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      “A creature revolting against a creator is revolting against the source of his own powers—including even his power to revolt…It is like the scent of a flower trying to destroy the flower.”
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            FOREWORD: FROM BRIDGER (AGAIN)

          

        

      

    

    
      I told you at the beginning of The Spy Devils that I never thought I would write the foreword to a book. Well, I really never imagined I would be doing it again for Rebellious Son.

      When I allowed Joe to interview me for The Spy Devils, I told him to convey the “truth is stranger than fiction” aspect of espionage in the book. It is—whether you believe that I or the Spy Devils are real, or that the events in the book happened.

      If espionage is stranger than fiction, it is also a “people’s game.” Networking. Communication. Favors given and taken. Simple human emotions—real and manipulated.

      So, when I was interviewed for this book, I wanted to push that relationships play the critical factor in the success or failure of a mission. Life or death. Whatever you do in life, remember it is about the people you meet—long- and short-term. Nice people and awful people.

      The folks you call in a pinch. The individuals who never let you down—or at least tried their best. When they are sick…or worse…you feel it in your bones, forever. Mothers. Fathers. Spouses. Family. Friends. Co-workers—all the rest. By the way, I would NEVER have allowed a book about us to be written if I didn’t have a trust relationship with Joe.

      One last comment, this is fiction. We are not the robotic, ruthless, cold-blooded killers Joe makes us out to be—mostly, sort of, basically. I guess this kind of thriller book requires that. It is a dangerous world, but we take no pleasure in killing for killing’s sake. Well, except for Demon. I think fame is getting to him. Now he thinks he’s a star and wants his own spin-off series. Is he mellowing with age?

      When I read the manuscript of Rebellious Son, I offered changes to re-enforce the relationship theme. I think this final version gets the point across. I hope you think so, too.

      By the way, you decide if I was rebellious…I am the Devil, after all.

      

      
        
        Bridger

        USA, 2022
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            THE STREETS OF COSTA DEL SOL

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Costa del Sol, Spain

      

      

      

      In sixty-eight seconds, the man driving the red Ferrari would be dead—blown to pieces, to be more precise. He just didn’t know it yet. And he would never know he was exterminated by the world’s most notorious and hunted bomb maker.

      The young man, known as Milos to the people in and around Marbella, had a lot on his mind. He was going to cash in big that day. He impatiently revved the luxury sports car’s engine as he inched the convertible along the sun-drenched morning traffic on Av. Antonia Machado, the main coastal road that ran through the resort town.

      He maneuvered around the Benalplaya Roundabout traffic. Above him, a salty onshore breeze flapped, clicked, and spun the multicolored pinwheels rising high on a sculpture in the center of the circle, creating blurs of color.

      Milos checked his reflection in the mirror to confirm his perfectly greased-back hair was glistening in the sun. His tinted Dolce & Gabbana sunglasses were positioned just right. His tasteful slacks and white short-sleeve shirt were ideal for the delightful early October day along the Mediterranean coast.

      Milos was too preoccupied to notice the man sitting at a table outside an ice cream shop wearing the same wide-brim straw sun hat bought by all the tourists in the shops lining the road. Why would he? His concentration was focused on the big meeting that evening—the biggest—and he had to get a manicure and haircut in preparation. The Dutch. The Vietnamese and Czechs. The Russians. Italians. Albanians. Greeks. Everyone wanted to talk to Milos about laundering their millions of dollars of drug money. If his pitch went well, he would be set for life.

      Instead, in forty-five seconds, the man would activate the detonator on the bomb he had placed under the driver’s seat during the night.

      With only twenty seconds left with a beating heart, Milos inched the car forward. He irately banged his palms against the leather-wrapped steering wheel when the stoplight five cars ahead of him turned red.

      “Every day,” he muttered in frustration.

      Resting his elbow on his door, Milos watched people with arms filled with bags, beach chairs, toys, and children walk slower than snails in the crosswalk on the busy divided road to the beach.

      Zero.

      The bright flash and simultaneous boom of the explosion sent doors, glass, and jagged parts of the Ferrari in every direction. The concussive force of plastic explosives and miniature ball bearings shredded Milos’s body. Chunks of him started to burn, as did the Ferrari and everything else in a ten-foot radius around the blast.

      Swimsuit-clad bodies lay in the crosswalk—dead or bleeding. Injured and bloody drivers and pedestrians staggered in every direction. Screams, shattering glass, and car alarms added to the chaos. The crackle of burning palm leaves and the smells of burning cars and charred flesh choked the air.

      A few shops down, the man calmly ate his ice cream. He watched a young boy step onto the street and pick up some slightly cracked, expensive-looking Dolce & Gabbana sunglasses lying against the curb. A furious and frantic mother, screaming in French, ran to the boy, yanked his arm, and dragged him back on the sidewalk and away from the pandemonium.

      The man watched in bemused fascination and pride at the burning wreckage that moments ago was worth a quarter of a million dollars. A mere few ounces of Semtex plastic explosives, a cheap detonator, and a connection to the guts of an old mobile phone had turned it into a heap of worthless junk.

      When he heard emergency sirens approaching, the man took one last spoonful of soupy, lukewarm ice cream—they really did make chocolate just right—and dropped the phone into his backpack. He winced in pain as he stood. It had been decades since his back had bent and twisted as much as it had while he hid the bomb under the Ferrari’s seat.

      With a final glance at the chaos, he shuffled away from Av. Antonia Machado. He had more work to do that day—but he had sent the first message.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The sun setting over the Mediterranean cast a yellow-orange glow across the men sitting atop the trendy oyster and cocktail sky bar called AIT. The twilit panoramic view of the upscale towns of Puerto Banus and Marbella attracted those who sought good food, generous expensive drinks, or both. Most chose to be seen—others hid in plain sight.

      Their nightly reserved corner booth surrounded a low table covered with shrimp cocktail, oysters, champagnes, and house specialty drinks. Large potted palm trees separated them from patrons crowded into the next lounge and the groups swarming the long rows of seats and tables that ran along the length of the bar.

      The sweaty, drunk tourists did not know they were vacationing in a shared workspace for organized crime. The fifty-mile strip of Spain located between the mountains and sea was the world's hub for drug trafficking and money laundering. These, not tourism, were the primary industries of Costa del Sol. All other illegal enterprises orbited around the crime hotspot as well. Even international criminals need to collaborate to prosper.

      After Milos’s assassination that morning, most drug traffickers in the region had retreated to safety. The Moroccans in their bars. The Irish in the pubs. The British in their hotels. The Colombians at the shopping malls. The Italian Camorra in the pizzerias. The rest in bars and tapas spots along the Golden Mile of Marbella or upscale apartments of New Andalucia.

      The only attendees of Milos’s planned meeting brave enough to risk being seen in public sat on the rooftop. Whether due to fear, lack of trust, or both, none made direct eye contact.

      “Milos was an arrogant prick,” the Polish organized crime member said.

      “It was Milos’s plan. His idea for us to meet and work to stop the bastards,” the man from the Netherlands said, looking off at the setting sun.

      “Now he is blown up. Dumb prick.” The Czech took a large swallow of his lager.

      “Could this be about our initiative?” the Vietnamese asked, his eyes cast down at his small plate of food, and whispered, “Could it be the Chinese?”

      “Of course it is. The dirty Chinese are everywhere. We know they want our business in Europe,” the Belgian said. “It is why Milos is in little bits on the street. It is a message.”

      They sat listening to the pulsating music and voices shouting over the music for a moment. “I wonder what will happen now?” the Vietnamese asked.

      A block away, an old man with a backpack walked in the darkness and checked his watch. Then he looked up at the lights and sounds coming from the rooftop. If his old Swiss timers were still accurate, and he was certain they were, the bomb buried in the potted palm next to the table would explode in a few seconds.

      It did, killing the men at the table and three innocent patrons instantly. The injuries to several dozen other patrons ranged from simple scratches to severed limbs.

      As screams replaced music, the man walked back into the shadows away from the blast, certain his second message was sent.
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            TEDAC

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Huntsville, Alabama / Washington, DC

      

      

      

      The Spanish press noted that violence was common in Costa del Sol, but bombs were not. Members of Udyco Costa del Sol—the national police's Organized Crime Brigade—monitored the standard social media channels, searching for any group to claim responsibility. None did. Their bomb experts meticulously searched for bomb fragments, explosive residue, or any other remnants for clues.

      All they had was the identification of the explosive used—Semtex, the C-4–like plastic explosive produced by a manufacturer in the Czech Republic. Made for industrial purposes to clear landmines, its ease of use and difficulty of detection quickly had made it the favorite of terror groups. Stumped and running out of clues, the Spanish authorities expedited shipment of residue samples from both bombs to the United States. They arrived at the FBI's Terrorist Explosive Device Analytic Center, or TEDAC, located in Huntsville, Alabama.

      In 2003, TEDAC had been established as the U.S. government's sole location to analyze explosive devices—essentially a bomb library. Inside, forensic technical librarians used their unique skills and a repository of bomb evidence to identify and link bomb makers and sponsoring organizations. Explosives have fingerprints—a composition of explosive materials, plastic binders, and detection fillers unique to their production lot. The duty of the TEDAC was to find those telltale prints.

      Grace Oliveros, one of the technicians, finished reading the two-page report on the Semtex samples provided by the Spanish and put it in a red folder with the FBI logo and TEDAC on the cover. Then, wearing a white lab coat and her hair in a net, Grace walked over to her workstation in the cool, dim room. Lamps, a computer screen, testing equipment, and an examination board covered with paper and small tools filled her space.

      Over the next hour, Grace methodically performed several tests on the material. She entered her results into the massive TEDAC explosive device database and sat back and waited. When “NO MATCH” blinked red on white in a text box on her screen, she groaned in disappointment. Undeterred, she reran the sample, broadening the parameters of the search. “NO MATCH” appeared again.

      Grace sat back, closed her eyes to block the light from the lamps in her work area, and thought. After 2002, a version of Semtex containing odors was produced so it could be detected by sniffer dogs. Metal traces were added to enable the material to be seen by airport scanners. These samples had none of that. The Semtex was old.

      Setting the search parameters to scan all archived data, she blinked when her screen displayed green on white: “MATCH FOUND.”

      “Yes!” Grace said, clapping her gloved hands and sending a rubbery thump echoing around the room. She tapped her keyboard and reran the analysis from the beginning. The green-on-white result came back as before.

      They were the same.

      She started her analysis report. The sample from Spain matched exactly the fingerprint of the explosive used in the Le Belle disco bombing in Berlin in 1986. It matched the twelve ounces molded inside a Toshiba cassette recorder that brought down Pan Am flight 103 over Lockerbie, Scotland, in December 1988, killing 270 people. Her eyes widened as it matched a dozen more.

      Grace cross-checked her results with all known lots that matched this sample. The screen revealed it was part of a nine-hundred-ton shipment of Semtex sent to Libya during the 1980s.

      She stopped her written report, picked up her phone, and punched a button.

      “Sir. I think you should see this.”
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        * * *

      

      The intelligence alert went from Director/TEDAC to the Director/FBI, who informed the Attorney General of the United States. The AG then sent the email URGENT to the White House and an alphabet soup of government agencies: DoD, State, Homeland Security, and CIA. No one replied with follow-ups as the intel was swallowed in the daily sinkhole of government communications.

      Only one person noted the intel when it appeared in her inbox at CIA Headquarters in Langley. 

      “Shit,” she muttered, reading the message's contents. She reread it. “Shit.” 

      She hit a button, and the document rolled from her printer in a few seconds.

      May grabbed the paper as she strode out of her seventh-floor office and around the corner to the office of the DDO—Deputy Director of Operations. She didn't wait to be announced. Max Hawkins was holding binoculars to his eyes as he stood on a small concrete balcony that overlooked northern Virginia's forests. 

      “Did you see it?” May asked.

      “What? The Coopers Hawk? It has a nest”—he pointed—“over there.”

      “The Most Wanted Terrorist bulletin update from the Bureau.”

      “No. What's in it?” he asked, still peering through the eyeglasses that looked like a toy in his massive hands. 

      Hawkins was a powerful man in his early sixties. A veteran CIA case officer who came up through the ranks of clandestine operations over a thirty-year career. Hawkins was respected for his experience and devotion to his case officers and the mission of the DDO. He was feared for those same characteristics. 

