention to ourselves, and landing a helicopter anywhere near the city would certainly do that. Besides, keeping an eye on the girls will be plenty helpful enough. In the meantime, we need to stay as under-the-radar as possible. Leave your personal cells here; we’ve got satellite phones and radios in the car. Do whatever you’ve got to do to prepare. We head out in five.” 

Reid stood then, and headed into the kitchen alone and put his empty mug in the sink. He leaned against it with both hands and sighed heavily. 

He heard soft footfalls behind him, and then small arms wrapped around his torso from behind. A head leaned against his back. He smiled and clasped both of Sara’s hands in his. “I have to go again,” he said gently. “But you’ll be in good hands. You’ll be safe.” 

“Will you?”

There was no way he could answer her honestly, but sometimes, he realized, lying was a necessary evil. “Of course I will. You listen to your sister, okay?” 

“I will.” Sara squeezed him tighter. In the reflection of the small window over the sink, Reid could see Maya standing in the entrance to the kitchen. 

“Give me a minute with Maya, would you?” 

Sara released him and headed into the living room, leaving the two of them alone in the kitchen. She didn’t have to say anything. He could see it in her eyes—he had seen it before, in the weeks between the incident and their trip to Switzerland. He wasn’t sure he was ready to let go of them as his little girls, but they were ready to be more than that now.

“I know you don’t want me to treat you like children,” he told her. “But—”

“I know,” she interjected softly. “It’s okay. Go do what you have to do.” 

Reid held back a thin smile. “You were eavesdropping, weren’t you?”

“Little bit.” She shrugged. “Will you call us when you’re able? Let us know what’s happening.” 

“I will,” Reid promised.

“And be careful.” 

This time Reid couldn’t help but smile. “This seems a bit backwards, doesn’t it?”

She hugged him tightly. “I’m not going to say goodbye.” 

He thought of something that Maria had once told him. We don’t say goodbyes. Not now, not ever.

“How about, I’ll see you tomorrow?” Reid offered.

“Yeah,” she murmured. “Okay. See you tomorrow.” 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE

 

Awad bin Saddam stood on the bow of the small freighter, peering out over the dark water. In the distance, no more than two to three miles away, he could see the bright lights of the Chemical Coast, the New Jersey industrial port at which they would make their first stop. 

He turned to the two men behind him. Both were dressed in the same gray jumpsuit as Awad was, zipped up the front from crotch to throat and emblazoned on the back with the orange logo of the freight company they were disguised as. 

“Anil. Dilshad. You two will disembark here.” He handed Anil a slip of paper, folded in half, on which he had written their instructions. “Go to the parking lot beyond the docks. There you will find a white truck bearing the license plate that is written on that paper. The keys are in the driver’s side wheel well.” Awad recited the instructions as they had been told to him by the Libyan. “The truck has a navigation system; take it to the address I’ve written there, and get the cargo in the water—discreetly. If you’re quick about it, you can get there before sunrise. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Awad,” said Anil. 

“Yes, brother,” Dilshad nodded.

“When you are through, go to the second location I’ve written,” Awad continued. “Use the truck to block the flow of traffic. Disable it, if you must. It will ensure maximum loss of life. It is there you will meet your most glorious purpose.” 

He reached out with both hands and gently touched each of them in the back of their necks, forming a rough triangle with their heads bowed slightly. “We have come too far to fail now. We do this for the Brotherhood. We do this for Abdallah. We do this for the Prophet, and for Allah, praise be unto him.” 

“Praise be unto him,” the two brothers murmured in unison.

Awad reached into a baggy pocket of his gray coveralls and pulled out a black pistol. He flipped it around in his hand and held the grip out to Anil. “If anyone tries to stop you—do what is necessary.” 

Anil took it and nodded. 

Awad said a short prayer for his two brothers, bid them goodbye, and headed below deck to the cabin where the other two of the Brotherhood waited for him. They would not fail him, he knew. They were as committed as he; the weak had been culled from their ranks, and though only five remained, they were stronger than ever.

Or nearly so.

“Are we not disembarking?” Hassan asked as he stood from his chair. “The sea turns my stomach.” 

“No,” Awad said brusquely, “we are not. Anil and Dilshad are going ashore to do what must be done. The three of us must remain here. We will be heading north, but not much farther. We are nearly there, brothers.” He reached beneath the melamine table and hauled up one of the three silver cases, setting it down heavily between them. “Hassan, Ahmed, gather around.” Awad unclasped the lock and lifted the lid to reveal the wide screen, the control panel and stick of the guidance system. “You must learn before we arrive.” 

Hassan exchanged a concerned glance with Ahmed. “Learn what, Awad?” asked the son of bin Mohammed.

Awad smirked. “How to pilot a submarine.” 

 

*

 

“I’ve got the parade route,” Strickland announced from the back seat, navigating a touch-screen tablet. Beside him, Watson leaned over to see for himself. “Looks like they’re starting from Madison Square Park, heading east, and crossing Park Avenue to Lexington. From there the procession will head north several blocks until they reach the Chrysler Building; then turning right and heading down to United Nations Headquarters.”  

“That’s where President Pierson will be giving his speech,” Maria noted from the driver’s seat. Her eyes were fixed to the dark highway, maintaining a cruising speed of about eighty. “In front of the UN building.” 

“Which means security will be tightest there,” said Watson. “It’s an attractive target, but also the most unlikely.” 

Reid nodded his agreement in the passenger seat beside Maria. The four of them had just dropped the girls off with Mitch, and were en route to New York. Reid had left his cell phone with Maya and put the satellite phone’s number in it, in case they ran into any trouble. “That’s assuming Pierson still shows up today. Besides, I don’t think it’s about heads of state. This parade wouldn’t even be happening if not for the embassy bombing. I think this is about maximum casualties.” 

“Then what’s the most viable target?” Strickland asked. “The Chrysler Building?”

“The streets,” Maria replied simply. “That’s where people will be. With the parade route shut down there won’t be any traffic, but there will be a ton of bodies.” 

“But think about the mechanics of a general street-level attack against a localized strike on a vertical structure,” Strickland argued. “They stand a much higher success rate on a building—”

“You’re thinking in terms of past attacks,” Maria countered. “This is new territory. Besides, the Brotherhood could have already placed explosives, just like they did with the embassy in Baghdad, but in more than one location…” 

“We can’t make an assumption either way,” Reid interjected. “We have to assume that the target could be anywhere along the parade route. However, there might be one educated guess we can make. We don’t know the weapon they’ll use, but we know their MO. With the embassy and on the tugboat, they used remote detonators. With the submarine drone, they used a remote guidance system. In all three cases, their weapons used high shortwave frequencies.” 

“Kent,” Watson muttered, “please tell me you’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking.” 

“Bixby gave us four RF jammers,” Reid said. Watson groaned behind him. “Top of the line, more powerful than anything on the commercial market. We carry them with us and find the most strategic places along the parade route, and activate them as it begins. They’ll disrupt any frequency a remote detonator might be on—not to mention that I’m not yet discounting the possibility of aerial drones…”

“Sure,” said Watson. “They’ll also disrupt the radio of every cop, fed, and emergency personnel in a six-block radius. If the Brotherhood’s weapon doesn’t utilize high shortwave frequency, and the attack goes off, we’ll be crippling the entire communications system of everyone capable of doing something about it.” 

“That’s why we’ll have to split up,” Reid said. “Cover as much area as we can between us, and keep the satellite phones on in case we need to shut the jammers off quickly—”

“Not to mention cell phones,” Watson added. “Any phone that’s not on a wifi network will be useless…” 

“That’s why we’re using the sat phones,” Reid said, growing irritated. 

“The feds will know in minutes that someone’s jamming frequencies…” 

He twisted around in his seat. “Do you have a better idea, John?” 

Watson stared back stoically. “No. I don’t. But that doesn’t mean I like this one.” 

Reid sighed. “It’s the best we’ve got to work with. Of course we’ll keep our eyes and ears open for anything suspicious, but in the meantime, I’m open to suggestion.” 

No one spoke for a long moment. 

Then Strickland said, “You know, the UN building is right on the shore of the East River. If that was the target—and I’m not saying it is—what are the odds they’ll try to use a submarine drone again?”

Reid shook his head. “There’s no way. The wall of the river on that side is several feet of concrete, and the president will be speaking on the street side of the building. It’s not a bad thought, but I don’t think the Brotherhood would hinge their big plan on just the possibility of doing some damage and taking a few lives.” 

“Yeah,” Strickland agreed quietly. “You’re probably right. Just a thought.” 

 

*

 

Maria took them into Manhattan through the Lincoln Tunnel, and then navigated 42nd Street to 5th Avenue. Traffic was surprisingly light, though Reid had to concede that he couldn’t recall the last time he drove Manhattan before sunup. 

They took 5th Avenue to Madison Square Park, the origin point for the military parade that would begin in roughly six hours, and then navigated another two blocks and pulled into a parking garage near the Flatiron Building. Maria guided the black sedan into a spot on the second level and cut the engine.

“Alright,” Reid said, checking his watch. “Let’s sync time, and then scout the parade route. Leave the gear in the car for now. We’ll reconvene here and determine the best positions for the RF jammers.” 

They got out of the car and stretched their limbs. Over the roof of the sedan, Maria smiled at Reid. 

“What’s that for?” he asked. 

She shrugged one shoulder. “You asked me earlier if I thought we could do this.” She glanced back at Watson and Strickland. “I think we can.” 

“Good.” Reid returned her smile. “Because I think we’re going to need that optimism.” He stepped out in front of their car.

Tires squealed, and Reid leapt backward as a black SUV with its headlights off came to a screeching halt right in the space he had just occupied. A second truck came from the other direction and stopped just as abruptly, their bumpers nearly touching and effectively blocking in Maria’s car. 

Reid’s instincts kicked in as his hand wrapped around the hilt of the Glock hanging from a holster in his jacket. But Maria sharply held up a hand, signaling him to hold. He paused; if it was the FBI or NYPD, drawing on them might result in a firefight that he definitely did not want. 

But it was neither. The doors of the two SUVs swung open, and Reid found himself on the wrong end of an AR-15 pointed at his nose. 

He couldn’t tell if these were the same people that were on his op back in the desert outside Albaghdadi. Each of them was practically indistinguishable from the next, dressed in black with tactical vests and guns strapped to every available body part. Despite the dim lighting of the parking garage, they wore sunglasses and black caps on their heads. 

And if the silver triangular emblem on their shoulder with the coiled black snake didn’t say enough, their leader’s lopsided smirk certainly did.

“Well, well,” said Fitzpatrick as he grinned at them. “Ain’t this my lucky day. Looks like we get to watch the sunrise together, Agent Zero.” 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY SIX

 

“Let’s see those hands,” said the leader of the Division, his automatic rifle pointed directly at Reid. “Come on now, nice and high.” 

Reid glanced over at Maria and he could see she was thinking the same thing he was. How did they get to us? His fingers twitched as he wondered how fast he could draw on them. Maria shook her head slightly, almost imperceptibly. He read her clearly; she was telling him not to try anything. The Division had the drop on them. It would be over in seconds and theirs would be the losing side. 

He put his hands up over his head.

“Good,” Fitzpatrick said. “Real good. Now then, let’s—”

“How?” Maria demanded. “We left everything behind. How did you find us?”

Fitzpatrick’s grin widened. “You didn’t leave everything behind, did you? You brought him.” He gestured with the barrel of his gun towards Strickland.

“Me?” The young agent’s eyes widened in shock.

“That’s right, Mr. Ranger.” Fitzpatrick, Reid realized, could not seem to pass up an opportunity to gloat over a victory. “Seems you’re not as good an actor as you think you are. You tried to kiss ass to the wrong people and they figured you out.” 

Strickland’s arms lowered as he patted himself down, running his hands along his shirt, his pockets, and his jeans.

“Hey now,” Fitzpatrick growled. “Hands up. Besides, you’d have to dig deeper than that to find it.” 

Strickland’s mouth fell open slightly as one hand absently moved to his left bicep. He looked sharply at Reid. “I didn’t know,” he insisted. “I got cut in the helicopter crash… they must have slipped it in when they were cleaning the wound.” 

“It’s okay, Todd,” Reid murmured. Riker. She had Strickland implanted with a tracking device, just like both his daughters had. This is my fault. He was the one who told Strickland to distance himself outwardly. Share in Riker’s disdain for me, if you can. Complain about me. Try to get me off your op. See if she tries to get you into her little inner circle. That’s what he had told Strickland. But Riker was apparently savvier than he expected. 

“Fitzpatrick, something big is going down soon,” Reid said slowly. “I’m talking major loss of life. That’s why we’re here, to stop it…”

“They told me you’d say that,” the mercenary replied.

Reid’s nostrils flared in frustration. “Of course they would. They’re in on it.” 

“They told me you’d say that too.” Fitzpatrick grinned wider. “But here’s the thing, Agent Zero. I’m getting paid a whole lot of money to babysit you for the next couple of hours. So the eight of us, we’re just going to sit tight for a while.” 

Reid’s brow furrowed deeply. The next couple of hours? The military procession didn’t start for several more hours. Why would Fitzpatrick be ordered to hold us here for such a specific amount of time? 

“And then,” the mercenary continued, “we’re going to head back down to Langley, and you’re going to explain the trunk full of stolen gear you’ve got in your car.”

Maria glanced sharply at Reid. They knew. The agency knew that they had “borrowed” the equipment from Bixby—and they had let it happen so they had something to pin on him later.

“Now,” Fitzpatrick sighed, “we can’t exactly sit out in the open like this, so let’s have you two—”

Fitzpatrick was interrupted by a sharp monophonic tone… coming from Reid’s own pocket. 

“You got a phone on you?” The leader of the Division turned to one of his men. “Keep on him.” He stepped forward and tugged the black satellite phone loose from Reid’s pocket as it continued to ring. “Let’s just see who this is, hmm?” Fitzpatrick pressed the button to answer. “Hello, you’ve reached Agent Zero,” he said in a mocking approximation of Reid’s voice. “He can’t come to the phone right now… Hello? Hello?” He shrugged as he ended the call. “Dead air.” He tucked the phone into a pocket of his tac vest. “Alright, your four turn around.” Fitzpatrick tugged a long thick zip tie from his vest. “Don’t want you trying anything brash now.” 