      “You should read it.” May waited a few beats. “Now.” She held out the sheet of paper.

      Sighing, he took the paper from his seventy-year-old Director of Special Activities. He walked into his office through the sliding door. He set the binoculars on his desk as he leaned back—the executive chair creaked with strain under the mass of the DDO. He started to read.

      “It came in about ten minutes ago,” she said before he asked. She saw his face tighten.

      “Shit,” Hawkins said, swiveling his chair in semicircular arcs. “Since when did the Bureau suddenly become so competent?” 

      “I don't know. I've made a living ignoring the FBI.” 

      “Do you think he will find out?” 

      She folded her arms and looked at him. “What do you think?”

      Hawkins tossed the paper on his desk and rubbed his eyes. “Maybe he won't, and if he does”—he paused for effect—"I will shut it all down in heartbeat.” 

      Electronic bleeps chirped from his desk phone. He picked up the receiver, listened, and handed the phone to May. “It's for you.” 

      May heard his displeasure as she sat on the edge of the desk and took the phone.

      “Wes?” She held the receiver away from her ear, and a male voice shouted at her. “Wes.” The shouting continued. “Wes!”

      The line went silent. 

      May handed the receiver back to an even angrier-looking Hawkins. “Shit,” she said. “This could be a problem.”

      “Could be? You mean is a problem.”

      May stood and took a few steps toward the door. “I can control Wes,” she said confidently. “I have since this started.”

      “Really? Really?” The sarcasm-laced words struck like darts into May’s back. “Control Wes, my ass. No one can control him.”

      The wrinkles etching her face were more pronounced than when she came into the office moments before. “I’ve managed to keep him in the dark for years. Whatever is going on now—it wasn’t of our creation. Once I know what it is, I will keep Wes away from it.”

      “Bullshit. You don’t think now that he knows his biggest enemy is alive and kicking, he won’t try to hunt him down and kill him no matter what you do?” Hawkins picked up his binoculars and walked to the patio. “What are the chances he calls your kid to get his help?”

      May shook her head. “Shit.”
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            JAIME RAMIREZ

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bogota, Colombia

      

      

      

      “Anything?” Bridger asked from a bench, mindlessly tossing corn to dozens of flapping, milling, and hopping pigeons.

      “A few of the plainclothes types have been filtering in from all directions,” Snake said from somewhere in the massive Plaza de Bolivar, located in the heart of downtown Bogota.

      “Anyone else see anything?” 

      “A nice guy is selling popsicles out of a little cart,” Imp said, peering through his signature tortoise shell glasses from a corner of the plaza. At barely over twenty, the youngest Spy Devil’s value as a computer and technical whiz-kid was unmatched. An earbud, wirelessly linked to a mini-frequency scanner attached to his belt, was connected to his ever-present laptop.

      “So? What does that mean?” Demon asked from his position across the vast plaza.

      “It means I like popsicles.”

      “Let me kill him.” 

      “Please don’t, because then I couldn’t report I got nothing on the scanners.”

      “All quiet here, except some stuff,” Milton said with a slight Alabama accent from a pew inside the cathedral.

      “Like people praying, you mean?” Beatrice asked with a glance of disgust.

      “Yeah, that,” he said.

      “And the security guys?” she added.

      “Those, too.”

      In her late twenties, Beatrice was a trained actress and makeup artist with short dark hair and dark wide eyes. She was tough, smart, and gorgeous. Milton, on the other hand, was short, wafer-thin, and had a ruddy complexion. Although he had just turned thirty, he looked more like a nerdy teenager, which made sense since he was an engineer and genius mad scientist.

      Proving the maxim “opposites attract,” Beatrice and Milton had mysteriously become inseparable. She had used her makeup skills to turn them into a gray-haired tourist couple sitting side by side in the church. 

      “Is he there?” Bridger asked.

      “Inside. Left inside a hallway, not looking too happy, as you might expect,” Demon said as he scratched his head. Over his protests, Beatrice had turned him into a street pickpocket. Unshaven. Long dirty wig. Baggy, dirtier clothes.

      “Demon. What about Carlos? He with him?”

      “He is here in all his ugliness.”

      “Good,” Bridger said. For all this to work, he needed Carlos.

      “Speaking of ugly—” Imp started.

      “Shut your face.”

      “I see two others by the front door,” Beatrice said.

      “There are two really obvious schmucks outside and a guy in the tower. I’m on him,” Snake said. “Let me know.”

      “There are two more in back,” Demon added. His seventy-year-old voice grumbled into Bridger’s ear. “As I was saying, you know how the next few minutes could go, don’t you?”

      “Maybe. How?”

      “Bloody. So I assume stupid rule number one is canceled?”

      “If all else fails.”

      “It will.”

      “Remember, you don’t have to kill anyone. Incapacitation is just as good.”

      “Sorry, whatever you said was garbled. Bad connection maybe,” Demon said.

      Bridger knew Demon was right, but he needed to get the Colombian he was meeting to cooperate. That meant suspending Rule #1 of the Spy Devils, which was: No killing unless absolutely necessary.

      It was why Bridger had Milton create the Devil Stick—the multi-purpose telescoping baton that shot a homemade paralyzing agent on one setting, acted as a stun baton on another, and shot small Taser-like dart electrodes on a third.

      But this time “bloody” was the only way to motivate the man they were about to meet.

      From Bridger’s vantage point facing the spectacular Primatial Cathedral of Bogotá, he had a clear view of the Palace of Justice, National Capital, and other historical buildings lining the square. He checked his watch. “It’s time.”

      Bridger tossed the remaining corn to the side to clear the scrambling pigeons from his path and walked across the open plaza. Bridger admired the cathedral's spires as he approached. It was an excellent location for snipers. At least, that was where he would put them. Bridger was certain his head was zeroed in the crosshairs of a sniper scope. He smiled at the spires and put his hands in the air to show he was unarmed.

      Bridger was not wearing any disguise. It was not necessary. The man he was meeting knew what he looked like. Bridger also possessed the unique characteristic of having features that seemed to change depending on the angle and light. He was nearly six feet tall and had sandy hair, with almost-hazel eyes that morphed to shades of green and blue almost at will. He did have a few days of beard on his face. He wore jeans, a polo, and denim jacket.

      “Snake?”

      “Yo, I’m here,” the former Bronx cop said in his thick accent. “I got him.”

      “Good. Get ready,” Bridger said as he walked into the church. 

      The air was cool inside and filled with the smell of melting candle wax, burning incense, and centuries-old mildew. As Demon reported, the man was on the left side, standing in the shadows of a high archway. Behind him was Carlos—a large man with a pockmarked face surrounding cold eyes.

      Bridger approached with a broad smile and his hand extended to the smaller man.

      He didn’t move to greet Bridger or hold out his hand.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Hi, Jaime. Thanks for agreeing to meet.”

      “I did not agree. I was ordered by the president’s office to meet you. That was after he received a call from your CIA director. If not, I would not be here in the open risking my life.”

      “I appreciate your—”

      A frown spread across Colonel Jaime Ramirez’s bearded face. The trim beard was less dense on a scar that snaked along his left jawbone. “Why would I ever want to meet with you again?”

      Jaime Ramirez had led the fight against the illegal drug trade for years as leader of the Drug Enforcement Unit within the National Police of Colombia. He was a small man considering the enormity of his job. Several inches less than six feet tall, and that was generous. He wore olive-drab commando pants, the same color shirt under a worn waist-length leather jacket.

      A banging noise echoed from somewhere inside the church, startling Ramirez. His hand flashed inside his jacket toward the bulge of a gun. His bodyguard, Carlos, who was only a few feet away, moved to Ramirez’s side. He held his gun low and out of sight from onlookers. His eyes kept scanning the church.

      Their reaction made sense to Bridger. He knew that was the basis—mostly—for the antagonistic greeting.

      Every cartel in Colombia and several in other countries wanted Ramirez dead.

      The first assassination attempt caused the scar on his face. Bridger was in-country a few years ago during the second attempt when Ramirez and his unit were helping the Spy Devils capture a member of the drug cartel. After they did, the cartel attacked Ramirez in revenge. Ramirez lost three fingers on his left hand, and the drive-by shooting killed his wife Gloria, and eight-year-old daughter, Amira.

      The Spy Devil presence in Colombia was a reminder of both that event and that if he hadn’t been distracted, perhaps his family would not be dead. He made it known then that he did not want to see Bridger again.

      “I assume, like me, you are not here alone. Where is your killer, Demon?”

      “Around.”

      Carlos’s face twitched as his eyes darted from face to face of the people gawking at the interior of the church or sitting in pews.

      Bridger also scanned the interior of the church. Demon, still playing the drunk, moved to sit in a pew with his back facing the alcove. Milton and Beatrice were examining the architecture of the main altar. Beatrice’s old couple disguises were excellent. She looked like an aging movie star—Audrey Hepburn or Grace Kelly. Milton like an old guy.

      “What do you want?” Ramirez asked with impatience. “What is so important that the president calls and orders me out in the open to meet you?”

      Bridger leaned against the wall. “First, I wanted to let you know we are back in country as much as I know you don’t want us here. Second, I need to trade. Information.”

      “No. I agreed to meet. We met.” Ramirez turned to Carlos. “Let’s go. Tell the team we are leaving.”

      “You will want to hear this.”

      Ramirez started walking down the short corridor.

      “I like this place, and it is relatively secure,” Bridger commented. “Even the narcs normally don’t kill inside a church.” He sighed. “Normally. Unless they are already here.” He crossed his arms.

      Ramirez flinched and turned back to Bridger. “What do you mean, already here?”

      Bridger used his back to push off the wall and stand straight. “Should I answer or do you want to…Carlos?”

      Carlos’s face went pale, then red in rage. His knuckles were white as he gripped his pistol.

      “Shut your mouth,” the man said.

      “Okay, I guess it’s on me. I came across some information that I thought I should tell you in person—for something in return, of course. Deal with the devil and all.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Bridger looked Carlos in the eye. “Carlos here and most, if not all, of your security team, have been bought by the Gulf Clan Cartel. You remember them—the really violent extortionists, drug smugglers, and human traffickers.” Bridger looked at Ramirez. “The guys who killed your family. Ever wonder how they knew where they were?”

      Ramirez looked at Carlos with narrowing eyes. He slid his hand toward his gun under his jacket. For a moment they stood only a few feet apart with their eyes locked on each other.

      “Get ready,” Bridger whispered into his comms.

      “Carlos?” Ramirez glared at the head of his security team.

      “Ahora!” Carlos screamed the code-word “now” into the microphone clipped to his lapel as he pushed Ramirez toward Bridger, stepped back, and raised his gun. Bridger was ready and sidestepped the staggering Ramirez, pulled a miniature Devil Stick from a hidden pocket in his coat, and fired the electronic probes into Carlos’s wide chest.

      To Bridger’s surprise, and despite the thousands of volts passing from the darts into his body, Carlos managed to keep his balance. Bridger dropped the Devil Stick, grabbed the large stunned man by his clothes, pivoted, and used the momentum to fling Carlos face-first into the wall. He struck with a hollow mellow thunk. The massive man sank to his knees but was still semi-conscious. Bridger kicked Carlos in the head twice, driving his head against the wall until he collapsed to the floor.

      Nearby, Demon rose and swung a leg out from between two pews, tripping the first of Carlos’s accomplices. The man tried to remain upright, but his momentum sent him forward until he lost his balance and fell uncontrolled to the hard stone floor.

      Using strength and agility of a man half his seventy years, Demon raised his Ka-Bar and jammed it into the heart of the second man. A squishy gurgling sound followed as blood immediately poured from his mouth.

      “Screw it.” Demon used the still-imbedded knife to rotate the impaled dying man so he was facing the dazed security man who was trying to stand and reach for his gun. Demon shoved the man with the knife still sticking out of his chest toward the guard rising from the floor. As the first man scrambled to avoid the collision, Demon pulled his Kimber 1911 from his belt holster and put four rounds into his chest and head.

      Screams and crashing furniture echoed through the cathedral.

      “Two,” Demon said calmly as he holstered his gun. Reaching down, he pulled his knife out and wiped the blood off on the dead man’s shoulder. “That was too easy.”