Reid thought desperately for a way out, but nothing came to him. There were four guns on them. There was nothing they could do. Even if he could subdue Fitzpatrick, he’d be risking the other members of his team.

He started to turn in place when the satellite phone rang again from Fitzpatrick’s vest.

“Oh, what the hell is this?” the mercenary griped. He tore the phone from the pocket and held it up for Reid to see. “Who is this?” he demanded.

Reid shook his head. “I don’t know.” 

“Answer it.” Fitzpatrick tossed him the phone. “And make it sound convincing.” 

Reid pressed the button and held it to his ear. All eyes were on him as he said, “This is Zero.” There was a small hiss of static, but no answer. “Dead again,” he told Fitzpatrick. 

“Hey!” shouted one of the other the Division mercenaries. “Where’s the black guy?”

Reid turned sharply to see that Watson, who had been standing behind Maria a moment ago, was gone. 

Fitzpatrick grunted angrily and grabbed his guy by the collar of his tac vest, shaking him roughly. “You were supposed to keep eyes on him!” he bellowed. “Go find him, now!” The mercenary nodded frantically and hurried off down the parking deck. 

“Give me that phone,” Fitzpatrick growled as he snatched the satellite phone from Reid’s hand. “Now turn around, all three of you, and—” The phone rang a third time in his hand. “Son of a bitch!” 

Fitzpatrick was losing his cool quickly. He reared back, threatening to smash the phone to the concrete floor of the parking deck. 

The barrel of the AR-15 tracked left, off of Reid. 

He didn’t hesitate. Reid rushed forward and grabbed the barrel with one hand, keeping it pointed downward. With his other he swept upward, disarming the mercenary just as he had before back at the Brotherhood’s compound—but this time, he swung the stock up and directly into Fitzpatrick’s chin. 

The black metal stock of the gun cracked against the mercenary’s face and Fitzpatrick fell backwards. At nearly the same time, the other two Division members swung their rifles to level at Reid. He ignored them and aimed the AR-15 down at Fitzpatrick, prostrate on the ground. 

The mercenary grunted and rolled over. He wiped blood from his lips with the back of his gloved hand. “What are you waiting for?” he hissed at his men. “Shoot him!”

“Shoot him and all three of you die,” Maria said succinctly. Reid hazarded a glance over his shoulder; with the automatic rifles off of them, both she and Strickland had Glocks out, aimed at each of the mercenaries tracking Reid.

The two Division members glanced nervously between Reid, Fitzpatrick, and the guns pointed at them. But Fitzpatrick only chuckled. “Got ourselves into yet another standoff, huh?” He spat more blood on the cement. “You, Agent Zero… you’re trouble. Three times now I’ve had the chance to kill you. Trust me; I won’t be making that mistake again.” 

Three? Reid thought. There was the compound, and now the parking deck—what was the third? His hands tightened around the gun. 

“You hear me, Agent?” Fitzpatrick grunted as he rose slowly to his feet. “You’re gonna have to kill me, ‘cause if not, I’m gonna kill you.” 

“Stand down, Fitzpatrick,” Reid warned.

“Or what?” Fitzpatrick smirked. “You gonna shoot me? You had so much love for those terrorists back in Iraq. Didn’t want us shootin’ unarmed men. Well, here I am. You got me dead to rights. Go ahead. Shoot.” 

Reid’s finger twitched against the trigger. He wanted to; in fact, he knew he should. The mercenary was not going to give him another chance. But if he did, he wouldn’t just be killing a man with no weapons in his hands. The other two mercs would fire on him in an instant. 

“Come on, Agent,” Fitzpatrick goaded. “Splatter my brains all over the cement.” Fitzpatrick leaned forward slowly until his forehead was pressed right up against the barrel of the AR-15. “What are you waiting for?!” he shouted.

Reid, focusing on the gun and Fitzpatrick’s face, barely saw the movement as the mercenary’s hand slipped to his belt and pulled free a wood-stocked Sig Sauer pistol.

Reid’s finger tightened on the trigger, ready to fire if necessary and hoping against hope that Strickland and Maria could get a shot off in time—

Fitzpatrick’s body jerked to the side as a red sedan plowed into him. For a moment he seemed weightless, hovering over the hood of the car as his legs flew out from beneath him. Then the sedan’s brakes screeched and Fitzpatrick was flung forward, careening through the air for about twelve feet before skidding limply on the cement floor of the deck.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN

 

Several things happened all at once, without time for Reid to process any one of them. The brakes on the red sedan shrieked as it came to a halt in front of them. Fitzpatrick’s body slid across the concrete. Reid dropped himself to the floor, landing painfully on his forearms but out of the line of fire. Two shots went off over his head—both pistol shots. The two Division mercenaries yelped and fell beside him. 

He scrambled to his feet again as Maria and Strickland quickly knelt to relieve the downed mercs of their rifles. One man groaned and held his shoulder; the other gripped his thigh, hissing breaths through his clenched teeth.

The door of the red sedan swung open and a familiar woman emerged—a woman with short dark hair, swept across her forehead, and equally dark eyes. She glanced dispassionately at Fitzpatrick, who twitched as he struggled for gasping breaths. 

“Talia,” Reid said in disbelief. She had actually come, and even more unbelievable, had somehow managed to find them.

“Are we that easy to find?” Maria griped, thinking the same. 

“We should move,” Talia said simply. “Someone will have heard those shots; police will come. Grab your things. Leave these men behind—” 

From elsewhere in the parking deck came a short burst of automatic gunfire, followed by two pistol shots in quick succession, one-two. Then silence.

Talia raised an eyebrow. “Are there others?”

“Not anymore,” Reid guessed. 

Watson came trotting out of the darkness and into the dim lighting of their level. “We have to go,” he said. Then he frowned at Mendel. “Who’s this?”

“Later,” Reid said in response. “Maria, get the trunk. Everyone grab a bag of gear.” He reached in and hauled out a black canvas bag for himself. Maria, Watson, and Talia did the same—but Strickland did not. Instead he knelt beside the two downed mercenaries and set about zip-tying their hands and relieving them of their radios and side arms. 

“Todd, what are you doing? Leave them.” 

Strickland shook his head. “I can’t come. I’m being tracked. I’d lead them right to us.”

Reid had nearly forgotten about the implant. “We’ll split up. If they find you, you can lead them away…”

The young agent shook his head. “Can’t risk it. If I stay here, they’ll think we’re all still with the Division. It should buy you some time.” 

“And what if the cops come?” Maria demanded.

Strickland pulled his Glock from its holster and passed it off to Agent Mendel. “Then four mercenaries attacked a single unarmed CIA agent,” he said with a smirk.

Reid scoffed. “They’ll still arrest you.” 

He nodded. “Probably. But it’s worth it if we put a stop to this. Now get out of here, would you?”

“Thanks, Todd.” Maria nodded to him and hurried down the deck, followed by Watson and Mendel. 

Reid bent and picked up the satellite phone that Fitzpatrick had dropped when Talia ran him over. He glanced over at Fitzpatrick, who was twitching on the pavement, struggling to breathe, let alone move. “Hey. Do what you can to keep him from dying.” 

Strickland frowned. “Really?”

Reid nodded. “Believe me, it’s not compassion talking. If we make it through this, there are a few questions I’d like to ask him.” Fitzpatrick might have been stubborn, boisterous, and arrogant, but he obviously knew some things about what was going on—chief among them, who was paying him and the Division to keep the agents at bay. 

“Good luck, Kent.” 

“You too, Todd.” Reid jogged down the deck after the others. “Agent Watson,” he said as he caught up to them, “this is Agent Talia Mendel, Mossad.” 

“Mossad, huh?” said Watson, sounding impressed. “How’d you get yourself mixed up in this?”

“She has a thing for Kent,” Maria muttered.

“That is true,” Talia said candidly. Despite their situation, Reid felt his face flush. “But also, the Brotherhood is my assignment. Where they are, I will be.” 

They reached the street level as the sun was just beginning to rise. Traffic had increased since they had entered the city and more people were out; the city that never sleeps was coming alive. 

“We’ll head to Madison Square Park and split off from there,” Reid told them as he quickened his pace. He could hear sirens wailing in the distance, though he couldn’t be sure it was for the incident in the parking garage or not; it was not an uncommon sound in the city. 

“You want to tell us how you found us?” Maria demanded of Mendel. 

“My satellite phone,” Reid intervened. “That was you calling, wasn’t it?”

Talia nodded. “I called your cell phone upon arrival. Your daughter gave me the number to the satellite phone, and I tracked it by GPS. When that man answered it, I assumed you were in some sort of difficulty.” 

“Thanks for that, by the way,” Reid said breathlessly. “Wait, Maya willingly gave you the number to my sat phone?”

Talia smiled. “Your daughter is quite keen, Agent Zero. I told her who I was; she said that if it was true, I would know the password that disabled the submarine drone in Israel.” 

“Yeah,” he agreed. “She is very keen.” He was immensely proud of how resourceful his daughter was; he hated to admit it, but she would make a hell of an agent if she remained determined to follow that path. They definitely weren’t little girls anymore; Maya had outwitted a Division member and Sara had knocked him unconscious.  He couldn’t help but smile a little recounting the scene in the kitchen, Maya being so concerned for his safety rather than the other way around. 

This seems a bit backwards, he had told her. It all seemed backwards; them acting against agency orders, trying to stop an attack while everyone else seemed to believe that the threat of the Brotherhood had passed—

Reid stopped suddenly and sucked in a breath. “Son of a bitch,” he murmured as a chill of terror ran down his spine. “It’s backwards.” 

“Zero?” Watson said questioningly. 

“What is it?” Maria asked as she paused on the sidewalk beside him. 

“It’s backwards!” he practically shouted. “I can’t believe I didn’t see it before. The password to the submarine drone, ‘qafan,’ is transliterated English. But it’s backwards; Arabic is written right to left. It’s not ‘qafan.’ It’s nafaq, which would translate to—”

“Tunnel,” Maria murmured. “Nafaq means ‘tunnel.’”

Reid was rooted to the spot, frozen, as Cartwright’s words from earlier ran through his head. Frankly, it would be suicide for anyone to try something.

The FBI, NYPD, Secret Service, emergency personnel of every type—they would all be at the parade and concentrated at the UN building. Vigilant, aware… and in completely the wrong place. 

The parade was a red herring. A distraction. Back in the parking deck, Fitzpatrick had said he was supposed to hold them for the next couple of hours, well before the parade even began. If the attack came sooner, he reasoned, the Secret Service wouldn’t let the president within a hundred miles of New York—but Pierson wasn’t a target, and neither was the United Nations.

And if Reid’s team activated the RF jammers, they would, as Watson had pointed out, be crippling the communications system of anyone that could respond when the attack came.

They would be unwittingly helping the attack claim even more lives.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT

 

“It’s not about the parade at all,” Reid told his team quickly. “The attack is going to be on a tunnel.” His hands were shaking; their plan was completely disrupted and utterly wrong.

“But which one?” Talia asked. “How do we know where they’re targeting?”

“We don’t,” Reid said quickly. “We need to alert the authorities and shut them all down. It could be any of the major tunnels leading in or out of the island—Lincoln, Holland, Queens-Midtown, Brooklyn-Battery…”

Watson blinked at him. “You want us to ask them to shut down and evac every major underwater route into the city? They’ll think we’re insane. We’re already off agency radar on this.”

“Then we call it in as a bomb threat,” Reid said urgently. “Give them no other choice than to listen—”

“Are you insane?” Watson scoffed. “That’s grounds for incarceration, Zero—”

“What choice do we have?” Reid said heatedly. “Don’t you realize what’s at stake here?”

“Wait!” Maria shouted at them both. “Shut up a second. Listen, in Baghdad, the Brotherhood planted their bomb under the guise of a contractor crew, right? So maybe there’s a way to narrow this down.”

Reid understood immediately and already had his sat phone out, punching in a number he had memorized. “Bixby, it’s Zero,” he said before the engineer could greet him. “Listen to me. We have reason to believe the target is one of the primary tunnels leading into the city. I need to check right now and tell me if any of them are undergoing construction.” 

“On it,” Bixby said through the phone. Reid heard a clattering of keys in the background. “Looks like the Holland Tunnel is currently undergoing some construction on the north tube. It’s down to one lane about a quarter-mile in and spanning another half mile. It’s causing some major delays, total gridlock at the moment with all these people coming into town for the parade.” 

“Holland Tunnel,” Reid said quickly to Maria. “Alert the authorities—NYPD, MTA, FBI, whoever you can. Get it shut down and evacuated.” He turned to Watson. “Call Cartwright. Don’t talk to anyone else. Tell him what we think is going on, have him activate anyone the CIA has got in the area.” To Mendel he said, “Call 911 and tell them to send any emergency personnel available to the Holland Tunnel.” 

“Zero?” Bixby said through the phone. “What can I do to help?”

“Hedge our bets,” he told the engineer. The Holland Tunnel was a primary thoroughfare into New York, connecting the city to New Jersey, and was their best guess—but until there was evidence, it was still just that, a guess. “Get in touch with authorities on the opposite ends of the other three main tunnels leaving New York and do whatever you’ve got to do to shut them off to anyone coming in.” 

“No easy task,” Bixby said, “but I’ll do what I can.” The line clicked as he hung up. 

Reid’s heart was pounding a mile a minute with the prospect of a bomb being detonated in one of the underwater tunnels. Not only would there be immediate casualties, but if it was strong enough to collapse and flood the tubes, thousands would die. 

Calm down, he scolded himself. Think straight. 

“We need to get there,” he murmured aloud. If the authorities discovered a bomb, the RF jammers could stop any signal from detonating it. But the four of them were on the opposite side of the island from the Holland Tunnel. “We need a car.”

He stepped right out into the street, holding up both hands as oncoming traffic swerved around him amid sharp horn blasts. A yellow taxi screeched to a halt less than a foot from him, the irate driver shouting and gesticulating with his hands behind the windshield. Reid threw the door open. 

“Sir,” he said, “I need your vehicle.” 

“The hell are you talkin’ about?” The cabbie, a Jewish man in his fifties wearing a derby cap, scowled up at him. “Get out of here!”

Reid leaned over and, in one swift motion, unclipped the driver’s seatbelt with one hand as he dragged him out of the seat with the other, unceremoniously dropping the man to the pavement. “Sorry,” Reid muttered as he slid behind the wheel.