      In the front of the church, Milton and Beatrice joined the panicked crowd rushing toward the door. As two security men struggled through the crowd toward them, each was met with a full dose of Milton’s special capsaicin neurotoxin concoction sprayed into their faces. Grabbing their throats, they started falling, their faces turning purple as they gagged for breath. By the time they hit the floor, they were unconscious.

      On a balcony overlooking the plaza, Snake crashed his Devil Stick into the back of the prone sniper’s head. Snake rolled him to the side, not checking to see if he was dead or alive. For the next few seconds that didn’t matter.

      Snake picked up the Remington MSR bolt-action sniper rifle—an adequate choice, he thought. Before people could exit out the front door, Snake sighted on the back of one man, pulled the trigger, and put a 7.62 NATO between his shoulders. As that man dropped to the ground spread-eagle, the other turned his panicked face toward Snake’s position. Snake smoothly grabbed the bolt handle, rotated, and pulled the bolt, extracting and ejecting the spent cartridge. He pushed the bolt forward to load, pushing a new cartridge into the barrel chamber.

      He sighted and put that round into the side of the other man’s head, just above the right ear.

      Only forty-five seconds had passed since Bridger had given the “get ready” warning.

      “We all need to go, like right now,” Imp said. “Lots of guys in official uniforms are coming fast.”

      Bridger helped Ramirez to his feet. “We have to go before your police pals get here.” Bridger took an envelope from his pants pocket and stuffed it into Ramirez’s good hand. “I plan to rain hell over the next few days, and you are going to get me the info I need—tonight. Understand?”

      Ramirez looked at the battered head of his security chief and saw he was still breathing. He pulled his pistol from the shoulder holster under his leather coat, placed it to Carlos’s temple, and fired.

      “Yes. I understand. I will call you.” He reached out his hand. “Gracias.”
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      That morning, as usual, Alejandro Vasquez was the best-dressed twenty-something sipping an expensive frothy macchiato and munching on avocado toast in Azahar Park 93, a trendy coffee shop in central Bogota.

      While most of the other patrons were dressed casually—hoodies, baseball caps, jeans—Alejandro wore his gray bespoke suit, the kind that signaled he was young, rich, and important. A white dress shirt opened at the collar. A new Audi and its driver waited outside. His stylishness was completed with one knee over the other, elbow on knee, and a cup of hot coffee in his hand, looking without concern at his laptop screen. He would casually lean forward, tap a few keys, then lean back.

      Azahar Park 93 had an international feel. Situated on a corner, the exterior walls were all glass—that could be opened to a patio sitting area—filling the interior with natural light. Adequately spaced wood tables and white molded plastic chairs. Long wooden counter. Stools and benches. Green plants with a tropical motif. Modern hanging lamps with bubble shades. Neon signs. Wrought-iron fixtures. The air was filled with a mixture of dark roast, pastries, and car exhaust rolling in through the open door from the patio along the street.

      Alejandro had risen fast through the staff at Casa Jorge Tequila to become the chief financial officer. But what no one else knew was that position also made Alejandro the chief financial officer for Los Facilitadores, the massive Colombian-based drug trafficker money-laundering operation.

      Concentrating on his computer, Alejandro didn’t see the young woman carefully carrying her coffee as she pivoted between the tables. When her foot caught his, he was unprepared for the steaming hot coffee splashing all over his lap. When he jumped up screaming, he spilled the rest of his coffee on his laptop.

      “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!” the woman said in English. She grabbed a few small paper napkins off the table next to her. Others started to hand her more. She tried to wipe the huge wet spot that covered his lap. 

      “Oh, I am sorry!” she repeated as the waiter ran over with a towel. 

      “My god, you—give me that,” Alejandro said, grabbing the towel and pressing it against his thighs. When he saw puddles on his laptop, he forgot his pants and furiously dabbed at the keyboard.

      “No. No. No,” he said, more pleading than angry.

      “Let me help you. Oh, I’m so sorry.”

      “I am fine. I am fine.” He slammed his laptop shut, snatched it up, and shuffled toward the back of the café.

      “At least let me buy you another coffee,” she said.

      He stomped away without acknowledging her offer.

      Alejandro headed down the short hallway clutching his laptop with one hand, still wiping his pants with the other. Finally, he stopped at a single door bearing a metal sign with a scrolled WC floating in wavy vapors above a coffee cup. The handle showed a red dot in a small window, signifying it was occupied.

      “Mierda,” he said as he rocked from one foot to the other. After a few seconds he slammed his fist on the door. That gained no response, so he banged again. Then he heard a click and saw the dot flip from red to green. 

      The door opened and, as he stepped back to let the occupant exit, he saw something flash in front of his face. He felt weightless for a passing second. Then he was unconscious.

      Milton had the Devil Stick setting at “3”—enough to knock someone briefly unconscious without significant side effects. Angel came from around the corner and caught Alejandro with an “oof” before he fell to the floor. Milton grabbed the laptop from Alejandro as his hand went limp.

      Together they dragged the man down a service hall, then left and out a door that accessed a loading dock and a pay parking lot. Snake was waiting in the man’s Audi—the driver nowhere to be seen. They tossed Alejandro into the trunk.

      The guard raised the gate with a bored nod. Snake nodded back as he turned left into traffic on the arrow.
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        * * *

      

      “Angel will help me with the interrogation,” Bridger said.

      “What? Why him? He hasn’t done anything,” Demon said.

      “He did all the research. Plus, he is a former intel officer.”

      “Big deal. He doesn’t have these.” Demon reached into the back pocket of his jeans and held up rust-covered pliers.

      Demon was dressed as usual in blue jeans and a black pullover jacket. His prized Kimber 1911, a relic from his decades as a Marine, was secured in a leather holster on his right hip. Attached to his belt in back was a worn cross-draw sheath housing his other Marine keepsake—a classic Ka-Bar knife. Many of the Spy Devils’ adversaries knew to their discomfort what he kept in his back pocket.

      “We can’t hurt this guy too much,” Bridger said, shaking his head. Demon dropped hard into a worn recliner. “Maybe later, Demon.” Bridger smiled.

      “Those are the kind of promises you never keep.” He turned away from Bridger, clicking the pliers in his hand. 

      Bridger walked down the short hallway to the bedrooms in the small safe house in the Usaquén suburb north of downtown Bogota.

      The Spy Devils had spent five weeks chasing a Mr. Gan, the head of the Americas division of one of the world’s largest drug organizations, called “The Enterprise,” that was composed of the five Chinese triads. Mostly Asia-Pacific–based, they had fingers everywhere. They worked with partners in crime worldwide—like the Yakuza in Japan. Mafias in the U.S.

      The Enterprise generated more money than most countries’ GDP. Billions and billions from trafficking methamphetamines and other synthetic drugs. Ketamine. Fentanyl. They sold precursor chemicals everywhere. Along with their Mexican allies, they were behind the world’s crystal meth dependency.

      Their growth business was money laundering for the other cartels—the biker gangs in the U.S. and Canada, the Cártel de Jalisco Nueva Generación—CJNG—in Mexico. Others in Australia. Guatemala. Gan was in Colombia to add the cartels there to their list of clients.

      A few weeks ago on their popular social media outlets, the Spy Devils exposed Mr. Gan and the Chinese cartel’s North American money laundering networks. The intel they collected said Gan had visited Mexico and Colombia for general cartel relationship building and to increase their money-laundering program. After their exposure, he went on the run back to Mexico and then Colombia.

      Bridger found Imp sitting crossed-legged on a bed, Bluetooth earbuds in, typing furiously on his laptop. A long cable tethered his computer to Alejandro’s laptop next to him on the bed. They were connected to the blinking and humming computer towers lined up on the floor. His eyes flicked from one screen to the other, then to one of the two LCD monitors on the desk.

      Bridger had rescued the Spy Devil computer prodigy college dropout from multiple prison sentences for hacking banks, governments, businesses, and celebrities. He waited for the kid to stop and acknowledge his leader’s presence, but Imp was intent on his work.

      “How is it going?” Imp didn’t react. “Imp? How is it going?” Imp glanced at Bridger, then kept working as if he wasn’t there. “Mmmmm?”

      “Okay. Okay. The weasel had his passwords and logins on his phone.” Imp shook his head, still typing. “People are stupid. No one thinks it will be them someday. The other guy they hear about on TV is the stupid one. I’ve pulled everything off the phone. The new guy has it. There is plenty to start.”

      “Okay. And Angel gave you the list of what I need?”

      “Yeah. I will give this guy credit.” He pointed to the screen. “He tried to partition the drives. The data is encrypted. I set The Unemployables on it, but it will still take a few hours.”

      The Unemployables were Imp’s vast network of tech misfits of all ages he had collected to help solve the extreme challenges the Spy Devils frequently encountered. Some had day jobs, but most were unemployed due to a variety of antisocial personality disorders.

      “Faster the better. Tell them.”

      “Yes, daddy. Go away and play with the bad man. I have work to do.”

      Bridger went out into the hallway and around to the next bedroom. Angel was looking at a monitor. The video feed was split into halves, each showing a different angle of Alejandro and the room's interior.

      Angel was the newest Spy Devil, brought on board after he was fired by his company for exposing their complicity in aiding Chinese espionage and financial malfeasance. Angel adjusted his fake tinted thin-framed glasses and scratched his week-old beard. Beatrice put a little grease and red dye in the hair, which was enough to make it hard to get a perfect read on his face. He wore a gray suit and white shirt open at the collar—mimicking Alejandro.

      “What have you got?” Bridger asked.

      Angel handed him a folder. Bridger opened it and scanned each page. “When you get more, bring it in.”

      “No problem,” he said.

      “I hate it when people say that. There are always problems. And mistakes. You learned that in Ukraine. So, be ready for the problems.”

      “No problem.”

      Bridger shook his head. Angel fit right in with the rest of the team.

      Bridger, who was in disguise more often than not, was dressed identically to Angel, since similarity can breed confusion.

      Bridger tucked the folder under his arm, picked up a case of pushpins, opened the door to the room at the end of the hall, and walked in.

      Alejandro was seated in a chair beside a small rectangular table that butted up against a wall. One of his wrists was handcuffed to a bolt sticking out of the wall. He was now wearing a Colombian national soccer team red and black tracksuit. 

      Bridger slowly strode to the table and pulled out a chair. He deliberately placed the folder on the table, squared to the table's edge. 

      All the while, Alejandro watched him through swollen red eyes. 

      Finally, Bridger clasped his hands in front of him on the table. “Alejandro. We are sorry about the coffee spilled on your suit. We are getting it dry-cleaned right now. It will come back, clean and pressed.”

      “Why am I here? Who is who? Let me go, or you will be in trouble. You don’t know who you are dealing—”

      Bridger indifferently flipped his wrist as a sign that Alejandro should stop talking. He was easy to read. The prisoner was trying to appear calm, but the slightly raised eyebrows and taut brow gave his fear away. He kept wiping nonexistent fluids from his nose with his free hand.

      “Alejandro Garcia Vasquez. Born in Cartagena. Twenty-eight.” Bridger allowed himself a short smile. “You have a birthday coming up. Happy birthday in advance. Your father Miguel is a plumber.” Bridger held up a small black and white photo of a man. He opened the case of pushpins and stuck the picture on the wall next to Alejandro.

      “Your mother Maria”—Bridger showed Alejandro a picture of a smiling woman—“is an accountant for a food service. Nice-looking woman.” He pinned it to the wall next to her husband.

      “Your sister Ana is a nurse in Houston.” He held up another photo. “Married to William, who works for Chevron.” Another photo. “Two children. Luisa, five. Paula, two. Good-looking kids.” Two photos. He pinned them all in a line next to the others.

      Bridger turned the page before reading more information. “You have an MBA from Universidad de los Andes School of Management, Bogota. Not married. Based on the contents of your computer, you like porn—nothing unusual.” Bridger looked up. “Surprisingly,” he looked back down at the notes, “you drive an Audi A8—well, you used to, thank you very much.”

      Confusion and then realization filled Alejandro’s face.

      “You reside in the Bogota-Cabrera Luxury apartments”—Bridger looked up again—"holy hell. That is some rent payment. You are doing well, Alejandro. Let’s get to that.”

      Bridger was no longer reading but watching to see Alejandro’s reactions. “You started at Casa Jorge Tequila—I’ve had better tequila, no offense—two years ago and rose to your current position as CFO. You also became the financial point man for Los Facilitadores. Casa Jorge is a subsidiary of Grupo Sanchez run by this man.” Bridger took a large color photo from the folder and placed it on the table. “Jorge Sanchez, the leader of Los Facilitadores.”

      Ramirez had kept his end of the bargain, supplying the Spy Devils with the information Bridger needed three nights ago. He wanted as much intel as he could get on Los Facilitadores. Ramirez’s info described the group as Colombian businessmen who used their status and access with businesses and banks to move money through false export contracts. Within their legitimate businesses were front companies in the region. It was a full-service money-laundering operation—accountants, administrators, and bankers operating on behalf of the front companies to clean money for the cartels.

      In Colombia alone it was clearing one hundred million dollars a year.

      The combined power, influence, and money had bought protection from enough politicians, judges, and law enforcement officials to make members of Los Facilitadores virtually untouchable by any authority in Colombia.

      Regarding Gan, the Spy Devils’ current operational target, Ramirez confirmed he was meeting with Jorge Sanchez, the leader of Los Facilitadores. Sanchez was a very good businessman who owned the largest casinos in the country and most of best real estate. He was also a ruthless killer and borderline sociopath. Ramirez supplied the best organizational chart they had of Los Facilitadores’s operations, locations of their facilities, and mobile phone numbers for their leadership.

      Alejandro Garcia Vasquez stood out as the prime target to either locate Gan or leverage his information to use against Sanchez.

      “You don’t have to talk,” Bridger said. “We will get most of the information off your phone and computer.”

      An arrogant smirk appeared on Alejandro’s face. “You will not get anything from my computer. It is protected with sophisticated encryption.”

      On cue, the door opened and Angel walked in. He was carrying a hanger draped with a clear plastic bag with a suit inside in one hand, and a folder in the other. He put the folder on the table, looked around, then handed Bridger the hanger and left.

      “Already? Here it is,” Bridger said, holding up the suit. “Cleaned and pressed as promised.”

      Bridger took the time to admire the suit. He rubbed his fingers on the fabric under the plastic. “Expensive. Tailor-made. Rugged hopsack. Lightweight. Textured. I am betting Harrisons of Edinburgh fabric. Geez. Everybody I meet in the finance world has excellent clothes.” Bridger carelessly dropped the suit on the floor and let it remain there, rumpled and disheveled.

      He opened the new folder and through his earbuds listened to Angel explain the contents.

      “I will not help you,” Alejandro said, glancing in worry at the suit and tugging on his shackled wrist.

      “Admirable, very admirable, Alejandro. Loyalty is a virtue. Sanchez is lucky to have you. However, today is not a lucky day for the virtuous.”

      The door opened, and Jaime Ramirez walked in. He closed the door and leaned against the wall, arms crossed. A smile on his face. The bulge of a weapon under his leather jacket was prominent. 

      “Hello, Colonel. Glad you could make it. Perfect timing.”

      Alejandro held his breath when the law enforcement officer entered the room. The rate of nose wiping increased.

      “It appears that you recognize Colonel Ramirez, the famous anti-drug crime crusader?” 

      Alejandro was still holding his breath.

      Ramirez took a look at Alejandro’s family photos tacked to the wall. “Nice family. You have options, Alejandro,” he pointed out. “You should listen to this man closely. As the cliché goes—and is so true for you right this moment—your life depends on it.”

      “Yes. Let’s run through your options. Opción número uno. We have your laptop.” Alejandro opened his mouth to speak. “I know, I know, it is encrypted. Blah blah. We have already cracked it.”

      “No, I haven’t,” Imp said over the comms system.

      Bridger ignored the comment. 

      “It has about everything we need, but not everything, you know what I mean? We ask, you tell. Then I hand you over to the colonel as a lovely parting gift for being a great help in ridding your country of money-laundering criminals.”

      Alejandro remained silent, but the smirk on his face had vanished.

      “Opción número dos. You can remain silent and delay, hoping you are rescued—which won’t happen. You are left here, and I tell Jorge Sanchez where you are. That you unlocked your computer for us and talked. Then we leave you to deal with the expected painful consequences. Ruthless killers like to do what killers like to do. I’m sure he will be glad to see you.”

      Alejandro started to fidget in his chair as sweat began beading on his forehead.

      “Opción número tres. My man takes out his pliers and starts to pull body parts off you until you agree to help us. You might not want to pick tres.”

      “Hell yes, he does,” Demon yelled into Bridger’s earbud. “Mind your own damn business!”

      Bridger’s tone changed to sympathy and concern as he regarded the shaking, broken young man. “Really. Trust me. You don’t.”

      Bridger stood up. “You need to choose now. Life. Death. Or hours, days, of miserable, agonizing pain. What will it be, Alejandro?”
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      “He is in the rear VIP corner at a blackjack table by himself, but two ugly and very muscular gentlemen are nearby,” Beatrice said. She had her hand over her mouth, practically shouting into the communication system so each Spy Devil could hear her voice over the casino noise.

      Bridger saw Beatrice at a blackjack table across the game room of Millionaires Casino. She wore her floppy hat, big round glasses, and a yellow sundress. The four men at the table were distracted by her looks—seeing her as a way to make some money and maybe score with the pretty young tourist later in their room. They were mistaken on all accounts.

      “How are you doing?” she heard Imp ask from his table in the restaurant of the adjacent Sonesta Hotel.

      “I’m up three thousand so far on these guys.” 

      “The poor bastards. Are you cheating?”

      “Of course.” She raised a glass of Old Parr scotch whisky to her red lipstick-covered lips. “I played with the stage crews in New York after rehearsals.”

      “Drinks on her. Lots of drinks.”

      “Surveillance cameras are—?” Bridger waited for the answer from Imp.

      “You talking to me? Come on, really?” 

      Dressed again in his Alejandro gray suit veneer, Bridger walked between the curved rows of blinking and blaring machines. Dozens of people sat at the slots or filled the chairs of the poker, roulette, and baccarat tables. 

      As Beatrice said, Bridger spotted Jorge alone at a VIP table in the corner, fondling his chips as he watched the images on the large-screen television above the bar. Caracol TV was covering a breaking news story. The reporter was standing in front of an office building. Behind her, a pale and handcuffed Alejandro, surrounded by heavily uniformed police, walked out of the office building into a waiting police van. 

      Bridger didn’t require his body language reading skills to conclude Jorge was not a happy man. Instead, Jorge spun a glass filled with a clear liquid in terse circles. 

      Even seated, Jorge Sanchez was a big man. Certainly a few inches over six feet, if not more. Natural tan. Full head of curly hair dyed charcoal black. A nose bent from being punched a few times. Dark suit. A white dress shirt opened at the collar. Slightly closer to decent-looking on the killer narco scale. 

      Ignoring the other three empty blackjack stools, Bridger sat next to Jorge. Bridger glanced up at the screen to see Jaime Ramirez get into a police car and drive away. 

      Jorge glared at Bridger with the unmistakable message that invading his space was a death sentence.

      “Colonel Ramirez is great, don’t you think? Dedicated. Honest. Effective. If you are hoping to hear from Alejandro—don't. He is gone. What a nice young man—loyal too, right up to the moment we gave him a choice between you and the police. Sorry to report you did not make the final cut.”

      Two large men sitting at a high-top bar table fifteen feet away got up and started to advance. Their hands reached under their jackets simultaneously and pulled out pistols. Then, holding them at waist level, they confidently began to approach Bridger.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Jorge said, sounding like an animal growling a threat.

      “Did I forget to introduce myself?” Bridger held out his hand. “Perhaps you have heard of my team and me? The Spy Devils? Greetings from the Devil and all that social media stuff?”

      Jorge’s head did a slow roll to look at Bridger, who waited, then dropped his outstretched hand.

      “You are the Spy Devil?” First shock, then anxiety registered on his face. Bridger saw a slight tremble in Jorge’s hands as he stopped spinning his drink.

      “What can I say?” Bridger shrugged in false modesty.

      Bridger heard Jorge utter a soft ¡Dios mío!

      Jorge regained his concentration. He looked up at his men, who were reaching out to grab Bridger. “Detente!” he said to the men, who stopped and waited for new orders. Jorge motioned with his head, telling his men to move away. They slowly holstered their weapons and returned to their positions at the empty table.

      “Colonel Ramirez will be coming after your property and criminal business partners.”

      Jorge smiled and turned his head to look at his cards. “Is that why you are here?”

      Bridger heard Imp’s voice in their ear. “Okay. Any second now. Keep him distracted. This will take about a minute,” Imp said. “And by the way, the buffet here is great.”

      Stifling the urge to scream at Imp, Bridger sighed instead and read the name tag on the dealer’s shirt. “Deal me in, Manuel. I love a good game of chance.”

      He pulled three hundred-dollar bills from his pocket and dropped them on the felt-topped table. 

      Jorge nodded to Manuel, who took the money, counted out a stack of gold-rimmed chips, and slid them in front of Bridger. He put all the chips in as his ante.

      Jorge saw this and slid a thousand dollars of chips out. “What do you want to tell me before I have you killed?”

      “Mr. Gan. Chinese guy? Runs the money-laundering operations between his bosses and the Americas. Ring a bell?” 

      “I do not—”

      “Stop, Jorge. I know what I know, and be assured it is more than you think. All I want is Gan. You hand him over, and that’s it. I will even let you keep some of your empire. Then you can avoid any embarrassment with your drug-trafficking buddies. All I want is Gan.”

      Manuel placed the cards on the table. Two face-up for Jorge and Bridger, one up and the other down for Manuel. The dealer’s hand showed a five of hearts next to his face-down card. Bridger had it even worse. A three and four. A soft seven. 

      Jorge totaled thirteen. 

      “Keep it going. I need another minute,” Imp said.

      “Geez,” Bridger said, loud enough to be heard. 

      Jorge laughed. “Cards not so good, huh?”

      Imp was using a variation of the Pegasus software to access Jorge’s phone. Imp and Milton’s variation allowed Bridger’s phone to connect remotely through Bluetooth to Jorge’s. Once connected, Imp would direct Bridger’s phone to download the spyware to Jorge's phone. 

      Their version of Pegasus was capable of reading text messages, tracking location, accessing the device's microphone and camera, and harvesting data like contacts and notes.

      The hard part was to keep the owner from becoming aware as the software was secretly installed. That meant being nearby and keeping the person away from their phone. When the Bluetooth connection was made, the screen on the phone would light up and stay illuminated until the download was activated. 

      Jorge had his phone close, and he had it screen down. Bridger could see the screen glow reflect off the felt table. It helped that the noise, lights, and Bridger’s presence distracted Jorge. 

      A waitress, barely contained inside her tight uniform, came over with a tray balanced on her hand, taking drink orders.

      ¿Quieres una bebida?

      “Sure. Whatever he’s having. His tab.” Bridger shook a thumb in Jorge’s direction.

      She looked at Jorge, who nodded. Relieved, she hurried away.

      Bridger tapped the table. A six to match Jorge’s thirteen. He waved his hands over his cards, indicating he wanted to stand. 

      The dealer looked at Jorge, expecting him to stand also. Then he glanced at Bridger.

      “Um, the dealer is showing five. You should stand. Even he knows you should stand.”

      Jorge tapped his knuckles on the table.

      Manuel’s face went pale as he flipped over a ten of hearts. Jorge busted. Manuel quickly swept up Jorge’s thousand dollars of chips. Manuel dealt himself two tens. Busted. Bridger won.

      Manuel used some of Jorge’s chips to match Bridger’s stack. Bridger in turn tossed a one-hundred-dollar chip at Manuel, who took it, tapped it twice on the table, and dropped it in a slot. 

      “Tried to warn you.”

      Jorge grunted as he turned his now-red face toward Bridger. “You should not have come here alone. I am going to have you killed now.”

      “Bingo. We own him,” Imp said. “It is already working. God, I love this. I need to get more cake.” 

      Bridger looked back up at the TV. “Come now, Jorge.”

      The waitress arrived with the drink. Bridger took it, held it up, then set it on the table without tasting it. “Thanks for the drink.”

      As Jorge looked at his men, about to give the kill signal, Bridger reached into his pocket. He took out a flash drive and placed it on the table in the circle where a player would put their ante.

      “This is the complete contents of Alejandro’s computer, even the encrypted section. He decided it was in his best interests to help us. Some interesting reading here.”

      “Ridiculous,” Jorge said, not as confidently. 