“Hey!” the driver shouted. “That’s my cab! Somebody stop that guy! Asshole!” 

Agent Mendel stepped up and, with a quick flash of a Glock, sent the cabbie fleeing for his life. She slid into the passenger seat with the black bag of equipment in her lap. Watson and Maria piled in quickly behind them, and Reid slammed the gas before their door was even shut. 

“911 is sending emergency services,” Talia told him. 

“MTA is shutting down the tunnel,” said Maria, “and the NYPD is sending every available unit. But evac is going to take some time. That tunnel is a mile and a half long.” 

“No answer from Cartwright,” Watson announced. “But I’ll keep trying.” 

Reid swerved in and out of traffic, cursing in frustration at his lack of speed. Screw it, he thought. “Hold on to something.” He jerked the wheel and mounted the curb, slamming on the horn in bursts to alert pedestrians out of his way. Any cops in the area would undoubtedly give chase in no time, but that was the least of his concerns at the moment. And hopefully, we’re the least of theirs, he thought. If the MTA and NYPD were taking the threat seriously, a stolen taxi was of little consequence.

“Everyone make sure you’ve got an RF jammer,” he told them between blasts from the horn. Mendel unzipped the black nylon bag and pulled out a handheld black box, about the size of a nineteen-eighties cell phone, with two rubber-coated antennae protruding from the top at odd angles.

“Got it,” Watson confirmed as well.

“Jammers?” said Talia questioningly. “That is your plan?”

Reid hardly had the time or the patience to go through another explanation. “Look, I can’t be sure, but this thing could be going off sooner than we anticipated, and we need to be ready for that if they can’t evacuate in time.” He turned specifically to her and added, “So yes, jammers. That’s my plan.” 

“You understand that for this to work, we would have to be positioned in range of the bomb, yes?”

“Yes,” Reid said tightly. No one else had made vocal that concern, though they must have certainly all been thinking it.

Mendel nodded once. “Okay.” 

“Who’s got the Parasite?” he asked. 

“Got it,” Maria said behind him.

“What the hell is a Parasite?” asked Watson.

“It’s a small UAV that can override the controls of another,” Reid told him. He gritted his teeth as he ran a red light, swerving around the perpendicular traffic. “If the Brotherhood is in a range close enough to detonate while still being outside the tunnel, it might come in handy to help locate them.” 

“And you know how to use it?”

“Um…” Bixby had given both him and Maria a crash course in the remote guidance system—but neither of them had actually tested it. “Yes,” he said simply. He didn’t bother explaining that they also had seismic detectors that would let them know the moment any bombs detonated in a particular radius, and shotgun motion sensors to pick up any aerial drone activity; the jammers were the key component. The rest of the equipment they had been outfitted with was more or less useless in the moment. 

Reid’s satellite phone rang, displaying Bixby’s number on the screen. He kept one hand firmly on the wheel as he flipped it over his shoulder to Maria. “Get that for me, would you?”

“Johansson,” Maria answered. “Uh-huh… Jesus…” Then she shouted, “Kent, stop!”

“What?”

“Stop the car!”

Reid grunted as he slammed the brakes. The taxi skidded to a halt in the middle of 26th Street. Angry New Yorkers shouted and waved rude gestures in their direction. “What? What is it?”

Maria put the phone on speaker. “Bixby, repeat what you just told me.” 

“The transit authority has just announced the closure of the Lincoln and Holland Tunnels,” Bixby said quickly. “But there’s something else; a truck just flipped on the eastbound tube of the Queens-Midtown Tunnel, Manhattan side. Traffic is already congested heading into the city; now both lanes are stopped heading into Queens, too.” 

Reid gaped at Talia beside him. An overturned truck? All four lanes congested? That couldn’t just be coincidence.

“I’m listening in on the police airwaves,” Bixby continued quickly, “and they’re saying there were two men in the truck, both dead on impact—and both of Middle Eastern descent. Neither was carrying ID.” 

“And this just happened?” Watson asked.

“Just now. Two minutes ago,” Bixby confirmed.

Reid had heard enough. He slammed the gas again and spun the wheel, pulling a U-turn in the middle of the street, blaring the horn as cars swerved around him. “It’s the Midtown Tunnel. That’s the target.” He jerked the wheel again and the taxi fishtailed onto Park Avenue. 

I was wrong. He blew the horn to clear pedestrians from his path. He had just focused every asset in New York on the two tunnels on the opposite side of the island. And while those were cleared out, the Queens-Midtown Tunnel was clogged, two lanes in each direction and more than a mile long. He tried to do some quick math in his head; they could be talking about casualties up to four or five thousand people. 

“Call everyone you can, tell them the target has changed and the attack is imminent,” Reid told his team. “If that crashed truck was them, it means they’re starting now. Trying to trap as many people down there as they can. Watson, call the agency. We need to let them know what’s happening. Tell them we’re on our way there now.” 

And hopefully not too late.

 

*

 

Awad bin Saddam leaned close to the radio, intently waiting for the signal to begin. 

He sat in the wheelhouse of the small freighter as they chugged slowly up the East River. A few feet from him, their Armenian helmsman silently piloted the boat. The Armenian spoke very little English and no Arabic, but he knew his role—he was to cruise up the river until Awad gave him the signal, and then idle until their task was accomplished.

After that, Awad planned to shoot him.

Below deck, Hassan and Ahmed were ready. The three silver cases that housed the remote guidance system were online and connected to the drones. Anil and Dilshad had done well so far; they had gotten the submarine drones in the water at precisely the directed position, two and a half kilometers from the freighter’s location. The signal was weaker than Awad would have liked, but it would have to suffice.

They had only one thing yet to do, the very thing that Awad was impatiently waiting for beside the radio. 

Then it came. A woman announced over the airwaves that the Lincoln and Holland Tunnels were being closed. They know, Awad thought. No matter; their attention was diverted. The reporter continued, announcing that the Queens-Midtown Tunnel’s westbound traffic had been blockaded by an overturned truck. 

The signal.

Awad rose quickly and gestured to the Armenian with a raised fist, signaling him to stop the boat. The helmsman nodded and cut the engine as Awad hurried out of the wheelhouse.

He wondered, briefly, if Anil and Dilshad were still alive. Not that it mattered. They had served their purpose, and soon, so would he.

The plan was simple. They had three drones; there would be three strikes. The first would hit at the eastern end of the tunnel, near Anil and Dilshad’s intentional crash, in case it was cleared quickly enough for traffic to flow again. As the panicked masses trampled each other to escape the water, the second drone would strike at the western side, blocking off any chance of escape. 

The third and final strike would be dead center, and at Awad’s own hand. He wanted more than just loss of life; he wanted destruction. He wanted to cause panic and fear and doubt. He did not want the bodies to be recoverable under cement and steel and water. 

His initial impression had been that with three drones, he could attack three tunnels. But the Libyan had advised against it. The tunnel walls were thick and well designed; a single strike could not guarantee the sort of annihilation he was hoping for. In fact, it was the arms dealer that had suggested the Midtown Tunnel in the first place. It was the unlikeliest of the major underwater causeways should anyone discover their plan to attack a tunnel of New York. 

His two brothers were waiting below deck, the silver cases open in front of them. Awad nodded to Ahmed, who would be the first to strike. 

“Let us begin,” he said. 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY NINE

 

Reid screeched to a halt at the congested mess of traffic on the sloping causeway leading down towards the Queens-Midtown Tunnel. He threw the taxi into park and clambered out as Talia, Maria, and Watson followed. None of them needed to exchange words as they sprinted between lanes of stopped cars towards the entrance. Reid led the way towards the dim mouth of the right tube, where a few MTA employees and two NYPD officers were attempting to simultaneously assuage the tense gridlocked situation and direct traffic away from the entrance, but there was nowhere for anyone to go. Traffic was bumper to bumper. Behind them, at the tunnel’s origin, was the overturned white utility truck that had caused the congestion, lying on its side and still smoldering. 

One of the officers saw the three agents approaching and he sharply held up a hand. “Please stay with your vehicles!” he said sternly. “We’re doing everything we can to clear the tunnel, but you have to stay with your—”

“Officer,” Reid said breathlessly, “it’s this tunnel. The Midtown Tunnel is the target. We have to get these people out of here.”
The cop frowned. “No,” he said in disbelief. “They told us it was the Holland Tunnel. They’re evacuating now—” 

“Right,” said Reid, “and while everyone is distracted there, no one is watching here. Trust me. Please.” 

The officer’s throat flexed. He glanced quickly over his shoulder. “Jesus,” he murmured. “There are thousands in there. This tunnel is more than a mile long…” 

“We need to get as many out by whatever means necessary,” Reid said forcefully. “Leave the cars. Just get the people out.” 

The cop nodded tightly. He pointed at his fellow officer. “Call this in. Get whoever you can down here.” To the MTA crew he said, “Radio the other end and have them start evacuation right now. Then take the other tube and start getting people out.” The officers and transit authority scattered immediately into the tunnels, waving their arms and shouting the order to evacuate.

“Watson, help them with the evac,” Reid said. “If you see anything suspicious, call the sat phone and activate the jammer.” 

“Kent!” Maria called to him as Watson jogged into the tunnel. She had gone over to inspect behind the overturned truck. “Come look at this!” 

He and Talia rushed over to her side. “What is it?” The rear doors of the utility truck had burst open when the vehicle flipped, and the contents had spilled out into the road, what appeared to be complex machine parts. Reid knelt and picked up one of the pieces. It looked like some sort of small motor, attached to a durable propeller by a rubber, waterproof gasket. “What are we looking at here?”

“I know what this is,” said Mendel quietly. “I’ve seen similar machines before, when Hamas tried to smuggle them over our border.” She looked Reid in the eye. “These are drone parts.” 

Underwater tunnels. The Queens-Midtown Tunnel ran beneath the East River. Nafaq. Tunnel. The attack on the USS New York wasn’t just an attack, he realized. It was a testing ground. Because if the submarine drone was powerful enough to sink a battleship, it was certainly enough to destroy a four-lane tunnel of concrete and steel. 

There’s another drone. The Brotherhood was there somewhere, with another remote guidance system—and at a potential range of two or three kilometers, they could be anywhere. 

“It’s a drone, just like in Israel,” he told them. “The USS New York was their instigation attack, and this is their masterstroke. They didn’t blow their primary weapon on the battleship—they were testing it.” 

“Kent, if this truck was crashed on purpose to trap people down there, then a drone could be on its way right now,” Maria said anxiously. 

She was right. They could be mere moments away from detonation. “Call Bixby, see if we have any assets we have on the East River,” he said quickly. “Alert the Coast Guard and tell them we’re looking for a submersible drone packing a lot of punch. They need to keep an eye on their radar, far as they’re able to see—”

Maria shook her head. “Won’t work. The drone in Israel had stealth capability.” 

“But it’ll still show up on infrared,” Mendel offered. “The bigger problem is what the hell we can do about it if they spot it. There’s nothing on the river that fast…” 

“There might be something,” Maria murmured. She pulled the RF jammer out of her bag and pushed it into Reid’s hands. “Take this. You two place them in the tunnel, one at each entrance. That’s the most likely place for a strike.” She hefted the black bag over her shoulder and started away from the mouth of the tube.

“Wait, where are you going?” Reid called after her.

“I’ve got a backup plan,” she shouted back. “Go!”

He didn’t have to be told twice. He and Talia sprinted for the tunnel entrance, his bag slung over one shoulder and the RF jammer under one arm. 

“How are we going to get to the other side?” Talia asked. “We don’t have time to travel on foot.” 

Reid looked around frantically at the mess of traffic. He spotted a motorcyclist in a black helmet on a sports bike, trying to edge his way between two stopped cars as the driver shouted at him. 

“Sir,” Reid said as he hurried over towards the bike and its rider. “We’re going to need your motorcycle.” 

“What?” said the confused male voice from behind the helmet’s visor.

“No time,” Talia muttered. She pulled Strickland’s Glock from the waist of her pants. “Off the bike, now.” 

“Jeez, take it!” The motorcyclist leapt off the bike and scrambled away backwards, his hands in the air at the sight of the gun. 

“We need to evacuate this tunnel,” Reid told the cyclist as he mounted the motorcycle. “You want to help save some lives? Tell everyone you can.” Talia jumped on behind him, her hands tight around his waist. He opened the throttle carefully as he guided the sports bike between the rows of stopped cars and into the tunnels. The din of honking horns and shouting voices echoed in the tube, twice as loud as in the open streets of the city.

“Maria’s right,” Reid shouted over his shoulder. “If I was the Brotherhood, I’d aim for an entrance. And I don’t think it’s any coincidence that a truck overturned at the Manhattan side of the tunnel. We should drop an active jammer on this end.” He slowed the bike and stopped about two hundred yards inside the tunnel, where there was a break in the metal railing that separated the elevated concrete causeway from the two lanes of traffic. He carefully navigated the bike up onto the narrow walkway, and then took the RF jammer from Talia.

She looked dubious. “If we turn that on, we’re knocking out any cell phone and radio reception in a five-hundred yard radius.” 

“I know.” They had no choice; it was either cripple communications or risk the drone strike. Reid held his breath for a moment, and then he flicked the switch and set the jammer down on the elevated causeway, out of the way of tires and people.

His throat felt tight as he stared down the straight concrete walkway. It was meant as an access for maintenance workers and was less than three feet across, boxed in by the curved wall of the tube on one side and a steel banister on the other.

“You can’t be serious,” Talia said in his ear. 

“We have to get to the other side somehow, and this is the fastest way. Just… hang on.” Reid gritted his teeth and twisted the throttle. The sports bike started forward, barely more than a few inches on either side of the handlebars. Not much margin for error, Reid thought grimly. 

He kept the bike as steady as possible as he increased his speed to twenty, then thirty. You got this, he told himself, holding his breath as he kept his focus on the restricted thoroughfare.

Hard as he tried to concentrate, he could see in his periphery the mass of stopped cars in both lanes. As he picked up speed it looked like a river of vehicles rushing by, though not a single one was moving but them. He saw people getting out of their cars, heading towards one end of the tunnel or another; he heard the blaring honks, sounding distant behind the whine of the bike’s engine, from drivers too stubborn to leave their cars behind. 

He felt Talia adjust slightly behind him to peer over his shoulder. “Careful,” she warned. She was looking at the speedometer; they were going nearly sixty. “I’d very much like to not die today.” 

“If that drone hits, we’re dying anyway,” Reid said too softly for her to hear. 

After about a half mile he slowed the bike and came to a halt. The line of cars was seemingly endless, the slight curve of the tunnel obscuring either possible exit. The people down here were, quite literally, sitting targets. Many of the cars were in park or even turned off altogether, and several people had exited their vehicles and were attempting, in vain, to get a signal on their cell phones. 

“Why are we stopped?” Talia asked.

“Watson and the NYPD will never get down this far in time,” Reid told her. He waved to a man in a business suit that was holding his cell phone over his head, as if it would help him gain a bar or two of reception. “Hey! Sir! We need to evacuate the tunnel! Leave your car, leave your belongings, and spread the word!” 

The man stared at Reid for a brief moment, his mouth agape—then he took off running down the tunnel, edging his way between cars.

Talia scoffed. “So much for the welfare of your fellow man.” 

“Evacuate?” A young woman standing idly nearby called out to them. Reid winced; she was gripping the hand of a small girl with brown hair, no more than six or seven years old. 

“Yes,” Reid confirmed. “And quickly. Please, tell everyone you can along the way.” 

The woman nodded. She knocked twice on the window of the car beside hers. “We need to evacuate the tunnel! Come on!” Then she hurried on to the next, her daughter trailing quickly.

Reid swallowed the lump in his throat. He wished he could warn every soul down there, one by one, but there was no time for that. He opened the throttle again, gaining speed as they hurtled towards the opposite end of the Midtown Tunnel. He stayed focused on the concrete rushing by below and alongside him, though he struggled to resist the urge to glance back and make sure that the young mother and little girl were making their way out safely. But the tight knot of panic in his stomach told him that if the drone was already on its way, they would never make it out in time.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY

 

Just outside the Queens-Midtown Tunnel, Maria reached into her black bag and pulled out two silver cases. She used the closed trunk of a nearby police cruiser as a tabletop and unclasped the first case. The remote guidance system opened like a laptop computer, with a small silver control stick in the center. 

The second case contained a very small, ultra lightweight triangular object, the appearance of which was remarkably similar to the F-117 Blackbirds capable of stealthily delivering warheads over hostile zones. 

Maria lifted it carefully—the drone felt as if it was made of plastic and might break if she dropped it—and set it atop the roof of the car. She took a deep breath as she examined the control module and tried to summon the brief instructions Bixby had given her. 

“Okay,” she told herself. “I can do this.” She punched the initiation sequence in on the keyboard and the small drone whirred to life, lifting off a few inches from the car’s roof. Maria took the control stick in her hand and pulled back gently.

The Parasite drone shot up about twenty-five feet in an instant; the controls were incredibly delicate. She toggled slightly to the left and then to the right, feeling out the sensitivity and responsiveness. The drone flitted back and forth like a hummingbird. 

“Alright. Now the camera…” She flipped a switch on the control panel and the screen before her flickered to life, showing the drone’s view of the street and traffic jam below. With one hand holding the stick steady, she adjusted the camera’s view to be roughly a forty-five degree from the drone’s position. I think I got this. She pushed forward on the stick and sent the Parasite zooming out over the East River. 

Through the drone’s camera-lens eye she could see a handful of boats on the river—sailing vessels, a passenger ferry chugging parallel to Manhattan, a few motorboats. They’re out there, right now. But the purpose of the Parasite wasn’t to find the one controlling the drone. 

Maria slid into the passenger seat of the unlocked cruiser with the guidance system open on her lap as she made a call on the satellite phone and put it on speaker.

“This is Bixby.” 

“Is the Parasite submersible?” she blurted anxiously as she piloted the drone perpendicular away from the Midtown Tunnel.

“Huh?”

Maria grunted irritably. “It’s Johansson. Is the Parasite drone submersible?”

He blew out a breath. “Theoretically? Yes. Actually? I couldn’t say…”

She stifled the urge to scream a curse through the phone and instead asked, through gritted teeth, “What does that mean?” 

“The Parasite was designed to take control of ground and air drones,” Bixby explained quickly. “It may seem fragile, but it can withstand heavy rain and wind resistance. It is, for all intents and purposes, waterproof. But I’ve never tested it underwater. I didn’t see a need.” 

“There’s a need now. I just want to know if it’ll work.” 

“Yes,” Bixby confirmed. “It’ll work… but it wasn’t designed to navigate underwater. You’re going to lose significant speed and almost all maneuverability. The only chance you’ll have to stop a submersible drone is to get ahead of it in the air and then submerge in its trajectory. Remember, the Parasite needs a proximity of about fifteen yards to effectively disable a host drone long enough to port with it.” 

“Okay.” Maria toggled a switch to turn on the Parasite’s infrared. It would be her best bet to see the submarine drone approaching. “Stay on the line. I’m going to need you to walk me through this.” 

“Alright.” Bixby hesitated a moment before adding, “Johansson, you know they’ll be able to trace this call to your location, right?”

“Yeah,” she said. “I know.” She piloted the Parasite drone over the East River, scoping downward via the infrared camera. She ignored any heat signatures that appeared sedentary or slow-moving—the boats on the water—and searched for anything fast moving, specifically heading towards the Queens-Midtown Tunnel.

The trouble was she didn’t know if the drone would approach from the north or the south. 

“Assuming it’s the type of submarine drone I’m familiar with,” Bixby said through the speaker of the satellite phone, “it’ll be coming in pretty hot, at a speed of about forty-five knots—that’s about fifty miles an hour. The Parasite is much faster than that in the air, but once it hits the water your top speed is going to be less than half of that, so you’ll have to get ahead of it. Let me do a quick calculation here to see just how far…”

Maria barely heard him, focused as she was on the river. She was getting quite adept with the Parasite, using only the fingertips of her thumb and index finger on the control stick, making minute adjustments to its altitude and shifting the trajectory.

“I don’t see anything from the south,” she noted. “I’m going to turn it around and check north—” She stopped abruptly as a small, thin streak of red suddenly appeared on the mostly blue screen in front of her. It was moving fairly quickly, even in relation to the Parasite’s speed.

“Oh my god,” she murmured. “Bixby, I’ve got visual.” There was no doubt about it; the orange-red heat signature on the screen was too small to be a boat, and moving too fast to be anything but the submarine drone. “I see it! It’s about…” She locked onto it with the Parasite’s tacheometer. “It’s about seven hundred yards from the tunnel, heading right for the Manhattan side.” 

“Moving at its top speed, impact will be just under thirty seconds,” Bixby rattled off, his voice rising an octave in panic. “Get in front of it, now.” 

“How far?”

“Um…”

“Bixby!” Maria hissed.

“At least two hundred yards,” the engineer guessed. “No, two fifty.” 

Maria pushed the control stick forward so hard she was afraid she might break the thin metal rod. The Parasite shot forward, towards the drone, the distance closing quickly towards two hundred and fifty yards.  

Icy fingers of genuine fear gripped at her throat, making it harder to breathe. We don’t say goodbyes, she had told Kent. Not now. Not ever. On every operation throughout her entire career she had been fully aware that it might be her last, and she prepared herself mentally and emotionally for that possibility. 

But this was different. Her life was not at stake; she was safely seated in the backseat of a silver luxury car roughly a quarter-mile from the intended point of impact, watching a red blip on a screen that represented a bomb capable of killing several thousand people—including Watson. Including Agent Mendel. 

Including Kent. 

Maria’s lung burned as she realized she had been holding her breath. She sucked air through her nostrils as the distance wound down to two hundred and fifty yards. Then she switched the view to the Parasite’s digital camera and aimed the drone downward towards the surface of the East River.

“Submerging now,” she said, her voice sounding eerily calm, as if not her own.

The image on the screen shook violently as the drone hit the water. For a moment she could see nothing but bubbles; then the screen flickered to black. “Shit,” she muttered. “Lost the camera feed.” She switched back to infrared and scanned for the submarine drone. 

Her view was almost entirely blue, growing darker as the drone plunged further into the East River’s depths. Bixby was right; she lost almost all speed, pushing the control stick as far forward as possible and still feeling as if the Parasite was struggling along. She pulled slightly to the left and the drone’s trajectory curved in a wide arc. 

If the submarine changes course, I’ll never be able to catch it…

“Johansson?” The engineer’s urgent voice cut into her thoughts. She had nearly forgotten about Bixby. “Remember, fifteen yards is the minimum required distance to disable the drone, and you’ll have only seconds to port with it.” 

“Right.” Maria held the stick forward as the Parasite chugged ever downward, trying to match the depth of the submersible drone. She didn’t have a visual on its heat signature, but the tacheometer’s distance reading was closing fast, now under two hundred yards. “It’s coming…” she warned.

“Listen carefully,” Bixby said quickly. “When it’s within fifteen yards of the Parasite, press and hold the green button to the left of the control stick. Then press ‘control-enter’ on the keyboard. That will disable the submersible’s frequency—hopefully long enough to port with it.” 

The distance closed to under a hundred yards. “Then what?” Maria asked.

“Let’s just take this one thing at a time,” Bixby told her. 

She grunted in frustration and slowly about-faced the Parasite. She had visual on the drone, the orange-red blur approaching rapidly from the south. At the Parasite’s current depth, it appeared that the submersible would pass directly overhead. 

“Fifty yards…” she noted, surprised by the nervous pitch of her own voice. “Forty. Thirty. Twenty…”

Maria jammed her finger down on the green button as she released the control stick and pressed the two keys with her other hand. She held her breath, holding all three keys down simultaneously.

The torpedo-shaped heat signature rushed by on her screen—and kept on going.

It didn’t work.

Her throat tightened, fingers trembling on the keys.

It didn’t work.

“Johansson?” Bixby practically shouted. “Maria?!”

“It didn’t work,” she murmured aloud. “It kept going. It didn’t stop.” 

“It’s not going to stop,” the engineer said quickly. “Inertia. Is it slowing?”

Maria grabbed the control stick and turned the Parasite to see the orange-red shape. “It…” The tacheometer’s distance was winding back up from zero—but much slower than it should have been. “It is. It’s slowing!”

Bixby let out a whoosh of a sigh. “Good. You disabled the frequency; it’s dead in the water, but not for long. Get the Parasite over to it and I’ll read out the porting sequence.” 

It worked. Good god, it worked. She was suddenly aware of her heart thumping in her chest, as if it had just restarted. 

“Give it to me,” she said as pushed the control stick, guiding the glacially-moving Parasite to the slowing submarine.

“It’s Alpha-Niner-Romeo-Zero-Zero-Charlie,” Bixby read, enunciating each syllable carefully. “You got that? Alpha-Niner-Romeo-Zero-Zero-Charlie.”

“Got it. I got it.” Maria punched the porting sequence into the keyboard. Her view on the infrared screen shifted as the Parasite lolled on a forty-five degree angle. “What’s it doing? It’s moving on its own…”

“Let it work,” Bixby told her. “It ports automatically and clones the frequency. In a moment, you’ll have full control of the submersible.” He let out a short laugh of relief. “Congratulations, Agent Johansson. You just stopped a major terrorist attack on US soil.” 

“I’ve never been that scared in my life.” Maria covered her face with both hands and breathed into them. “I have to call Kent. But first, what do I do with this thing?”

“Any drone we design that carries a payload has a disarm command. Let me find it,” Bixby told her. “In the meantime, just guide it away from the tunnel.” 

“Yeah.” The Parasite finished porting and Maria gently angled the control stick back and to the left. The drone, attached to the submersible, glided forward and decreased its depth; she now had control of it, just as Bixby had promised. She piloted it parallel to the long, thick heat signature that was the Queens Midtown Tunnel, and then turned it away and southbound towards the open water of the East River.

“What…?” Maria’s brow knitted tightly as her jaw fell slack. 

What she was seeing was impossible. Through the cool blue hue of the water she saw another heat signature—orange-red, thin and narrow, and harrowingly familiar. 

“There’s another,” she said in nearly a whisper. “Bixby, there’s another drone.” 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY ONE

 

“What?!” the engineer exclaimed.

“There’s a second one!” Maria shoved the stick forward, sending the submarine drone hurtling towards the new threat. “Another submersible drone, nearing the Queens side of the tunnel.” The freezing tingle returned to her spine. That was their plan—not one, but two drones. Take out each side of the tunnel and leave the people inside to die. She had no weapons left; the Parasite drone could not detach from the first submarine or else control would return to the Brotherhood, wherever they might be. 

That’s not completely true, though. I do have a weapon. She had a submarine at her disposal. 

“Bixby,” she said evenly, “I’m going to try to crash this drone into the other one.” 

The engineer was silent for a moment. “That might work,” he murmured at last. “What’s the distance?”

“Um…” It was difficult to tell. She locked onto the second drone and read her distance from it as eight hundred and fifty yards, closing fast. But the best she could estimate from drone to tunnel was only that the distance was shorter than hers. “It’s too far. I don’t think I’m going to make it. What do I do? Bixby, what do I do?” 

“There might be a way,” he said. “Get as close as you can, and then…” The engineer paused. “And then detonate.” 

“What?” Maria kept the drone on course towards the new threat, not daring to take her eyes from the screen. “You want me to blow it?”

“Aim it downward, towards the floor of the river. With any luck, the shockwave from the blast will set off the second drone…”

“Will that work?” 

“I… I don’t know,” he admitted. “If you’re close enough, as close as you can get before it hits the tunnel, then maybe.” 

“What if it’s too close? Will it damage the tunnel?”

“I don’t know, Maria,” he said honestly. “But I can’t think of another way.” 

As the distance between drones closed, her supposition from moments earlier became painfully apparent. She definitely wasn’t going to make it; the second drone would strike the tunnel before she could reach it. 

She set her jaw resolutely. Back in Israel, when Kent took the first submarine drone out to sea away from the USS New York and detonated it, the ensuing blast had been strong enough to rock the battleship, even from several hundred yards away. 

This will work, she told herself. The real question was whether or not the drone would be too close to the tunnel… but there was no time to speculate. She was closing in on the second drone, less than two hundred and fifty yards out now, while it raced towards the Queens end of the Midtown Tunnel. 

Too close. It’s getting too close. It’s now or never. 