      “No. Not ridiculous at all. Inevitable. I will get what I want. LF—and you—will be out of business. Unless you give me Gan.” Bridger’s eyes met Jorge’s. “Right now.” 

      “You are quite confident in the outcome.” Jorge picked up the flash drive and dropped it in Bridger’s drink with a plunk. He smiled at Bridger. 

      Bridger just shook his head. “Nothing is easy.”

      “What if I was to say I will kill you here and now?” As he was saying this, Jorge slowly reached under his jacket and placed his pistol on the table. The guards straightened.

      Bridger threw his hands in the air. “It happens every time. Like there is some master criminal playbook you all read from. You can’t get me. You don’t know me. I will kill you. Really, it is exhausting dealing with your kind.”

      “There is no Mr. Gan.”

      “Last chance, Jorge, before I rain fire down on you and your associates. I will start by giving all this information to Colonel Ramirez. The guy on TV? Been kicking you guys around for years?”

      Jorge motioned to his men, who started to walk toward Bridger. 

      Suddenly, their bodies started to shake, then they both stiffened and collapsed to the red paisley-patterned carpet. Snake and Demon moved toward them, retracting the wires of the Devil Stick electronic darts embedded in the guards' backs. 

      One guard was already getting to his hands and knees when Demon reached his side. Demon slammed the heel of his Marine Corps Danner RAT boot on the man’s exposed fingers and hand. They shattered as the man screamed and twisted in pain. Demon kicked the guard three times in the ribs with his other foot. Accompanying each kick was the sound of bone breaking. He collapsed. Demon sent a jet of gas into the man’s face. He stopped moving.

      “Oops,” Demon said as he shrugged his shoulders at Snake, who stood over his motionless target. “He reminded me of somebody.”

      “Who?’

      “I don’t know, but somebody I didn’t like.”

      Jorge was frozen, mouth agape, as he watched the attack on his men.

      “You should have made the deal, Jorge. When you decide to change your mind, call me." Bridger stood. “Now, Imp.”

      Imp’s program turned off all the machines and plunged the casino into darkness. 

      Surreal silence filled a room usually overflowing with overwhelming noise. First, a gasp came from the gamblers, then soft murmurs as the security lights clicked on seconds later. Then, as if possessed, the lights started to flash, throwing streams of colors across the room in a total sensory overload.

      “Coge el dinero! Take your money. Escape!” Beatrice yelled to the crowd. In a few more seconds, pandemonium broke out as people greedily grabbed stacks of chips and then ran in every direction.

      Without warning, everything returned to normal.

      Jorge stood, his pistol in his hand, scanning disarray in his usually pristine casino, looking for Bridger.

      “Find him,” he shouted at his security guards. 

      Looking down at the table by his phone, he saw a business card with a red block “S” with horns coming out the top of the letter. 

      Jorge picked it up and looked at the other side. “Saludos del Diablo” was printed across the card.

      “Greetings from the Devil.”
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      “This is the future,” Bridger marveled as the cursor flowed across his laptop screen, transcribing, then translating, Sanchez’s intercepted texts and conversations from Spanish to English in real time. Sporting a worn T-shirt with a photo of Steve Jobs, Imp was across the table, glued to his screen as he watched the same feed as Bridger.

      So far, none of the texts mentioned Gan. Bridger absentmindedly flipped through the file labeled “Jorge Sanchez.”

      Born. Medellín. Forty-eight. School. Blah blah. Wife. Three kids. Inherited a chain of snack food markets from his father. Franchised them and parlayed that into a conglomerate of real estate holdings including casinos. Sponsor of the Atlético Nacional football team, where his snack company supplied the concessions.

      He closed the folder.

      The Spy Devils were back at the safe house in Usaquén. Milton sat at a small table fiddling with his modified DJI drone, dubbed a “Devilbot.” A graduate of MIT in engineering, Milton only seemed happy when he was inventing something, thinking about inventing something, using one of this many Spy Devil inventions—or when he was near Beatrice. She sat next to him fiddling with her Devil Stick, another of Milton’s inventions.

      The Pegasus software surreptitiously embedded into Jorge’s phone was working as planned. For the last two days, they had been monitoring and decoding his communications with other members of Los Facilitadores. Imp had his team decipher the simple code Jorge used when he discussed business. Entrée meant drugs. Restaurant was a location change. Reservation equaled meeting.

      “Juvenile, borderline insulting. He seems a little peeved. I don’t think he likes you,” Imp said to Bridger. “One of his main topics was locating and removing things like your head and other things, like…well…what I consider indispensable body parts.” He glanced between his legs.

      “Stand in line,” Demon said. 

      “I’m feeling devilish. Time for the daily call. I know how much he loves our chats.”

      “You would think he would figure out we have his phone tapped.”

      “Nah. His minions tell him, ‘No, el jefe, your phone is secure with the best encryption.’” He dialed and waited for Jorge to answer. He didn’t. Bridger tried again. Same result. “You think he might be a little nervous?” 

      “What do you—do you wa—ant?” Jorge said finally answering.

      “Just checking in, buddy, to see how you are doing. Have you been drinking?” Bridger had called Jorge once each day to irritate him.

      Silence.

      “I would drink, too. You have to be lonely since Colonel Ramirez seems to be gathering up all your friends. I gave him everything, like I said I would. In fact, I bet you are next.”

      “When I next...see you…I will kill you.”

      “I’ll drink to that. If you hand over Gan, then I promise to talk to Ramirez on your behalf.”

      “…kill him, too...” 

      “I am not sure—” Bridger looked at the phone, then at Demon. “I think he hung up on me.” 

      Sanchez still had not mentioned Gan. Bridger had thought he would try to move Gan immediately, but nothing had happened. Bridger was sure it was only a matter of time before Jorge cracked and took the chance.

      Bridger turned to Imp. “You recorded that?”

      Imp leaned sideways enough so Bridger could see his eyes roll. “Duh.”

      “Pass it on. He did make some threats.”

      Imp sighed. “Okey-dokey-pokey.”

      Bridger smiled, then wandered to the living room window to reflect on the last seventy-two hours. Outside, the peaceful late morning sun shone on the mission buildings of the university nearby. Armed with Alejandro’s computer data, the contents of Jorge’s phone, and the phone intercepts, Ramirez had spent the last three days on a series of raids, arresting the leaders of the LF and seizing their assets. It was the most extraordinary police action against the narcotics trade in Colombia’s history.

      “Should I ask where you are receiving this information?” Ramirez queried when Bridger called to relay what they had intercepted. 

      “You really want to know?”

      News of the crackdowns by Colonel Jaime Ramirez, “the Eliot Ness of Colombia,” went viral and was the talk of the international press. The Spy Devils supported his work by posting short “news” videos on TikTok, Instagram, Telegram, and other Spy Devils' social media outlets.

      “He is on the move,” Imp said, pointing at his screen.

      Bridger hurried over and saw the blue dot marking Jorge’s hotel penthouse in downtown Bogota, where he had stayed since the software began tracking his movements. It started to drift west.

      Bridger playfully smacked Imp on the back of his head. “Hey-hey. Finally. This is it.”

      “He is texting.” Imp scanned the screen. “It’s a message to his pilot. Get the plane ready.”

      “Angel,” Bridger yelled down the hall toward the back bedroom. 

      Angel appeared, stretching and yawning. He was dressed in khakis and a light blue dress shirt, sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Despite his present occupation, he had not yet broken his habit of dressing in corporate causal.

      “I’m awake.”

      “Jorge has a plane?”

      “Yep. Embraer Phenom 100 parked at El Dorado International.”

      Bridger looked at Imp. “Can you turn off a plane?”

      All heads turned toward Bridger.

      “Turn off? Um, yes, maybe? It would take a while.”

      Bridger paced, considering options. “How about an airport?”

      “The airport. You want to turn off an airport?”

      “Can you do it?”

      “Yes, that is easier, but I would like to take this moment to state for the record that turning off the power in a large airport is not a good idea.”

      “You are probably right.” He kept pacing. 

      “He just sent another text,” Milton said. “He’s telling someone to have Gan ready.”

      “Let’s go.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Fueled and serviced, the Citation X jet idled outside a Fixed Base Operator hangar in a remote area of the airport. It had been waiting over an hour for the other passenger.

      The flight crew saw that their client had lost patience and was ready to explode in rage. They had seen it before—since they were assigned a few months ago by the cartel to transport him around Europe for his various operations. They wanted to be nowhere near him when it happened, so they remained in the cockpit with the door closed.

      Li Chu sat in the comfortable nine-passenger jet, furiously scratching the scar tissue on his neck and left arm. His eyes were focused on the gate where the man should have come through already. They should already be in the air. He knew he should have picked the fool up personally, but Gan had insisted he needed more time to complete his business.

      Li Chu wasn’t happy to be on this side of the world to begin with. He should be in Europe focusing on the special security project that he had been hired to manage. If Li Chu’s orders didn’t require him to transport Gan out of the country safely, he would have killed him when he arrived. But he had to follow the directives of his superiors at the Chinese drug cartel. Already, Li Chu had extracted Gan from North America to avoid arrest after he was exposed by the Spy Devils.

      The Spy Devils.

      His wounds pulsated just thinking about Bridger and his Devils—wounds he carried as a reminder of his last encounter with them.

      The ringing from his mobile phone interrupted his thoughts. Checking the caller ID, he saw it was Gan. Li Chu jabbed his finger on the touch screen.

      “You are late. Where are you?”

      “I—I am not there,” the quavering high-pitched voice stammered.

      “I know you are not here! When will you be here?”

      “I am with Jorge Sanchez.”

      “When will you be here?” Li Chu shouted, unable to control himself anymore.

      “I’m not sure I can be there.”

      Li Chu momentarily dropped his hand with the phone to his lap in disbelief. Struggling to control his temper, he brought the phone back to his ear.

      “What do you mean you can’t be here?”

      “He is drunk. Mr. Sanchez.”

      “Let me speak to him.”

      “I am not sure—”

      “Give him the phone!”

      “I will try.”

      Li Chu could hear voices, then shouting.

      “I cannot get Mr. Sanchez to talk to you or order his guards to take me to you.”

      “Why not?”

      “He says he wants his guards to stay. The Spy Devils. He thinks the Spy Devils are coming for him.”

      “What? Say—” Li Chu started but the call was disconnected. Li Chu called back, but there wasn’t any answer. He tried again. Nothing.

      Li Chu sat back in his chair and took in some deep breaths. He was in a situation, and he needed to quickly decide.

      Should he go to rescue Gan—if he could find him? Or, should he order the pilots to get the jet in the air?

      The plane took off a few minutes later.
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      The signal from Jorge’s phone led them up winding roads to a mountain hideaway north of Bogota on the eastern ranges of the Colombian Andes. They parked the van one mile down the hill partly off the side of a narrow two-lane road.

      “I looked it up,” Angel said from his seat in the second row. “One story. Big interior. Fifteen rooms. Access halls. Two other small buildings for house staff and security. I have interior shots from a real estate company listing a while back.”

      “Give them to me,” Demon said. He was seated behind Bridger, who occupied the passenger seat.

      “I’ve got a Devilbot flyover now. Cleared-out area of dense forest on a hillside,” Beatrice said, standing by the open side door. “One single-lane road veers off to a circular drive. Bushes. Trees. Gardens. Looks like a zoo of some kind off to the right near the trees. No perimeter security except dense jungle forest.”

      “Zoo?” Snake asked, from outside the driver's door, looking up and down the road.

      “His bio says he likes killer animals. Alligators and snakes,” Angel said.

      “Speaking of snakes, did you know the whole country is one large poisonous snake resort?” Snake said, looking out the window. “I read something that said not to go into the jungle because you might run into the…the…whatever it’s called…the deadliest snake in the Americas. And we are driving through that to get to a piece of shit like Jorge Sanchez?”

      “That snake is called the fer-de-lance,” Angel said.

      “That’s it!”

      “Got an itch to visit some of your killer snake relatives?” Imp asked.

      “Demon. Kill him.”

      “You can do that later. Guards?” Bridger asked.

      “Two armed with machine guns patrolling the thirty yards of cleared space surrounding the house. I see two more on the veranda and patios adjacent to the house. Two more guys are hanging in a jeep just where the access road empties to the grounds.”

      “Only six? Seems low,” Demon said.

      “Probably a few inside men.” Bridger turned toward the back of the van. “Imp?”