“If anyone up there is listening,” she whispered aloud, “please let this work.” 

Maria pushed the control stick forward, sending the host drone plummeting down towards the bottom of the East River. 

She heard no explosion; she felt no seismic wave. The drone struck the floor of the river and presumably detonated, her only indication being that the screen flickered and went dark. 

“That’s it,” she said quietly. “It’s done. It detonated. How do we know if it worked?”

“We don’t,” Bixby told her. “Not yet.” 

Maria shoved the guidance system off her lap and half-stumbled out of the car. Her legs felt weak and shaky. Outside, cars continued to honk as drivers shouted at each other. There were people on foot, dozens of them, heading in her direction—they were evacuating the tunnel—but otherwise there was no evidence that her plan had worked. There was no sign of the drone having been stopped, no indication that the opposite side of the Midtown Tunnel, more than a mile away, hadn’t been struck by a powerful bomb. 

“Johansson?” She heard the small voice through the open car door as Bixby called out to her through the phone. She grabbed it up. “Listen to me. The Parasite does more than just take over another drone; when it ported, it should have been able to ascertain a rough location of the transmission.” 

“You mean… it can tell us where the Brotherhood is hiding?”

“Yes,” Bixby confirmed. “I’ll walk you through it, and then you have to go find them. They had two. There might still be more.” 

 

*

 

Reid concentrated with a laser-like focus on the narrow concrete walkway before him as he increased the motorcycle’s speed to thirty, and then forty miles an hour. Talia held fast behind him. They would be at the Queens side of the tunnel in moments, but Reid couldn’t consider much beyond that; he was far more concerned with the three-inch margin of error he had on each side of the bike’s handlebars that separated them from a grisly misfortune. 

Still, he couldn’t shake the image of the little girl and the young mother from his mind. It would take them several minutes to reach the tunnel’s Manhattan exit, and he was keenly aware that the impact could come at any second, that anytime now the Midtown Tunnel might collapse around them and they, along with anyone else still down there, might be crushed under tons of concrete, steel, and water—

The ground beneath the bike’s tires quaked as suddenly as a heart attack. Every muscle in Reid’s body seized, as if realizing before his brain that they were too late. The tunnel groaned violently with the impact.

Though it happened in an instant, it felt to him as if the crash took several minutes. First the front tire of the motorcycle veered, yanking the handlebars with it. He couldn’t react in time; the front end struck the metal railing to their left, while the back tire kicked out and skidded against the curved concrete wall to their right. The bike slid sideways like that for a few feet, until the handlebars snagged in the railing and stopped the bike dead at forty-five miles an hour. 

Reid was thrown over the front of it, his body sailing through the air and over the railing. He was at least partially cognizant that Talia’s arms were no longer around his waist. 

He managed to get both arms in front of his face as he struck the roof of a car, bouncing off of it as the windows exploded outward. The last thing he saw before his vision went black was the dark shadows of the pavement rushing up to meet him. 

 

*

 

Awad bin Saddam stared at the two black screens. His jaw was clenched tight enough to crack teeth. His fists balled stiff enough for the fingernails to bite into the skin of his palm.

There had been an object, some tiny heat signature in the water that was picked up briefly on Ahmed’s screen. Moments later his guidance system went dark, well before the drone strike on the Manhattan side of the tunnel. Not more than a minute later, Hassan’s screen blackened abruptly, the drone less than a hundred yards from the Queens side. 

Awad did not know what happened, but two things were clear. First was that neither of the drones had hit their intended target. The second was that someone out there was aware not only of their presence, but of their plan.

The Libyan, he thought bitterly. The Libyan was captured, and he sold us out. 

His fury rose slowly, coming to a boil from deep within him as he stood there, staring, until he was quaking with anger. 

“What… what happened?” Ahmed dared to ask. “Did it work?”

Awad snatched up the silver pistol on the tabletop before him and shot Ahmed in the forehead, splattering blood and brain matter across the walls of the cabin. Ahmed’s body slumped to the floor and Awad kicked it in the ribs, over and over, hurling curses in Arabic as he pummeled the recent corpse. 

Then, his chest heaving, he spun and leveled the gun at Hassan. The coward winced, his eyes squeezed tightly and hands up in front of his face. 

No, Awad thought. You may still need someone to abet your getaway. Surprisingly, Hassan had not yet outlived his usefulness. 

Awad dropped the pistol on the table and sat heavily in Ahmed’s chair. He shoved the now-useless guidance system out of the way and pulled up the third unit, the one that would control the final drone—the drone that was only supposed to strike, according to his plan, after the first two had found their targets.

“I will do it myself,” he grumbled as he keyed in the ignition sequence. The screen flickered to life; the drone was resting in the water at a point where Upper Bay met the East River. Once activated, Awad toggled the control stick to ensure the drone was working properly. The response was sluggish; the signal was weak, but it was there. 

“My father,” said Hassan quietly.

“Hmm?” Awad did not look up from the controls. “Speak up.” 

“My father,” Hassan said again, though he did not raise his voice. “Did you kill him?”

“What?” Awad finally looked up from the controls and his eyes narrowed. Hassan stood mere feet away—and in his grip he had the silver pistol that Awad had laid upon the table. He held it slack at his side.

“No,” Awad said carefully. “Of course not. Abdallah bin Mohammed is responsible for the survival of the Brotherhood. For years he kept us safe. I owe my life to him, as do you—”

“Yet I cannot take you at your word.” Hassan did not meet Awad’s gaze; he stared at the floor of the cabin. “You lied when you said he named you to lead us. You lied when you said you shared with him this grand plan of yours. You lied when you said he endorsed it.” Hassan shook his head. The hand that held the pistol trembled. “Now, I am ruined. My family’s fortune squandered. Our compound has been raided and seized. The only two members of the Brotherhood remaining stand here. Your plan has failed, Awad.” 

Awad stood suddenly, his face contorting in anger. “There is yet time!” he shouted.

“No. They know of us. They know we are here. They will come.” Hassan’s lip quivered. “No one will know our names.” He raised the pistol, the barrel leveling at Awad—but it kept moving, upward, until it was tucked beneath his own chin.

“Hassan—”

He pulled the trigger, blowing the back of his own head against the ceiling of the boat’s cabin. Hassan’s head snapped back as his body fell forward, smacking dully against the floor.

Awad winced slightly with the report. “Coward,” he muttered at the floor. Then he dropped himself back into his chair and before the controls of the remote guidance system. 

There was still time, and he yet had one drone, even if he had to carry out the rest of the attack by himself. As long as he still drew breath, there was still a Brotherhood. 

They would know the name Awad bin Saddam.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY TWO

 

The first thing that Reid felt as he regained consciousness was cold—cold against his face, his hands, his body. Not just cold; he was wet. Sounds floated to him, the sounds of people shouting. Screaming. Splashing.

He opened his eyes and slowly pushed himself from the pavement, keenly aware of the pain in his joints, in every limb. He groaned; everything hurt, starting with a searing pain in his head and seeping downward to his fingers and toes. But he was fortunate. Nothing seemed to be broken. 

There was at least two inches of icy cold water in the bottom of the tunnel, eking around the tires of stopped cars. The drone had detonated; at least, there had been an impact. But somehow the tunnel was not destroyed. He remembered the motorcycle jamming up in the narrow causeway. He remembered being flung from it, bouncing off of the top of a car—which had probably saved his life, or at least helped some measure from flying headfirst into pavement. All around him, the remainder of those that had not yet escaped fled for their lives, running, screaming, shouting, their rapid steps splashing across the shallow water. 

He climbed to his feet and immediately stumbled, gripping the hood of a nearby car for support. A strong male voice floated to him from nearby: “Everyone out! Towards the exit, in an orderly fashion! Let’s go!” 

He knew that voice; it was Watson, approaching from the western end of the tunnel. He was about to call out to him when another thought struck him. 

Talia. 

She too had been flung from the motorcycle when they crashed. He looked around wildly, forcing his body to move as he skirted around empty cars, looking…

“Talia.” She was lying on her side, facing away from him and the rear bumper of a car. Its back windshield was shattered and the fender dented; it looked as if she had been thrown right into it. “Talia, are you okay?” he asked as he knelt beside her.

“Mm.” She muttered something vague in Hebrew as she came around. Then she blinked twice and said in English, “Water?”

Reid nodded. “The tunnel must be compromised. Come on, we have to go.” 

Talia sat up halfway and cried out in pain. “My arm… it’s broken.” She cradled the injured limb across her stomach.

“Alright, I got you.” A few feet from her was the black bag that held the last RF jammer. Reid slung it over one shoulder, and then put Talia’s good arm around his neck as he stood with her. She hissed a pained breath through her teeth and favored one ankle. 

“Watson!” Reid called out. 

“Zero?” he called back, closer now. The agent jogged down the elevated concrete walkway towards them. On his heels was another man in a yellow vest—an MTA employee. “Man, am I glad to see you… Jesus, you okay? You’re bleeding.” Watson gestured to his forehead.

Reid gently touched his temple with two fingers and came away slick with blood. “I’m fine. Just got banged up in the blast. What happened?”

“Let me take her,” Watson offered as he climbed over the steel railing. Reid carefully ducked out from under Talia’s good arm and transferred her to Watson. “The MTA just got a call, right after the hit. The Coast Guard was tracking one drone heading towards the Manhattan side of the tunnel when it suddenly veered off course and detonated another.” 

Reid gaped in shock. There were two drones? Yet he knew who must have been responsible—Maria must have found a way to use the Parasite to take control of the first submarine. “Is the other tube evacuated?”

“Not yet,” he said, helping Talia along towards the Queens-side exit. “This one’s not nearly cleared out yet either. There are still a lot of people down here.” 

“Take her and get out,” Reid told him. “I’ll help with the evac.” 

“Are you sure?”

“Go,” Reid insisted. He turned to the yellow-vested MTA worker. “You should go too. Get out while you’re able, in case there’s another strike.” 

The man shook his head. “No can do. This water is coming in from a crack in the outer wall. There’s a shutoff valve down this way that’ll separate the two chambers and keep the tunnel from flooding. If we don’t close it, that crack can widen and we’ll lose the tunnel—not to mention all the people still down here.” 

His conversation with Maya ran through his head; he had told her that he couldn’t ignore a situation if there was something he could do about it. And he wasn’t about to let this man go alone. “Then you’ve got help. Lead the way.” He climbed over the metal railing and up onto the walkway, his sore limbs aching in protest. “Take her and get clear,” he told Watson. “We’ll be okay.” 

The tunnel groaned loudly, as if in disagreement with his statement. The sound of it sent an involuntary chill down his spine. “Go,” he said again to Watson’s dubious expression. The other agent didn’t argue further; he nodded tightly and hurried along towards Queens with Talia Mendel in tow. Reid hurried after the MTA worker, the two of them running towards the western end. 

“Thanks,” the man huffed. “Are you like him? CIA?” 

“Yeah,” Reid said, struggling to keep pace with his pain in his legs. His knee burned; he had definitely irritated his old injury. He looked out over the two lanes of motionless cars, at the people still fleeing the tunnel. “Get clear!” he shouted to them as they ran. “Get out of the tunnel!”  

The sounds of splashing footfalls echoed; the water level had risen to the rims of the tires. The tunnel groaned again, the sound of it loud as thunder and sounding as if it was all around them, making Reid painfully aware that they were making their way further from the exit in a concrete tube more than thirty meters underwater. The groan was accompanied by the startled screams of several people.

Reid desperately wanted to know what had happened on the surface—and what was happening at the moment. He imagined the city of New York was in utter turmoil; the police would have shut down all tunnels and likely all bridges as well, and if the hundreds of abandoned cars in the Midtown Tunnel were any indication, it was probably pure chaos above sea level. 

“Where is this valve?” Reid asked breathlessly, his knee throbbing in pain.

“Just up ahead,” the MTA guy told him, “at about the midpoint of the tunnel. They built the tubes with an outer chamber so that if the structural integrity was ever compromised, the outer chamber would flood first, before the tunnel. But this water coming in tells us there’s a crack in that outer wall. The valve will close off the outer chamber, and then the MTA can pump the water out. But if that crack gets any wider… well, let’s just hope it doesn’t.” 

“Yeah,” Reid muttered his agreement. “Let’s hope.” 

The MTA employee slowed to a trot at a steel door in the curved tunnel wall, painted beige to resemble the concrete. He quickly pulled a ring of keys from his belt and unlocked it, shoving it open with a heave. Several inches of cold water rushed out over their shoes. 

“That’s not good,” he muttered as he entered the dark, narrow space beyond the door. 

Reid lowered the black duffel bag to the ground and started to follow when he caught something in his periphery that made his blood run cold. 

He leaned over the railing to see a small girl, no more than six or seven years old with brown hair, wandering between the cars, her short calves sloshing through the water. Her eyes were wide in bewilderment, and a thin rivulet of blood ran down her forehead from a cut. She appeared to be looking for someone, glancing around cars as she jogged through ankle-deep water.

“Hey!” Reid shouted. “What are you doing down here?”

The girl looked up, startled. “My mommy,” she said, her voice wavering. “Sh-she needs help.” 

Reid climbed over the metal railing and splashed into the freezing water, hurrying over to the girl. He lifted her up out of the water and set her on the hood of a car. “Where is she?”

The girl pointed behind her. Reid surveyed the area, squinting—and then he saw her. The woman was lying face-down in the water, one arm floating on the surface. He sucked in a breath as he rushed over, already knowing that the worst was true. As he turned her over he could see that she had struck her head on something during the impact that shook the tunnel. She was gone. 

“I’m going to get you out of here,” Reid told the girl. “Hang onto me, okay?” 

The girl’s lower lip trembled. “But what about—”

“We’ll get her some help as soon as we get out, okay?” Reid lied. He couldn’t bring himself to tell her the truth. “Now hang on.” He lifted her onto his back, her arms around his neck, as he painfully climbed back over the railing and up onto the elevated walkway, out of the water.

“How’s it going in there?” Reid called into the dim space beyond the door. Inside the utility space was dim, lit by yellow caged bulbs in the ceiling. It smelled earthy and damp, like an unfinished basement, and he could hear water dripping from several places.

“Slow,” the MTA employee grunted from somewhere beyond. “But it’s coming…” 

The satellite phone chimed from Reid’s pocket. “Zero,” he answered quickly.