      “He isn’t using his phone.”

      “Drunk, I bet,” Beatrice said.

      Bridger smiled and pointed at Imp with a cocked finger. “Okay. Send the message.”

      “Far out. Here it goes.” He tapped a button on his laptop. “Take that.”

      “Here what goes?” Angel asked.

      “You will love this. I activated some malware I implanted during the Pegasus hack. It turns Jorge’s phone screen red while flashing the horned red “S” and Saludos del Diablo. If that isn’t enough, an audio file that cannot be turned down or off blares the greeting as the words are flashed.”

      “A little psyops,” Bridger said. “Okay. Beatrice, Milton. Release the hounds.”

      Bridger looked in the mirror at Beatrice, who sat to Milton’s left. He shook his head. A swan and a toad in love. The world was a strange place.

      Milton piloted a Devilbot up and positioned it until it was hovering above the compound. Setting it to autopilot, he and Beatrice each put one more Devilbot in the air and positioned them in front of the van like motorcycles escorting a VIP.

      Snake climbed into the driver's seat and pulled the van onto the road. In his mid-thirties, Snake was an NYPD counterintelligence division cop forced to medically retire after taking a bullet to his knee. He was street-smart, loyal, a weight-lifting addict, and deadly.

      Running air cover over the accelerating van, Milton was excited as a schoolboy. He was using a new capability he had added to the drones. He had attached a dispersal system under the main body that could release a toxic spray like his Devil Sticks—in short bursts or spread patterns.

      They accelerated the Devilbots to positions forty yards ahead of the van. The overhead drone camera showed the two guards were still casually leaning on the jeep.

      “Okay. Devilbots first,” Bridger said. Snake stopped the van just within sight of the gap in the trees where the road emptied into the house yard. The drones whirled on.

      Milton focused on the iPad Mini he had clipped to his DJI drone controller. He brought the modified drone in front of the men. He pressed the activate button, blasting a whirling circle of spray into their faces. At setting seven, the guards gasped and grabbed their throats, eyes, and faces. Shaking down to their toes, they collapsed in the yard.

      “Left,” Beatrice said, her eyes fixed on the drone controller. Then she steered it toward the house.

      Beatrice sped her drone above the yard and banked left. On her iPad Mini controller, she spotted a guard patrolling the far garden, walking away from her. Accelerating directly at him, she rotated around his head and let out the spray. Not waiting for him to fall, Beatrice hustled her Devilbot toward the house.

      The security guard Milton targeted saw Beatrice’s attack and shouted as he raised his machine gun and fired. Milton propelled the drone straight up, sighted, and fired a 9mm bullet into the top of the man’s head. The guard’s momentum carried him two more steps before he dropped in a sprawling heap.

      Shots from a side patio gave away the position of another guard. Milton dove the Devilbot directly at him, opened the nozzles to full, and crop-dusted a spray trail over his head.

      The guard staggered in circles, grabbing his face and neck. He reached toward the supports of a shade trellis but stumbled and missed. His face smacked against it, opening a gash in his forehead. He slumped to the ground, twisted against the side of the house.

      A man carrying a MAC-10 machine gun opened the large wooden front doors—and came face-to-face with Beatrice’s waiting Devilbot. A full dose of spray crumpled him onto the entrance tile floor.

      “Check inside,” Bridger said to Beatrice.

      As Beatrice guided the drone into the house, she saw nothing on her screen but an empty foyer.

      “Clear so far.”

      “Go right. The living room is that way,” Demon said, looking at the photos Angel had given him.

      When the drone rounded the corner, a guard was waiting. He sprayed the Devilbot with his MAC-10. The camera went black.

      “Damn! I’m down,” Beatrice shouted as she tugged on the controller.

      Milton banked his drone around the corner and through the front door, hugging the ceiling. The man fired wildly. Milton increased speed as he saw the orange flashes on his iPad. As he maneuvered the Devilbot in a quick turn, the images blurred momentarily, and then the screen flashed clear as Milton jerked the target-acquisition crosshairs to zero in on the panicked guard’s chest. The bullet shattered his spine.

      “Clear,” he shouted with adrenaline-fueled excitement.

      Snake pulled the van off the access road and onto the grounds. Demon stood in the open side door, pointing his Kimber 1911 toward the house. He jumped off the van and hurried to the open door. When he stopped the vehicle, Snake jumped out and covered the way they had come—keeping an eye on the down, drugged men.

      “Imp?” Bridger asked.

      “No guards, but I see them in the main room just sitting there.”

      “Okay. Let’s go in, Demon. The rest of you stay outside.”

      “I saw inside that pit,” Milton said, pointing at a large rock wall that formed a pit across the lawn. “Filled with snakes.”

      “Fer-de-lance.” Beatrice shivered a little.

      Bridger and Demon walked toward the house.

      “Hang on.” Demon brought his leg back and kicked the prone guard Beatrice gassed moments before in the chest. When the guard didn’t react to the violent blow, Demon shrugged at Bridger. “Thought I should check. You never know.”

      “Good idea.”

      They found a sweating and quivering Jorge Sanchez sprawled on the living room floor. His pistol was clutched tight in an outstretched arm. A smashed mobile phone lay nearby. Empty liquor bottles and cocaine residue covered the tables. Slurred words gurgled out of his mouth directed at no one in particular—spoken louder each time until he was shouting.

      Saludos del Diablo. Saludos del Diablo. Saludos Del Diablo!

      Gan, hands gripped tightly in his lap, sat motionless like a jade statue on a couch above him.

      “Mr. Gan, it is good to finally meet you,” Bridger said as he approached. “Maybe you were not aware, but I have been looking all over for you.” He held out his hand. Gan hesitated before shaking it.

      “Yes-yes. I—” Gan looked at Sanchez. “I believe you have broken him.”

      “Boo-fucking-hoo, you drunk, drugged-up dumb fuck,” Demon said as he kicked Jorge’s hand, sending the gun across the room.

      “You have ruined…you are murderers. Bandidos. Criminales. Diablos.”

      “I warned you, Jorge. Come on, let’s go. Time to go see Colonel Ramirez. Mr. Gan, you are my guest. We can discuss our plan after. Demon, grab him,” Bridger said as he walked toward Gan.

      “Colo-nel Ramirrrrez.” Jorge laughed, then spat. “He is dead.”

      Bridger stopped. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I killed Colo-nel Ramir-rrrez. Hung him from a hook and chopped pieces off him. I enjoyed that.” He started to laugh.

      Demon kicked him in the chest. Jorge retched and vomited, still trying to laugh.

      “Imp. Check the news,” Bridger said.

      In a few seconds, Imp’s monotone voice said it all. “It’s true. Breaking news. He was found dead in his house. Just as he said.”

      Bridger’s hands and legs started shaking. Light-headedness instantly took hold as the blood rushed from his head, forcing him to collapse onto the couch.

      “I drank to his painful death,” Sanchez said through gritted teeth.

      Everything in the room was still for what seemed like an eternity. Then, without warning, Bridger leapt toward Sanchez, grabbed a handful of his black hair, and used it to lift the large man to his feet.

      Sanchez let out an unbroken high-pitched howl as Bridger used the grip to steer the stumbling man to the door.

      “Demon. Grab Gan.”

      Bridger heaved Sanchez out the door, grabbed his hair again and dragged him down the porch steps, ripping a handful of hair from Jorge’s scalp.

      Blood poured down the Colombian’s face as his howl went hysterical like an animal with a foot caught in a trap.

      “What is he doing?” Angel asked when he saw their leader toss the handful of hair to the ground. Then Bridger snatched Sanchez’s leg and dragged him toward the rock wall across the yard.

      “Let’s find out,” Snake said, brightening.

      With little effort and without hesitation, Bridger lifted Sanchez bodily off the ground and tossed the screaming man over the wall.

      Hisses and shrieks echoed from the bottom of the snake pit.

      Beatrice gasped and took Milton by the hand. Angel and Imp looked at each other with stunned expressions. Snake stood placidly with his massive arms crossed on his chest.

      “Hell, yeah,” Demon said as he walked over. “Is there anything better than the sound of a shit drug-trafficking murderer getting bitten to death repeatedly by his own hissing killer snakes? Sounds like a symphony.” He turned to Bridger. “But fair is fair, Bridger. Do I get to toss Gan?”

      Sweating and panting, Bridger shoved Gan closer to the pit wall. “Take him.”

      “No—no. No!” an ashen-faced Gan stuttered as tears filled his eyes. He dropped to his knees. “I will tell you…tell you everything.”

      Bridger glared at Gan, then slowly walked toward the van, stopping to wipe the blood from Sanchez’s scalp off his hand on the shirt of a dead guard.

      “All right. Bring him. Let’s go.”

      “Son of a bitch,” Demon said as he yanked Gan roughly to his feet.
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      When the completed Gan video went up on the Spy Devils’ social media platforms, it went viral like all their previous reports. 

      Gan was positively garrulous during his two days of interrogation, fresh from the shock of seeing Bridger toss Jorge into the snake pit. Most of what he said was already known. He confirmed he was a part of The Enterprise, the super-syndicate formed by an alliance of the top five triad gangs. He jabbered in detail about the structure of his America-based money laundering operation. He also confirmed that the Spy Devils had severely damaged business when they exposed the network in the United States. Unhappy, his boss sent him to Mexico and Colombia to make up for the losses.

      Then, in response to a benign question on his escape plans, Gan revealed something Bridger was not expecting.

      “I was to leave with a security person sent by the leader of the cartel. The man’s name was Li Chu.”

      “Li Chu? Did you say Li Chu?”

      “Yes.”

      Despite intense interrogation, Gan did not know much more about Li Chu. He could describe the burns and damage to his arm, but during their travels he rarely talked.

      Bridger had left Gan bound at the steps of the National Police building. 

      That was three days ago.

      An exhausted Bridger relaxed in the Spy Devils operation center, located under the main house of his West Texas ranch, mindlessly watching the news on a TV. For once he found himself disinterested in world events or the likes, shares, or comments on their social media postings.

      Ramirez’s death had hit Bridger hard. But the policeman knew the risks of his job—they all did—and his unflinching passion didn’t allow those risks to deter him.

      What could I have done? The thought kept rolling through his brain.

      Bridger skipped the memorial. That would have been too much. Jaime Ramirez would understand, he knew. 

      To work off his feelings, Bridger walked up the steps into his large gym. He plucked two razor-sharp shurikens, five-pointed ninja star throwing darts, from a table. Keeping in stride, he flipped his right wrist. It frisbeed across the room and stuck into the wooden wall with a thud. He flipped his left wrist, and the star followed the path of the first. Instead of sticking, it angled slightly off, smacked against the wood, and plunked to the ground.

      Bridger stopped, unhappy with his marksmanship, and then continued out of the gym to the north hall, which ran the length of the house. He turned toward the west lounge, planning to sit and stare out the windows.

      Luis would be overseeing the half dozen ranch hands who kept his 2,700 acres functioning, including a small herd of cattle. The stables, barn, and bunkhouse filled the vast desert expanse, with rolling hills, wildflowers, lakes, streams, and trees beyond. Luis’s wife Luciana managed the 6,200-square-foot main house. 

      The non-secure number on Bridger’s phone rang. When he saw the caller ID, he let it go to voicemail. A few minutes later, a call came from the same number, which he tried to ignore, but the annoying prickling of guilt made him pick up.

      “Hello. Robert?” the female voice asked.

      “Hello, Mary Jo. Sorry I missed your first call. I am preoccupied right now.”

      “Are you in town?”

      Bridger hesitated. If he said no, he was a free man. If he said yes, he was certain the caller would invite him as her guest and partner to some university event. That option was not a horrible choice.

      Mary Jo Tucker was a professor of microbiology at the University of Texas. He had met her a couple years ago on a rare day that Bridger went into Austin. He literally bumped into Mary Jo at Austin City Limits while listening to Lukas Nelson. After enjoying the music together, they went for drinks.

      Bridger found he liked Mary Jo Tucker’s company. She was in her late thirties. Bobbed brownish-red hair with thick dark eyebrows over matching dark brown eyes. Her face was round, and her frame was petite. She was Texas born and bred and had the accent to prove it. She cared as little about his profession—investment banking—as he did about hers. So they talked about art, music, food, and traveling.

      Soon enough, though, she became jealous of his globetrotting lifestyle, as it interfered with her desire to increase the frequency of their “dates” and solidify their relationship. Mary Jo was nice, but she had made a mistake. She had become attracted to the Devil.

      Over the past several months, as Bridger went dark, Mary Jo’s calls had become more frequent. He didn’t need it, or want it. All it did was irritate him.

      “You free tonight?”

      “I have something going on. I told you I was preoccupied.”

      “Okay,” she said, disappointed. “The chancellor’s dinner is this weekend,” she said. “How about we go, sip watery drinks, eat overcooked finger foods, then go have great sex?”

      “As inviting as that sounds, I can’t.”

      “You always seem to have something going on lately. Or are traveling. Or unreachable. You never call me.”

      “I told you, my life is hectic.”

      “Well, I am getting tired of it. Maybe we should take a break.”

      “I agree to that. You are a great person, Mary Jo, but I’m not for you.” He decided to make the point clearer and added, “Thanks for calling, but you can stop now.”

      “What—"

      Bridger hung up and then blocked her number.

      He felt like a jerk. Embarrassed by his behavior, he got up and walked past the large rustic main dining room with its polished wood floors, thick wood-beamed cathedral ceiling, and stone walls. He passed the gym next, then turned left into the library. The solitude of the room fulfilled his other passion, rare book collecting—specifically, first editions of spy novels and thrillers. Classic thrillers, not the current over-the-top mass-market stuff. The owning of the books didn’t necessarily give him the thrill. It was the hunt. His global network of rare book dealers was currently searching for a specific first edition of The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes by A. Conan Doyle. 

      Collecting first editions was expensive, but it was one of the advantages of having money—a lot inherited from his IT pioneer father. Bridger had multiplied that many times through the millions accumulated from Spy Devils missions and the proceeds of the recent sale of his Hubbard Park cover investment business.

      The atmosphere of the dark-toned wood, carpet, and furniture relaxed his mind. He gradually inhaled the musty smell of the books stacked floor to ceiling. A large open-hearth fireplace opposite the door was lined on both sides by books. One change he had made was adding a climate-control system to protect his books against the muggy heat and wide temperature swings of the West Texas climate.

      Before he could settle into the depth of the leather chair and reread his copy of Arsène Lupin Intervenes by Maurice Leblanc, a loud digital tone filled the room.

      “Sir, there is a woman at the front gate.” The voice of the security guard/ranch hand monitoring the security room came from the intercom system.

      Bridger checked his phone and swiped screens until he saw the one that displayed the camera covering the front gate. A large black car was idling at the gate access control system.

      “Who is it?”

      The thought that it could be Mary Jo flashed irrationally in his mind.

      Bridger watched a woman push the intercom button on the box.

      “She says she is your mother.”

      Bridger flinched in shock. He zoomed in on the driver's window but couldn’t see through the tinted glass.

      “She told me to tell you that you are…insufferable?”

      Bridger squeezed his eyes tight. “Let her in.”

      He ventured out into the shade on the large front veranda, watching a cloud of dust approach from the direction of the main gate, a quarter-mile away.

      When the car stopped, May stepped out, wearing a pale yellow rose of Texas sundress. It wasn’t her color, Bridger thought. He walked down the steps to greet her.

      “Why are you here, May?”

      “Hello, Trowbridge. I am sorry you find my presence so excruciating. You should appreciate a visit from your mother.” She patted his shoulder and then walked along the flagstone walkway, up the stairs, and through the large door. “It is so hot. Get my bag.”

      “Bag? You’re staying?” He could see a small suitcase in the back seat. “Staying,” he added with a sigh. He took it and followed May up the stairs and into the house.

      May was not waiting in the tall, wide foyer when Bridger came inside. Then laughter came from the kitchen. He headed in that direction, to find Luciana handing May a glass of lemonade. 

      “Why, thank you,” she said. “Texas is as hot as the devil.”

      Luciana looked at Bridger, who just shook his head. He followed May into the west lounge.

      “This is an amazing view. I see why you chose it,” May said, sipping from the glass.

      “Great. I am glad you have seen it.”

      She continued looking out the window. “Why is everything so difficult? Can’t anything be easy?”

      This startled Bridger, but he was always wary of May pulling one over on him.

      “Why are you here?”

      She walked over to a picture hanging on the wall. “I see you kept the present I gave you.”

      “Of course.” It was a signed lithograph of Norman Rockwell’s famous Saturday Evening Post cover Breaking Home Ties. 

      "I gave that to you when you went to college." 

      “I was there.” Bridger’s span of niceness was ending. “Are you going to tell me what is up?”

      “Over dinner. Show me around again. This house is huge. I had forgotten. An army could fit in here. Let’s go.” She wrapped her arms around his arm and started to walk away. She obviously was enjoying herself. He had no choice.

      He started to think maybe he should have gone out with Mary Jo tonight. It would have been a much better time than being stuck here with his mother.

      Bridger gave her a tour of the house. Then he drove her car by the stables, barns, guest cabins, lakes, woods, shooting range, and the golf course. 

      “You have cows,” she said as they passed the southeast pasture. 

      "Is that what those are called?"

      Dinner that night was set at a table on the veranda so they could view the sunset. Lucinna had gone all out with her signature tamales and quesadillas. Rice and beans. Sangria.

      “This is a wonderful view.” May looked at the setting sun. “Must be lonely.”

      “You want me to get married and have some grandchildren?” 

      “What?” She sipped her drink. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      He waited through a lengthy pause, sensing that she, too, was wearying of normal banter. She took her napkin from her lap, folded it, and placed it on the table.

      “If Wes calls you, you need to tell him no," she said abruptly.

      “Wes? Wes is going to call? What about?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Just tell him you can’t help.” 

      “And you needed to come here and tell me this in person? You couldn’t just drop a note?”

      “I hadn’t seen you—” she started, then stopped when Bridger flipped up his hand.

      “Please. Don’t.”

      “This is very important, as I said. Wes has been a crucial figure to us, to you. I don’t want him to play on your emotions. You know his obsession with locating Specter. That’s why I am here." 

      "Specter?"

      "If he calls, be polite and say no. He is a sick old man.”

      Bridger thought, She is sincere. “How is he?” he asked.

      “Fighting it, like he has with everything in his life.” She rose. “I am going to my room. Good night, Trowbridge.”

      It was hard for Bridger to imagine Wes Henslow as anything but a powerful man and master spy. Bridger also could not recall a moment when Wes hadn’t been a part of his life.

      A roll of random memories flashed in Bridger’s mind, and he settled on when he was seven, attending his father’s funeral at Highgate Cemetery in London. He recalled holding his mother’s hand while clutching a blue and white golf ball marker—a gift from his father just before he died in a car accident. A man who appeared to him as big as a mountain walked up and stopped.

      “Trowbridge. This is Wes Henslow. He is a friend,” his mother said.

      The mountain bent over and held out his hand. “Hello, Trowbridge.” He kept this hand extended, waiting for the boy to respond. “Take it, son.”

      “Hello,” Bridger said as he released his grip on his mother’s hand and let the man’s huge hand wrap around his.

      Henslow let go and stood. “You have a lot to learn and that starts today.”

      In the years following, when Bridger needed something, Henslow was there. When Bridger got old enough, he returned the favor.

      Early the following day, Bridger watched May hop into her car and, with a wave, disappear in a cloud of dust going the opposite direction. 

      As if on cue, Henslow called Bridger a few hours later. Henslow’s rough voice and coughing made him hard to hear, but Bridger knew all about Henslow’s obsession with the terrorist called Specter.

      “You are saying he is alive?” Bridger asked. 

      “Yes. It is confirmed. Come to my house and I will prove it to you.” A loud hacking took Henslow away for half a minute. 

      “You okay?”

      “I’m old. I’m dying. Help me. You and your team.”

      “I’m on my way,” Bridger said without hesitation.
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            BLACK NOTEBOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Amsterdam and The Hague, Netherlands

      

      

      

      Lena tried to greet every guest at the entrance or say hello during a table visit. She had built Lena’s Café, a breakfast and sandwich shop in the trendy Negen Straatjes district of Amsterdam, into a popular location for locals and tourists. It helped that she could speak the languages of most of the patrons who entered her shop.

      The café was located on the ground floor of a three-story building in the center of the block. It offered the quaint small-town charm that defined the culture of the city. But during the busiest times, crowded with customers seeking her unique spin on pancakes or warm open-face sandwiches, patrons would have to queue up to get one of the tables inside or out on the sidewalk.

      Lena Hamed had a radiant smile. Long dark straight hair. Olive skin. Dark penetrating eyes. Friendly to a fault, she had been a fixture in the community since she opened her shop fifteen years prior.

      No one was sure where she was from. Lena never mentioned her heritage or history. When asked, she would respond, “It is not where you have been, but where you are going, that’s interesting,” with a laugh and a flash of her intoxicating smile.

      Those who gave it any thought guessed Egypt. Jordan. Syria. Lebanon.

      It didn’t matter. Lena's goat cheese pancakes were legendary.

      The air inside Lena’s always smelled of coffee and pastries. She seemed to be everywhere, checking on her chefs and staff.

      “How is your food today?” Lena asked a group of four tourists at a table under the white Lena’s Café sign. As they voiced their approval, the door opened, jingling a bell attached to the wall above it.

      When she wasn’t working, she was upstairs in her apartment caring for her elderly Uncle Remy. She kept a table with two chairs in the back by the kitchen reserved for him. He was a polite and friendly old man. A little forgetful at times—he sometimes placed an order twice—but the staff understood.

      “Excuse me,” she said, heading toward her uncle. She met him as he reached the back of the restaurant near the stairs to their apartment.

      “You look cold, Uncle. Let’s go upstairs. I will make a warm cup of tea.”

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      “I will be upstairs,” she alerted the hostess.

      They lived on the two floors above the restaurant. On the second floor was a large open sitting area with red brick and dark wood floors and a large window that looked out over the canal. Bright white kitchen. Bulky wood dining table and chairs. A small library and reading area. Their bedrooms were up the steps on the top floor.

      Specter stopped when he saw a man sprawled on the couch. A mostly empty bottle of red wine was on the table next to him. A football match was droning on the television.

      “He is still here?”

      “Oh, I forgot. Baz is…probably…staying a few more days,” Lena said.

      “Did you bring my tart, baby?” Baz said, intent on the TV.

      “Oh, yes. I forgot. I will get it.”

      Uncle Remy could not hide the look of disgust on his face. “I will accompany you,” he said.

      “Don’t forget. Cherry this time, okay, baby? Hey baby. Tomorrow I’m meeting some of my bandmates at the club. Can you whip up a batch for me to take? Thanks.”

      Lena and her uncle descended the stairs.

      Baz Haak was an attractive man and he knew it. Although his claimed occupations were street musician, artist, and part-time bartender, collecting and using women was his full-time job. The pay was low, but the benefits were much better.

      He accented his soft wavy curls with caramel-blond highlights—women liked that when they ran their hands through it. His face always sported the three-day-growth beard—they found that just plain sexy. And he kept his abs, biceps, and ass tight. Why women liked that went without saying.

      Lena was his most recent and, truth be told, his greatest conquest. A gorgeous cook who lived in a nice flat above her restaurant? The only problem was her walking-dead uncle who could see right through his motives. Baz had to make sure that old goat’s attitude didn’t interfere with his job.

      When Lena and Specter reached the restaurant level, he affectionately touched her arm.

      “Lena, for the life I still have, I do not see—”

      “We speak of him every day. I am not stupid. I know what he is, but I enjoy his company. He is…fun. I need some fun.”

      “He is not fun. He is disrespectful to you and a danger to me.” He stopped her with the slightest of tugs on her shoulder. “He is so beneath you. You are too smart to be taken in by this…vagrant.”

      Lena went to a service window. “Cherry tart, please.” She turned back to her uncle. “Oh, he isn’t so bad. He is fun, most of the time,” she said, but he could tell she was saying that with less convection each time he questioned her about the loafer in their house.

      “You know better. I need my privacy and you know why. Did you know I found him at my door yesterday? Trying my lock?”

      Lena’s face went pale. “No. I didn’t. What happened?”

      A plate with the pastry appeared in the service window. As Lena took it, she noticed her hand was quivering. Then she grasped it with both hands.

      “I told him never to try entering my room or he will regret it.”

      Lena looked at Specter. “What did he reply?”