“Kent! Get out now!” Watson shouted in his ear. “Coast Guard picked up a third drone on infrared, heading dead center for the tunnel! I repeat, there is a third drone… impact in thirty seconds!” 

A third drone.

Thirty seconds.

It wasn’t nearly enough time for them to get clear. There was no point in trying to outrun the blast. Instead he tore open the black duffel bag. 

“There’s another bomb!” he shouted to the MTA guy inside the utility space. 

“What?!” the MTA worker cried back in shock. 

Reid didn’t bother repeating himself. They had only one chance of making it out alive; they had no other defenses that could possibly stop the submarine drone in such a narrow time frame. He pulled out the radio frequency jammer and flicked it on—but the green indicator did not light up.

“Come on!” he grunted in frustration as he smacked at the black box. The little girl, still clinging to his shoulders, trembled behind him. He smacked the RF jammer again. It must have been damaged in the motorcycle crash, he realized. “Please work. Please work.” He flicked the switch off, closed his eyes, and then flicked it again.

He opened his eyes. 

The jammer was on. The light was green, but it flickered intermittently.

Please be enough, he thought. 

Their time was up; in a few seconds, either he would open his eyes, or he never would again.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY THREE

 

The distance meter on Awad’s remote guidance system spun down rapidly from one hundred yards as he pushed the control stick forward. In mere seconds the Queens Midtown Tunnel would be destroyed, and in the aftermath he would make his name known…

At just under seventy-five yards the infrared view flickered, the screen jumping as if he was experiencing some sort of glitch. 

Then it flickered to black.

For a long moment he sat there in utter disbelief, his hand still on the control stick. 

“No,” he murmured. “It can’t be.” 

He had somehow lost control, just as Ahmed had. He had failed, just as Hassan had.

But my plan was perfect. No one could have predicted this. 

Awad screamed in fury as he lifted the silver case from the table. He smashed it down, again and again, as keys and shards of screen flew in every direction. He heaved it across the cabin and into a wall. He snatched the silver pistol from the table and emptied the clip into Hassan’s lifeless body, firing nine times. Then he threw the gun, cracking the wood paneling. 

Panting and furious, Awad sank to his knees. He had failed. He had ruined the Brotherhood, bankrupted their only source of money, sent his brothers to their deaths or to incarcerations, and all for nothing. 

But you’re still here, he told himself. So get up, and get going. 

“Yes,” he said aloud. “There can be other plans. Other opportunities.” But not if he waited around to be discovered. 

He may have lost control of the final drone, but it was close to the tunnel, and upon impact with the sea floor it would still detonate. While the Americans were distracted, he had to make his escape, or else there would be nothing to look for but him. 

He scrambled to his feet and hurried out of the cabin to tell the Armenian it was time to leave.

 

*

 

Reid stood with the girl clinging to his back. It had certainly been more than thirty seconds, yet there was no impact. No explosion. No fiery death or watery grave. But he had no idea if the threat was past. 

“It’s done!” the MTA worker called out from inside the utility space. “Let’s get the hell out of—”

The explosion came so suddenly, so loud that Reid fell to his hands and knees. Nausea immediately rose in his stomach, bile in his throat as the tunnel quaked beneath his limbs. The concrete groaned; steel strained. The girl behind him shrieked in his ear. 

He was vaguely aware that it could not have been a direct hit, or else he would be dead. But the drone had still detonated, its path likely cut short by the jammer. 

A crack split the ensuing silence like a gunshot. Reid winced and jumped to his feet.

An instant later a geyser of water erupted from the open doorway to the utility room, powerful and bursting with the intensity of a hundred fire hoses. A yellow blur passed before his eyes—the MTA worker was thrown from the room and against the steel railing.

The force of the surging water bent his body in half in the wrong direction.

Horrified, Reid took several quick steps backwards as the rushing water blasted out over abandoned cars. People that were still down in the tunnel, those that had not yet evacuated, were swept away in the sudden onslaught of water before they could even cry out. Further down the tunnel, another access door burst from its hinges. The outer chamber was flooded, Reid realized. The explosion had widened the crack in the tunnel and there was nowhere else for the water to go. 

The Midtown Tunnel groaned again, starting from somewhere further away and running down its length to just over his own head, like a tingle running down a spine. 

It’s not going to hold.

Reid ran. He left the black bag and the unfortunate but undoubtedly dead MTA employee and he sprinted down the concrete walkway as fast as he could. The little girl clung to his neck so hard he could feel her fingernails digging into flesh, but adrenaline overpowered the pain. He pumped his legs as if his life depended on it, because it very much did.

The exit is half a mile away, he thought desperately. Even at his best it would take him three minutes, maybe more, to reach it. The water was rising rapidly, more than two feet deep already. Behind him came another earsplitting crack, so loud he felt it in his bowels. The sound of screams and rushing water filled his ears but he refused to look behind him, only forward, as he kept running.

There was something up ahead, an object in his path; as he drew near, he sucked in a hopeful breath.

It was the motorcycle that had flung him and Talia from its back. 

He reached it and yanked it upright, praying to every unseen deity that it still worked. He kick-started the motor; it chugged twice and died. The water in the tunnel had nearly reached the walkway, up past the doors of the cars in the two clogged lanes below, random detritus and a few bodies rushing by on the forced current. 

“Don’t look,” he said hoarsely to the little girl. “Keep your eyes closed.” He kick-started the bike again and the engine revved to life. Reid swung one leg over the side and opened the throttle as the water level reached the walkway, seeping over it like a rising tide. “Hang on tight!”

The rear tire kicked up a wake of spray as he steadily drove towards the exit, keeping the bike between thirty and forty miles an hour. The last thing he needed was another accident; he doubted he’d be as lucky a second time. 

Reid’s heart leapt into his throat as an equally awful threat loomed, quite literally, overhead: the white lights of the tunnel dimmed and flickered. 

Please don’t go out. Stay on. The thought of drowning underground in the dark was too horrifying to even consider, yet it lodged in his brain like a kernel in a tooth. 

He dared to open the throttle further, jumping up to fifty. There was a sound, something behind the rushing water; the girl was sobbing in his ear. He wanted desperately to tell her it was going to be okay, but he didn’t dare make that promise. 

His focus was entirely in front of him, keeping the bike steady and straight. He felt the front tire slip, almost an imperceptible wobble, but enough to force him to slow down a little to keep them from hydroplaning out of control. 

The lights dimmed again and Reid’s heart leapt into his throat. The powerful white lights that ran the entire length of the Queens-Midtown Tunnel flickered twice and, before Reid could even mutter a curse under his breath, they went out. 

The young girl behind him shrieked and squeezed tighter as they were thrown into complete darkness. Reid slowed the bike further, but did not stop. They couldn’t stop. He had to keep it going, even if he couldn’t see. Keep it straight. Keep it steady. Don’t stop…

He squinted ahead. It wasn’t complete darkness; there was light at the end of the tunnel, in both the metaphorical and factual sense. He could see the exit, and though it did little to illuminate his path, it was enough to heighten his hope, to steel his hands against the handlebars, to keep going…

A crack emanated through the tunnel so loud and powerful that it felt as if the earth itself was cleaving in two. Reid twitched, startled by the sound, the sheer feeling of it, and the bike wobbled dangerously. The left handlebar scraped against the railing; he course-corrected with as tiny movements as possible, back to the right, and the other handlebar bumped roughly against concrete. He couldn’t keep the bike straight. He couldn’t concentrate with the little girl behind him squeezing so tight she was almost cutting off his air supply. He couldn’t stay calm with the thunderous sound behind them, like standing directly beneath a cascading waterfall.

Oh. No. The water was louder now. Much louder. That last tremendous crack must have been the inner wall, he realized. Which meant that in the darkness of the tunnel behind them, a deadly torrent was growing closer. 

Reid clenched his jaw and righted the motorcycle as best he could in the dark. He had to increase their speed, no matter what the potential cost; the alternative was being swallowed by a wall of water and drowning in darkness. 

You’re Agent Zero, he reminded himself. You dismantled Amun.

You stopped the world’s deadliest virus from being unleashed.

You took out two trains full of human traffickers.

This isn’t how you go.

With his thoughts elsewhere, his muscles and instincts did the work for him, making infinitesimal adjustments as they raced towards the exit. When he next dared to glance down at the speedometer, they were doing fifty through a few inches of water. 

“It’s coming…” the little girl hissed in his ear. 

He felt in control, steadfast, determined—though there was hardly anything about this situation that he could control. 

“It’s coming!” she shrieked.

The light loomed closer. The rushing din of water edged nearer. Before he felt the sun on his face, Reid felt the wall of water smack against them from behind. 

“Hang on!” he shouted. He didn’t know if his words were heard, or if they even managed to leave his throat. They tumbled forward, them and the motorcycle, as the water engulfed them. Reid let go of the handlebars and the bike was torn out from under him, but the thin arms were still around his neck. Then he felt her slipping as he rolled and swirled in the water, uncertain of which direction he was going in but clambering to hang on. His hands lashed out against the strong current until they found her, and he held fast.

They rolled and rolled in the forceful current of the wall of water, propelled upside down and around. Reid’s back bumped roughly against something—a car, maybe, but for all he knew it could have been the ceiling of the tunnel. 

His lungs burned, begging him to suck in a breath, to taste air. Still the water pushed them forward. Both arms hugged the girl to him; he could not try to swim or fight against the current, even if he was strong enough to. 

Suddenly he was aware of light. Reid hadn’t even realized his eyes were open in the crushing darkness of the water and the tunnel, but there was light, and then his body smacked painfully into what could only be pavement.

The torrent of water rushing from the tunnel pushed them the short distance towards the exit and out onto the sloping ramp of 495. Together they tumbled twice as the water broke on the asphalt like a wave on the beach. 

Reid hefted himself to his feet, and her with him, finally and mercifully sucking in a long, rasping breath. He coughed violently, expelling river water from his lungs. He was standing knee-deep in water between two cars that had been pushed a few feet apart by the powerful breaker.

“Hey,” he said hoarsely. “Are you okay…?”

The little girl was limp in his arms. 

“Help!” he called out as he dragged her from the water and up onto dry pavement. “I need help!” 

“Zero!” Watson rushed towards him, two NYPD officers behind him. 

Reid set the girl down and checked for a pulse. He didn’t feel one. Even as he continued to cough and sputter, he started chest compressions. “One, two, three…” His throat burned, but he pinched off the girl’s nasal passage and breathed into her mouth; her chest rose and deflated, and then he crossed his palms over her abdomen again and compressed.

Come on, Reid urged internally. We didn’t go through all that for nothing.

River water erupted from her mouth as she turned her head and coughed. Reid breathed a sigh of relief as she squinted in the sunlight, looking up at him.

“Oh, thank God,” Reid murmured. He fell back onto his haunches in the shallow water as the two officers reached him. They helped the girl to her feet and guided her towards the back of a nearby ambulance. 

Watson stuck out a hand and helped him to his feet. It was the first time Reid had really looked up since they were shoved out of the tunnel—and he had been right. The city was in chaos. Cars clogged all four lanes of 495 to and from both tubes of the tunnel, mostly abandoned, causing a cataclysmic traffic jam that stretched as far as he could see. In the distance, horns honked and people shouted. MTA and NYPD attempted to direct what little traffic they could, urging drivers to mount curbs while simultaneously trying to stymie the flow of pedestrians fleeing in whatever direction they felt might be safe. 

If it was this bad on the Queens side of the tunnel, he couldn’t imagine what was going on over in Manhattan. The city was likely on lockdown.

He leaned against Watson as he caught his breath, trying to will away the tears that stung his eyes as he realized the full gravity of what had just occurred. “Jesus, John, there were still so many down there.” 

“I know.” Watson held onto him with one strong arm around his shoulders. “I know.” 

He sniffed once and rubbed the water from his eyes. There was still a job to do. “Has the Coast Guard picked up anything more on infrared?” Reid asked. His voice was weak and hoarse.

Watson shook his head. “No, but they’re going to continue monitoring closely. They’ve got boats and aerial drones on the river. If there’s another threat, we’ll know.” 

Reid shook his head. It hardly mattered; they had lost the Queens-Midtown Tunnel, and with it an indeterminate but undoubtedly substantial loss of life. He forced himself to consider how many they had saved with the evacuation attempt. 

Watson shook his head as if reading Reid’s mind and said, “You know as well as I do that we can’t save everyone—”

“Don’t,” Reid snapped. He didn’t intend to sound as harsh as he did, but he didn’t want to hear it at the moment. “Besides, it’s not over. Not while they’re still out there.”

He heard a digital ringing and reached instinctively for the satellite phone in his pocket. But it wasn’t his; the phone was waterlogged, dead and useless in his hand. 

Watson held out his own red sat phone. “It’s Johansson.” 

Reid took it and answered quickly. “Maria, where are you?”

“Kent! I’m borrowing a boat. I’ve got a location. How fast can you get to Hunter’s Point South?”

“Two minutes,” he told her. 

“Meet me.” She hung up. 

He handed the phone back to Watson. “Keep up with the MTA and the Coast Guard. Call Maria’s phone if there are any developments.” 

“Where are you going?” 

“After them.” Reid glanced around quickly and spotted a vacant police cruiser, the driver’s side door hanging open. It likely belonged to one of the officers that had helped the girl. “And tell your friends in the NYPD I borrowed their car.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY FOUR

 

Reid slammed the gas and switched on the sirens, whooping loudly overhead as he drove over a curb and veered sharply onto Borden Avenue. He spun the wheel expertly to avoid running pedestrians and swerve around stopped cars.

Hunter’s Point South was a mixed-use development, part waterfront park, part promenade, and part apartment complexes. A wide, circular swath of green grass separated Center Boulevard from the East River, but Reid did not bother stopping. He bounced violently over the curb and tore right across the grass, taking the shortest possible distance to the river’s edge.

He slammed the brakes and the cruiser skidded sideways, very nearly striking the metal railing that separated the recreation space from the water, and jumped out. A concrete embankment kept the East River at bay, an approximate eight-foot drop over the edge to the surface. 

He heard the high-pitched whine of the motor before he saw it. A moment later, a twelve-foot speedboat skidded around the corner of the protruding south point, sleek and white and hurtling in his direction from the northern side of the piers. Maria stood at the wheel, easing back on the throttle lever to slow her approach as Reid climbed over the railing.

As the boat drifted directly beneath him, he jumped, landing flat-footed on the deck. He grunted as pain shot up through his hurt knee. Maria shoved the lever forward again and the boat was off like a shot, forcing Reid to grab onto the bow’s railing to keep from toppling over.

“Why are you wet?” Maria shouted over the loud motor. 

Reid shook his head. “There was a third drone. We lost the tunnel.” 

Her throat flexed. “Casualties?”

He could only nod in response. “Where are we going?”

“When the Parasite ported to the first drone, it locked onto an approximate location of its source,” she explained. “Bixby tracked the coordinates by satellite. The source is a small freighter southwest of here. It’s on the move, towards New Jersey, traveling at about eight knots. We should catch up before they reach Upper Bay.” 

Reid nodded. If the Brotherhood was fleeing, it likely meant they were out of weapons; the three drones were their payload. But he and Maria had no idea what was in store for them when they reached the boat. 

“Your phone?” he asked. 

“Back pocket.” 

He reached behind her and tugged the satellite phone from her pocket, and then pressed a finger to one ear as he called Watson. “Alert the Coast Guard!” Reid shouted over the motor’s din. “The Brotherhood is on a small freighter heading southwest towards Jersey!” 

“Kent, where are you?” Watson asked. “I can barely hear…”

“We’re on the river!” He repeated his message, though he knew that he and Maria would get to the freighter first. Still, they might need backup—especially if they couldn’t handle the situation alone.

He hung up and pushed the phone back into Maria’s pocket, and then he pulled out the Glock 17 Gen 4 that Bixby had given him. Semi-automatic, seventeen round cartridge, four-point-eight-inch barrel. Biometric trigger lock. And, he hoped, waterproof. 

His Ruger LC9 was gone, ankle holster and all. It must have been torn away when he was caught in the swirling water of the tunnel. 

He replaced the Glock in his shoulder holster as Maria called out to him. “Kent!” She pointed ahead and he followed it to see a small cargo ship, no more than sixty feet long with its hull painted green. The wheelhouse was elevated at the bow of the boat and, as they sped closer, it didn’t look like there was anyone on the deck that Reid could see.

“Get up alongside it!” he told Maria. “I’ll board first!” 

She nodded tightly and turned the steering wheel slightly. The small speedboat bounced in the white-crested wake of the larger ship as Maria piloted them closer. As they veered alongside it she pulled back on the throttle to match the freighter’s speed.

The gunwale of the ship was about six feet over Reid’s head. He put one foot on the speedboat’s silver railing and pushed off, heaving himself into the air and across the small span that separated the two. Both hands grabbed onto a black rubber tire tied around the ship’s hull. He hung there for a moment, making sure his grip was solid before Maria tossed him a line from the speedboat’s bow. Reid looped it through the tire loosely, just enough to keep their boat from drifting away, and then he clambered up to the freighter’s gunwale and threw himself over the side.

He tucked into a roll as he hit the deck and came up in a crouch, his Glock in both hands. He quickly tracked the barrel left and right—but no one was there. The deck was empty.

Up in the wheelhouse Reid could discern the shape of a man at the helm, his back turned. One man? Did he not hear us approach?

Maria pulled herself up over the side, her gun in hand and an equally confused expression in her eyes. 

Clear the hold, he quickly signed to her. I’ll go up to the wheel. She nodded and stepped quickly and quietly towards the hatch beneath the wheelhouse’s stairs that led down into the darkness of the freighter’s hold. 

Reid took the five stairs up and peered through the glass into the wheelhouse. The pilot’s back was still to him. Maybe he couldn’t hear over his own engines. He reached for the door and pulled it open silently. 

“Turn around,” he ordered sternly. “Hands in the air.”

The surprised man spun at the sound of the voice—and the size of his eyes doubled at the sight of the gun trained on him. Both of his hands immediately went up as he quickly rattled off a slew of foreign language that Reid didn’t comprehend in the slightest.

Not Arabic. The driver was older, early fifties, with deep creases around his eyes and the shadow of a beard on his face, but he was definitively not Iraqi. He wasn’t the Brotherhood. We have the wrong boat. 

“Stop,” Reid ordered, and the man fell silent. “Take this boat in.” 

The man furrowed his brow and shook his head; he didn’t understand the words.

Reid pointed towards shore. “That way. Understand? That…” 

He saw movement in the reflection of the wheelhouse glass behind the boat’s pilot and ducked as a wooden oar sailed an inch over his head, the breeze of it ruffling his hair. Reid spun, or tried to, but his assailant swung the oar downward. 

Reid barely got his arms up in time to block the blow from crushing his skull. The wood smacked dully into his forearms and a bolt of electric pain shot up both limbs. The powerful blow knocked him backwards, nearly colliding with the terrified and confused captain. 

The assailant fled back down the stairs of the wheelhouse as Reid clambered to his feet again. He quickly squeezed each forearm; neither seemed to be broken, but the bone would certainly be bruised. He gave chase out of the wheelhouse and leapt down over the stairs and onto the deck. 

His knee gave out as he landed in a stagger, lurching forward and grabbing onto the gunwale for support. His assailant swung the oar again before he could recover, in a downward chopping motion meant to split Reid’s head open. He shifted his weight and bladed his body and the oar missed its target—though the wide end smacked painfully into his hand and the Glock 17 went skittering across the planks of the deck. 

Reid leapt for it before his assailant could. He snatched up the gun and turned again, ready to fire. But his assailant wasn’t interested in the gun. He caught a flash of brown skin, of black hair as the terrorist leapt over the side of the freighter.

The speedboat. He’s stealing the speedboat. 

“Maria!” Reid shouted. If the insurgent got away with their boat, they would never catch him before he reached Upper Bay—and the Coast Guard might not either. He sprinted across the short span of deck in time to see the man tugging loose the line that tethered the two boats. The assailant scrambled behind the wheel and started the motor, one hand around the throttle lever, ready to open it fully.

There was no time to wait for backup from Maria or from the Coast Guard. Reid shoved the Glock into its holster and hopped up onto the gunwale with both feet. As the Brotherhood member pushed the lever forward, Reid jumped, aiming just slightly ahead of the speedboat’s position, knowing it would lurch forward in an instant.

As he fell, the boat did leap forward—but the insurgent spun the wheel at the same time, pointing the boat away from the freighter. Reid soared through the air off the side of the cargo ship with nothing but water beneath him.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY FIVE

 

Reid reached out with both hands, his arms outstretched as far as they could go, but he knew before he hit the river’s surface that he would miss.

He smacked into the water in a nasty belly flop, the shock of the cold water as tortuous as the painful landing. It was the least he deserved for letting the man get away, he thought as he was enveloped in darkness and water.

Something rough brushed against his face. 

His hands instinctively reached for it before his brain realized what it was, but as soon as his fists closed around it he knew: it was the rope, the one he had used to lash the speedboat to the freighter. And the other end of it was tied to the speedboat’s bow.

The rope went taut and Reid was yanked forward. He tried to yelp as his shoulders threatened to dislocate with the sudden lurch, but instead swallowed a mouthful of the East River. His upper half broke the surface of the water and he coughed violently as cascades of water sprayed into his face, his eyes, his nose, but still he held on. 

Slowly he reached forward and pulled himself along the rope. He couldn’t see a thing, his body skittering across the river behind the speedboat, but he knew the rope couldn’t have been more than thirty feet long. He reached again, pulled, reached again, and pulled, all the while hoping the insurgent hadn’t looked back, hadn’t seen him trailing along.

At long last his hand reached forward and, instead of rope, found the slick white side of the speedboat. Reid looped the rope several times around his left wrist to keep his aching, sore hand from releasing it, and then he tried to reach up to the silver railing with his right—but it was too high up, and he lacked the strength to overcome the drag of his body in the water. 

I have to stop this boat. He flipped himself over onto his back, the rope still looped tightly around his wrist, and glided alongside the speedboat like a water skier as he reached into his jacket. Above him, he could see the shoulders and head of the insurgent behind the wheel. The man looked young, surprisingly so, his eyes hard and angry—especially when they glanced over the side and saw Reid clinging there. The terrorist mouthed a handful of angry curses that were lost under the roar of the motor, and then he ducked away, likely to find something as a weapon to dispel his unwanted stowaway. 

Reid had his hand on the grip of his Glock, ready to pull it free, before he realized he couldn’t just shoot the man. If the boat continued on at this speed, he’d never be able to pull himself up; he would have to let go, and the boat would eventually crash into something. It could hurt someone. 

Besides, he wanted answers. He wanted this man alive. He wanted to know everything about the Brotherhood’s plan, who had told them about the congressional delegation in Iraq, where they had met the Libyan arms dealer. Why the Midtown Tunnel was their target.

He let go of the gun. There had to be another way to stop the speeding boat. Maybe I could shoot the motor out. Or use the rope to jam up the propeller. Or…

As his hand snaked out of his soaked jacket again, he felt something else there, something hard and round in his breast pocket. If he hadn’t been careening alongside a speedboat at nearly sixty miles an hour, on his back in the water with a terrorist at the helm, he might have laughed. He had nearly forgotten about it, but there it was, safely in his pocket despite everything he had been through.

He just had to hope that it still worked.

Reid pulled out the poker chip-sized EMP grenade that Bixby had given him in the lab. Twist the two halves, the engineer had told him. Then you’ve got five seconds before it shuts down anything in a twenty-five-foot radius of it.  

With his left hand bound up in the rope, Reid held the grenade in his right and gripped half of it in his teeth. He twisted it, feeling it click in his jaw. 

He waited three seconds.

Then he tossed it into the boat. 

There was no sound to indicate that an electromagnetic pulse had just emitted from the tiny device; in fact, it was just the opposite. The high-pitched whine of the boat’s motor slowed to a dull roar as it powered down. The speedboat slowed drastically, its bow dipping.

No longer being pulled by the boat’s momentum, Reid found his body sinking to his shoulders as he kicked his legs to tread water in the frigid river. He quickly unwound the rope from his left hand. His right reached up and grabbed onto the silver railing. Then the other—

Something metal glinted in the air overhead for a brief instant. Before he could realize what it was, the boat’s heavy anchor crashed down onto his right hand. Reid screamed in pain as several bones in his hand shattered. His fingers instinctively let go and sought the cold water for some sort of relief, but there was none to be had. 

His hand was crushed under twenty-five pounds of metal.

He held fast to the railing with his left hand, hissing short breaths as pain scorched through his shaking fingers, his palm; he didn’t dare look at it. Instead he looked up.

The insurgent had hold of a thick rope, the other end affixed to the anchor like a flail. But the heavy hooked anchor had caught in the railing and he was struggling to pull it free.

Reid clenched his jaw tightly, working through the pain, using it to fuel his anger as he pulled himself up by one hand. He grunted as he swung one leg upward, catching the railing, and rolled himself into the boat. 

The insurgent looked up in surprise as Reid flopped mere feet from him in the speedboat. He abandoned the anchor, dropped the rope, and put his fists up. Reid scrambled to his feet and bladed himself, kicking back his right leg to protect his injured hand and make himself a smaller target. 

The terrorist swung a wide haymaker that Reid blocked easily. He swung again, and again; his blows were powerful but sloppy. Reid had no room to maneuver and only one good hand, but no one had taught the younger man how to fight properly, and he didn’t know how to use his legs. 

Reid went entirely on the defensive, blocking and ducking the blows as best he could, waiting for an opening. Then it came—a poor attempt at a jab with a left that Reid took on the shoulder. At the same time he brought up one leg and kicked at the back of the man’s thigh. His knee folded and the man stumbled. Reid brought up his right leg in an arc. His foot connected brutally to the side of the insurgent’s head. He grunted and fell to the floor of the boat. 

Reid hooked his left thumb into the shoulder holster on the same side and, with some difficulty, managed to free the Glock hanging there. 

The insurgent froze with the gun trained on him, but he did not show fear. His eyes narrowed angrily as one hand came up slowly to wipe blood from his lips.

“You,” said Reid, panting not with exertion but from the pain in his hand. “You’re him, aren’t you?” He spoke in Arabic for the insurgent’s benefit. “You’re Awad bin Saddam.” 

The young Iraqi stared back. An almost imperceptible smirk played on his lips. “You know my name,” he said quietly.

“I do. I’m the one that raided your compound. I captured some of your friends. I killed others. The Brotherhood is finished, Awad. Your plan failed. Look around you. You’re done.” 

Bin Saddam glanced left and right quickly. The freighter was about a quarter mile away, chugging slowly in their direction. To the south, from the bay, Reid could just barely make out the flashing lights of a Coast Guard ship hurtling towards them. 

“No,” said Awad. “Not done yet.” He slowly rose to his feet.

“Don’t…” Reid warned, tightening his grip on the gun.

“I cannot allow you to take me alive.” He took a step forward.

“You won’t have a choice.” Reid pointed the Glock downward, at bin Saddam’s thigh, and pulled the trigger.

Or, he tried to.

Nothing happened. There was not even a click; the trigger stayed rigidly in place. 

The biometrics. The trigger lock was electronic. By using the EMP grenade, Reid had disabled his own gun. And he had no other weapons.

Awad bin Saddam grinned maliciously, understanding at least that the weapon had failed. He let loose a primal cry as he surged forward and tackled Reid around the waist. Both men tumbled backwards, smacking into the steering column of the speedboat. Reid’s right hand pinned between his body and the wheel; he screamed out again in agony as the strength left his body. 

Bin Saddam struck out with his right, landing a solid blow to Reid’s orbital bone. Stars swam in his vision as fingers clenched around his throat. Bin Saddam’s angry scowl was all he could see as the younger man cut off his airway, squeezing tighter. 

With the use of both hands, it wouldn’t have been difficult for Reid to get out from beneath the insurgent, but the crushing, debilitating pain drained his good upper limb of strength. 

Instead he brought up a knee, landing it squarely in the terrorist’s groin. Bin Saddam grunted and winced, his grip loosening. Reid struck again and the man cried out, his hands falling away from Reid’s throat. He shoved Awad backwards away from him as he panted for breath.

“This is the United States Coast Guard!” a voice boomed through a bullhorn as the white and orange boat drew near. Reid squinted against the bright hull and saw four uniformed men on the deck, three armed with rifles and the fourth at the helm, speaking into the radio. “Drop any weapons and put your hands on your head.” 

From somewhere nearby Reid heard the whop-whop of a helicopter’s rotors. The cavalry was coming, all for one unarmed man who had tried to kill several thousand.

Awad bin Saddam saw them too. He heard the helicopter. He noticed the guns. He noticed the other gun as well—Reid’s Glock 17 was at his feet. 

They both knew it didn’t work.

Awad grinned. 

“Don’t,” Reid warned.

“It is like I said.” The young insurgent stooped to pick up the pistol. “I am not done yet.” 

Reid leapt forward, but not fast enough. He slid on his stomach towards the pistol, his hand outstretched, but Awad snatched it up before he could reach it and held it high above his head for all to see. 

“Death to the infidels!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. “Allahu Akbar!” He leveled the pistol downward at Reid’s forehead. “Praise be unto Him.” 

“Don’t shoot!” Reid shouted. 

His voice was drowned out by a barrage of gunfire from the Coast Guard ship. Reid covered his head as dozens of bullets tore into Awad.

The Glock fell with a clatter beside Reid.

When he dared to look up again, Awad bin Saddam was looking skyward. The sun was on his face. 

Then the insurgent fell, toppling over the railing and plunging into the East River.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY SIX

 

Reid looked at his hand. 

He couldn’t actually see it, wrapped as it was in layers of gauze and tape, beneath which were metal braces to hold three of his fingers still while they healed. Of the twenty-seven bones in his right hand, nine of them were broken. He had already had one surgery to set the bones and the braces, and he would likely yet need another to ensure the bones were fusing properly. The doctors had warned him that there would be some long-term nerve damage, and that while function would return, the hand might not ever be the same. 

He had grimly joked that he could shoot just fine with his left.

“So,” said Strickland, breaking the silence of the car. “What are we going to say?” 

The four of them were seated in a black town car—Watson behind the wheel, Reid beside him, Maria and Strickland in the back seat. They tailed a black SUV full of Secret Service agents on their way to yet another clandestine meeting. This time, Strickland was getting his former wish. They would be convening with President Pierson at the White House. 

But the young agent didn’t want that anymore.

None of them did.

“We don’t say anything,” Reid told him. “We can’t.” 

Three days had passed since Awad bin Saddam committed suicide by Coast Guard. After the incident, Reid was immediately taken to the hospital, where emergency room doctors deemed surgery on his hand necessary. Maria stayed with him that night, and the next morning he was released. Before leaving, he checked in on Talia Mendel; besides the broken arm and a concussion, she was relatively fine and pleased that the Brotherhood was finished. They had left things off with a friendly goodbye and the promise to keep in touch, especially if Reid found himself on her side of the country again.

Then he and Maria went home. 

He had expected repercussions, yet was not at all surprised when there were none. The city of New York was still reeling in the wake of the attempted bombing. Hundreds had been pronounced dead in the collapse of the Queens-Midtown Tunnel. When combined with those still missing, it accounted for approximately thirty percent of the people that were trapped down in the congested tubes. The tunnel was substantially damaged; repairs were scheduled to begin the following week, after a thorough sweep for further bodies. Legislators were already discussing ways in which to fortify the tunnels and contingencies against future attacks. 

The media was still in a frenzy with the reports. The world at large was aware that a radical Islamic faction had attempted to bomb the Midtown Tunnel. They were aware of their use of submersible drones carrying heavy payloads. They knew—or believed—that the plan was largely thwarted through the cooperation of the CIA, FBI, NYPD, and MTA. Hundreds had died, yes, but it could have been thousands. That’s what he was told, again and again. It could have been worse. 

You can’t save everyone.

Of course, as was the nature of the position, the public did not know the name Agent Zero, Kent Steele, or Reid Lawson. They did not know that the submarines’ remote guidance systems could not have been supplied by anyone but the Central Intelligence Agency. And they did not know that the attack was manipulated, coaxed by their own government. 

The higher-ups handled it stunningly. There were no punitive measures against Reid and his team; in fact, they were lauded as heroes. To the media, Director Mullen issued statements that took nearly full credit for stopping the Brotherhood.

Yes, they were aware of a potential terrorist plot in New York City.

Yes, they were the ones that alerted the NYPD and other organizations to the threat.

Yes, they sent a small team of their best agents into the fray, who ascertained the correct target just in the nick of time. 

No, they cannot release the names of the agents who stopped the attack.

No, they cannot give any further details at this time.

The agency, or at least its leaders, was daring him to contradict them. He didn’t. And he wouldn’t. 

Upon his return, Reid had been to Langley only once, for a two-hour debrief of the events that unfolded, which was handled by a member of the National Resources Division that Reid hadn’t met before. 

He had not seen or spoken to Mullen, Riker, or Cartwright since the incident.

Reid said very little during the debrief, other than the technical aspects of the operation. He did not implicate Bixby. He did not mention the Division. He left out the knowledge about the remote guidance systems, the Libyan arms dealer, and anything that might give credence to the plot he knew so little about.

Then he had been sent on his way, granted four weeks of medical leave for his injured hand. Until that morning, when Maria called to tell him that the four of them had been invited to the White House.

“With everything we know,” Strickland argued in the back seat of the town car, “with everything we’ve seen, we’re just supposed to stay quiet?” He scoffed. Back in New York, he had stayed behind with the four members of the Division sent to apprehend them. As expected, the police had arrived shortly thereafter to the report of shots fired and four of them were taken into custody. Fitzpatrick was taken to the hospital. Reid knew he was still alive, but had no idea what the mercenary’s condition was like. 

Strickland was released a few hours later at the behest of the CIA. Just like Reid, he was debriefed, commended, and granted a period of leave. And leave he did—but not before visiting Bixby in the lab to locate and remove the tracking device that had been implanted in his arm.

“We have no evidence,” Maria said from beside him. “We could tell whoever we want. We could tell the world. Who would believe us? The agency would disavow us in a heartbeat and eliminate any records that we ever worked for them. We’d look like a handful of conspiracy theorists and nothing more. We need something real. Something tangible.” On the East River, Maria had piloted the freighter to shore herself before joining Reid at the hospital. Try as she might to get her hands on one of the remote guidance systems in the cabin of the ship, the FBI had swarmed the vessel almost immediately and collected everything that might have been construed as evidence.

Yet there hadn’t been a single mention of it in the media or anywhere else. 

It felt like an empty victory, and Reid knew he wasn’t the only one that felt that way. People had died. In the three days since the strike, there had been dozens of reports online from around the country about racial profiling against Muslims. The American people were angry. The attack may not have gone as planned, but Reid couldn’t help but wonder if it was still enough to be a catalyst, to declare a new War on Terror. To renew a conflict in the Middle East.

“One thing is for sure,” said Watson in a quiet, basso voice as he drove along behind the SUV. “There are four of us now. We know. And as long as we’re able to do something about it, we won’t stop trying.” 

Reid nodded his agreement as he stared out the window. They travelled the rest of the short drive in silence.

Under normal circumstances, President Pierson would have greeted his guests on the front steps of the White House, but due to the confidential nature of the meeting the four agents were instead escorted inside by four Secret Service agents. They were ushered down a carpeted hall faced on both sides with portraits of past presidents. 

A slight tingle went up the nape of Reid’s neck at the sight, the scent of the place, the feel of the plush carpet beneath his polished black shoes. He had been here before, he knew, more than once. He adjusted his open collar; he hadn’t bothered with a tie. It would have been nearly impossible to knot with only one good hand. Maya had to help him button his shirt as it was.

Two more Secret Service members were posted outside the Oval Office. As Reid and his cohorts drew near, the black-suited agents opened the doors for them and granted them access into the president’s inner sanctum.

President Pierson rose immediately from behind his desk as they entered. “And here they are,” he announced, a broad smile breaking upon his face. “The men—and woman—of the hour.” 

Reid glanced around, surprised by the number of people present in the wide, round office. Standing to the left of Pierson’s desk was Vice President Cole, and beside him were the Secretaries of Defense, Homeland Security, and State. Opposite them was Christopher Poe, head of the FBI, Governor Thompson of New York, and Director of National Intelligence John Hillis.

Standing next to the DNI was a familiar yet undesirable face. Director Mullen clasped his hands in front of him, a thin, wry smile on his lips. Deputy Director Ashleigh Riker was beside him in her usual uniform of a charcoal gray pencil skirt and matching blazer.

Cartwright, Reid noted, was notably absent.

Pierson rounded his broad desk as the four agents stood shoulder to shoulder before it. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he addressed his small assembly of cabinet members and heads of state, “I’d like to introduce these fine Americans to those of you who haven’t yet had the pleasure of meeting. Agent John Watson.” Pierson shook his hand enthusiastically. “Agent Todd Strickland,” he continued, moving down the line. “Agent Maria Johansson.” 

The president paused in front of Reid with a smile that seemed genuinely appreciative. “And Agent Zero.” Pierson put out his hand, but Reid did not. His right hand was bandaged and splinted. “Oh. My apologies, Agent.” He awkwardly shook Reid’s left with his own. 

“Ordinarily,” the president said, addressing the four of them, “I consider myself an apt orator. But I have to admit…” He chuckled softly. “For the first time in my political career, I find myself at a loss for words.” Pierson held out his hands in a melodramatic shrug. “What could I say that would possibly express the heroism and fortitude that the four of you have shown? What sentiments could come even close to articulating how indebted our nation is to your valor and strength?” He shook his head. “There are none. So instead of words, I have the distinct honor of conveying our gratitude with commendation. Director Mullen?”

The CIA director nodded and reached behind him. On a narrow end table were four small wooden boxes, each a dark cherry and varnished to a high sheen. Mullen set them atop the president’s desk wordlessly. 

“It is my great privilege to bestow upon each of you the highest award the Central Intelligence Agency offers,” Pierson told them. “It is one of the rarest honors the United States can offer; only a few dozen individuals in history have received it. This award is given only to those who display voluntary acts of extraordinary heroism, involving the acceptance of existing dangers with conspicuous fortitude and exemplary courage.” The president lifted one of the polished boxes and held it reverently in both hands. “This is the Distinguished Intelligence Medal for Valor, also known as the Intelligence…” Pierson paused and smiled sheepishly. “I’m so sorry. Director Mullen, is this the Intelligence Cross, or the Star? I can’t seem to keep them straight.” 

An electric tingle ran up Reid’s spine. His shoulders quaked visibly.

Straight.

Mullen answered the president, but his words were lost to Reid’s ears.

Straight.

With just a single word from President Pierson’s lips, the floodgates opened suddenly and without warning in Reid’s mind. 

Strait.

The strait.

As sudden as a lightning strike, he remembered. Memories of covert operations in deserts and European capitals surged back like a deluge. Memories of White House visits, meetings, briefings and debriefings. Weapons training. Combat. Flight lessons. Languages. Interrogation tactics. 

He remembered.

He remembered everything. 

He felt Maria’s hand on his. His eyes met her expression of concern. He was trembling and couldn’t seem to control it. 

You okay? she mouthed.

He nodded slightly as he remembered their tryst. The memory was simply there, as if it had never left—the feel of her skin. The shape of her hips. The taste of her mouth on his.

The room felt as if it was spinning slowly. He was vaguely aware that Pierson was handing a box and medal to Watson. 

Agent John Watson. Born and raised in Detroit. Real name: Oliver Brown. Lost his six-year-old son to leukemia three years ago.

Reid squeezed his eyes shut. It was too much, all at once. He blinked twice, his vision blurry, and caught the gaze of Secretary of Defense Quentin Rigby. Retired four-star general. Once ordered the destruction of a US Army report that detailed the accidental deaths of a hundred and forty-four civilians outside of Kandahar when a ballistic missile misfired and struck a small village.

My god. He had information on all of them, every single one of them. It was information he was not supposed to have. Information that could get him killed. 

His knees buckled and he slumped. Maria’s arms tightened around him, catching him before he hit the carpet. “Kent,” she said urgently. “Are you alright?”

Reid looked into her eyes again. Maria Johansson. 

He begged his brain not to. He wasn’t sure he would like what it conjured.

Her real name is Clara. She told you that after your night together.

But you already knew that.

You already knew everything.

“Yeah,” he murmured. “Yeah, I’m okay.” 

“Agent Zero?” said Pierson. “Do you need to sit?”

“It’s, uh…” Reid cleared his throat, forcing himself up on his shaky legs. “It’s just the pain medication. For my hand. Made me a bit woozy. But I’m… I’m okay.” 

Pierson smiled and nodded. “I understand. No one here will be offended if you sit.” 

“Really. I’m okay.” 

Strait. The Strait of Hormuz. That’s what he had discovered two years earlier. The plot, the conspiracy, the manufactured war—the intention was for the US to gain control of the narrow strait between the Gulf of Oman and Iran, a global thoroughfare for oil shipping and one of the most strategic maritime chokepoints the world over.

He knew the stages of the plan. He knew who was involved. He knew that it was already set in motion. It came pouring back to him. He knew it all, but he hadn’t acted because he didn’t have solid evidence.

Too much. It was too much to take in at once. Yet one thing was certain: he had spent the last three months constantly anxious about who he could trust, who he shouldn’t trust, and now he understood why. 

He was the one that couldn’t be trusted. He had spent months meticulously gathering intel on everyone that might be involved, anyone close to him. Like tiny data files in his memory, he had something on each of them. He knew about them. 

He was trained to be a spy, and he had spied—on his friends. On his coworkers. On his teammates and superiors. On heads of state. 

Reid dared to steal a glance over at Riker. She stared back, one eyebrow raised slightly. But nothing new came to him, nothing that he didn’t already know or suspect. She had risen in the ranks after his memory suppressor had been installed; she had been a non-issue back then.

“Agent Zero.” His attention snapped forward as the president stepped directly in front of him, a dark cherry box in his hands. “It it my great honor and genuine pleasure to give you this Distinguished Intelligence Cross.” 

Reid nodded, forcing himself to stand straight, to keep himself steady as Pierson lifted the lid to reveal the gold, three-inch-round metal nestled inside the box. He handed it to Reid gently and he took it. 

“Thank you. Um, Mr. President.”

“No,” said Pierson. “Thank you, Agent Zero.” 

Agent Zero.

That’s right. That’s who I am.

And I know everything.
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