      “He laughed in my face,” Specter said with utter contempt and unblinking eyes. “I am going to my room. I have to prepare.” He started up the stairs.

      “Uncle.” He stopped and looked at her. “Please, do not hurt him.”

      “I am searching for a solution to a problem, that’s all.”
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        * * *

      

      Despite his wool coat, scarf, and cap, the chill wind still penetrated to Specter's bones. Lightly dressed bikers and pedestrians enjoying the mid-October weather dashed by in every direction on the narrow Piet Heinstraat in the Zeeheldenkwartier neighborhood of The Hague.

      He shivered as he checked his watch. Right on time, a petite well-dressed woman walked out from under the awning of a café, carrying a large coffee cup in one hand and a briefcase in the other. Johanna walked past his umbrella-covered table just outside the door. She was in no hurry—her apartment was just around the corner. She ambled in a leisurely stroll, looking at the many shops, enjoying the end of her day.

      And the end of her life.

      Like Milos and the others in Spain he had killed earlier in the month, this woman—Johanna—was on the list his new client had given him. Each name had to die.

      Johanna was a creature of habit. Apartment. Coffee. Work at her lawyer’s office. Then the reverse in the afternoon. All on foot. Anyone stupid enough to establish such a boring pattern deserved to die, whatever the reason.

      Slowly standing up, he felt the swelling in his feet and back that came after four days following her. Worse, his eyesight wasn’t as good, and he more often forgot things. His doctor had agreed with him that he was just getting older.

      “Maybe some minor issues with cognitive retention, but that is a common impairment that comes with age,” the doctor told him at his appointment a year ago.

      So, he kept the doctor’s diagnosis from Lena.

      “What, exactly, did he say?” his niece asked repeatedly.

      “Nothing of significance. I am fine,” Specter answered every time.

      Specter hid that he was taking medicines prescribed by the doctor.

      Why make Lena worry? She worried about him enough already, and she had a business of her own to run.

      Hiding was how he had survived for years as one of the world's most wanted terrorists. She would bring up her wish for him to permanently retire if she did know.

      “You are too old, Uncle,” Lena would plead. “You have done enough. Let the others do the work. You need to rest.”

      He rejected her assessment but did agree to compromise with a life of semi-retirement. Clients had vanished and Wes Henslow’s unrelenting pursuit decade after decade had cost Specter most of his remaining network.

      Specter felt he had earned his status as the preeminent bomb maker. The most powerful countries and people in the world had wanted him. The Soviet Union. East Germans. Libya. Iran. Syria. The list was endless. But that was so long ago that much of the world had forgotten him. Still, despite sometimes having problems remembering the little things, no problem existed when it came to bomb making.

      Then a few months ago, an opportunity arose that he could not ignore. That brought him to this chilly day, walking down the other side of the street with Johnna.

      Specter stopped half a block from the building near some bikes parked at the corner intersection. His surveillance of the area proved to him that if he stood in the right place, he would not be spotted by any cameras.

      Johanna took out her keys as she approached the dark front door of the building. She stopped when she saw a package on the stoop with her name on it. It was strange—normally her packages were taken in by the building manager. Perhaps they missed it, or at least that was what she would assume. She picked it up to look for sender information.

      When she did that, Specter casually unzipped his bag and reached in. He found the right switch and pushed it.

      The Semtex inside the package exploded instantly, removing her arms and parts of her face, and throwing her body onto the brick sidewalk.

      As he zipped up his bag, screams, cars braking, and shattering glass came from all directions.

      A block away, he reached into his coat and pulled out a textured black notebook with brown leather trim. A ribbon marked the page he was looking for. On it was a list of names for his current assignment. The names under “Spain” were crossed out. He ran a pencil through the name under “The Hague.”

      He was cold, but he had another goal—one of his own. Specter tightened the scarf around his neck, then turned from the chaos and hurriedly walked away. Today, he had sent another message.
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            FIRST EDITION NOVELS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Vienna, Virginia

      

      

      

      “Hello, Wes.” 

      “Shit. Son of a bitch. I just about dropped my Chivas,” Wes Henslow barked in a low, raspy voice. A glass filled with amber liquid shook in his thin, speckled hand as Henslow approached. “If I had my gun, I would have shot your ass.”

      “I took that chance,” Bridger said as he slid from the darkness of the dimly lit living room. Moonlight streaked through the gaps in the sliding doors on the far wall that led to the patio—the doors Bridger had used a few minutes before. 

      Bridger squinted when Henslow flipped the lights on.

      “I’m going to have one more. You want a drink?” Henslow asked as he walked to a well-stocked bar on a large teak cabinet. He adeptly filled his glass with his favorite scotch whisky, compensating for any tremors.

      “No. I’m watching my weight,” Bridger said as he blinked rapidly at the static-filled security monitor hanging above the door. “Your security system doesn’t seem to be functioning,” he pointed out, knowing Imp had shut it off before he entered the room.

      “Is that right? Great,” Henslow said.

      “You still got this old place. I thought nothing could pull you away from California's sunny climate and red wines.”

      “Chalk it up to two ex-wives and three kids who want nothing to do with me.”

      “Perceptive kids.”

      Henslow’s ranch-style house was secluded in the woods off Hunter Mill Road in Vienna, Virginia, west of Washington, DC. It looked nice from the outside. However, the inside needed some serious upkeep.

      The moderately sized living room was cluttered with randomly placed worn furniture that emitted the smells of every country where they had been shipped over Henslow’s career. Decorative pictures and tapestries stuck out of cardboard boxes. A few weapons—swords, a mace, spears, bows—were scattered indiscriminately on a chintz couch and loveseat.

      Numerous empty amber medicine bottles had been tossed on the floor in one corner. Then he noticed the thick odor of disinfectants.

      This is sad, he thought.

      Wes Henslow was a legend in the Central Intelligence Agency. A flamboyant character always adorned in brightly colored clothes, Henslow was revered as a visionary. For him, nothing was impossible—because he had spent his life doing impossible things.

      The CIA’s Counter-Terrorism Center was Henslow’s brainchild, created to hunt, stop, and learn about terrorists. After he “was forced to retire by those seventh-floor rat bastards,” 9-11 happened. Since then, Henslow was still waging his personal war against terrorists. Making their lives miserable fueled his heart, mind, and body.

      Henslow hesitated, then gulped down his remaining Chivas. Pain contorted his face just before an uncontrolled coughing spell started. When he was done, his face was a bright red, and tears rolled down his cheeks. 

      “You seem to be aging well, like a fine bottle of Chivas,” Bridger said.

      In reality, Henslow looked awful. He had lost weight but was puffy in places—a sure sign of the side effects of steroids. His hair was longer. Gray. Unkempt. His normally tan complexion was flocked with spots. Not the tallest guy to begin with, Bridger was certain Henslow had shrunk a few inches. 

      “Liar. I’m dust, so let’s show a little urgency here. We have work to do. Follow me,” Henslow said in a phlegmy voice that retained a hint of his New Hampshire upbringing. 

      Bridger spied a lawyer’s cabinet wedged behind some boxes as he started to move. Changing direction toward it, he waded through the mess, moving things until he could look through a dusty glass door at its top shelf.

      “It’s locked. I know you have always wanted to steal them.”

      “If I wanted to steal them, they would be in my library already.”

      “True. Come on.”

      Bridger stooped to see if the complete set of twelve James Bond first-edition novels and two books of short stories were still there. They were—each volume sporting a perfect dust jacket, and signed by the author, Ian Fleming. Bridger had coveted them for as long as he could remember. They were the genesis of his own passion for book collecting. 

      “Come on, damn it!”

      Bridger reluctantly turned away and followed the slow-moving man into the dining room, which had been converted into his office. Two televisions were mounted on the wall, each tuned to a different news channel. A keyboard and monitor were connected to the computer tower under the table. Stacks of documents, scraps of paper, overflowing folders, office supplies, and trash covered the remainder of the tabletop. Bridger saw that many of the documents had classifications stamped on them. 

      Tacked across the entire wall to his left was a world map. Henslow walked to the other side of the table and sat in front of the keyboard. He reached for a half-smoked Cuban laying in a Middle Eastern–looking red clay. He tapped it on the rim, checked the end, and inhaled the smoke. He stifled a few coughs as he sat back in the chair.

      “There are few real intel people left among pretenders in the CIA to help me, so I am forced to call you.” Henslow smiled, then took a puff of the cigar. Pain.

      “I’m sure I am the last of very few alternatives.” 

      A thankfully brief coughing fit followed the next inhale of smoke. More pain registered in his face.

      “Should you be—” Henslow’s bloodshot eyes flared. “Okay, I won’t play doctor,” Bridger said as he picked up some black and white photos and flipped through them. With raised eyebrows he looked at Henslow.

      “I still got some friends who know to do the right thing.”

      From under some papers, Bridger spotted a blue folder with a profile image of George Washington in the upper left corner. The George Washington University Hospital – Radiation Oncology Center was printed next to that.

      Henslow’s thin, bruised hand shoved papers to cover the folder.

      They looked at each other. 

      “IVs?”

      “Yeah. I’m still dying of throat cancer, kid. I’ve got things to do before I let that happen.”

      “That sucks,” was all Bridger could think of saying. He had known since early in his diagnosis two years before that the old man was dying. May told him—which Bridger discovered infuriated Henslow.

      Henslow and Bridger had developed a love/hate relationship since the man came into Bridger’s life after his father died. May was stationed in Brussels, Belgium, while Henslow was a deputy in EUR Division. Those positions provided Henslow the ability to visit them often.

      Bridger remembered May telling him that the stranger would be helping out since his father was gone. Bridger wasn’t sure what that meant. May started Bridger’s path to espionage by training the seven-year-old constantly. Every few months, wherever they were, Henslow would come and stay for a few days, call him “kid”—which he hated—and mentor Bridger in his take on the art of intelligence. 

      That pattern continued until Bridger left for college in the United States. By then, Henslow had become a father figure to the boy, including all the baggage that came with that—respect, support, irritation, annoyance, and disobedience.

      Decades later, when Henslow called, Bridger answered. No questions asked.

      Bridger walked about the table to take a closer look at the map taped to the wall. Strands of colored yarns, yellow stickies, newspaper articles, and illegible notes crisscrossed five labeled photos. A thick red line slashed across each face. More thread ran up the wall from each image to a blurry black and white photo taken from an angle that caught most of the top left side of a balding head. 

      “That is Specter’s network—former network—and that guy on the top is the rat bastard. I’ve been after him since the Beirut Marine barracks bombing. Then Le Belle Disco in 1986. Then Pan Am 103. Specter or one of his network of trainers—” Henslow pointed to the wall “—were behind about every bombing since.”

      “Yeah, I know. You have told me a hundred times.” 

      “I have? Most are dead now. I’ve hunted down his cronies using many of my old friends and contacts—people who know their shit. Not like the new shitty—forget it, thinking of them makes me sick.” He smiled at Bridger. “The deal was to pass my intel on to Hawkins and May. They are supposed to capture and detain them for interrogation so I can nail down Specter. But instead, each guy had ended up dead or missing. That’s why you are here.”

      “You don’t trust them?”

      “Trust has nothing to do with it. Results do.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “There is one left.” Henslow riffled through one of the many stacks of paper jumbled on his table. He pulled a folder out of the middle of the clutter and tossed it to Bridger.

      “This guy. Goes only by the name Nasir. I know exactly where he is right now. He is in Yemen training little Specter terrorist wannabes.”

      “Yemen? You said Yemen?” 

      “Yeah, but he is leaving soon. So hurry up.”

      “Yemen is a tough place to just show up, poke around, grab a guy, and leave. It is near suicide.”

      “Bullshit. You have a week, maybe two. Get this done.”

      Silence thickened the air until the low hum of an air purifier kicked in. Saying no to Henslow was fruitless, but May had a point.

      “Is this the way—”

      “Don’t do it. May got into your head like she always does.” Henslow leaned forward and planted his arms on the table. “This is how I want to spend my last days. I don’t just want to—I need to. Kid, you have to help me.”

      Bridger started to reach across and pat him on the hand as a sign of understanding, then thought better of displaying any sign of affection and pulled it back—that was not their way. 

      Bridger merely nodded. “Okay. We are in.”
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            THE ENTERPRISE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Macau, Special Administrative Region, People's Republic of China

      

      

      

      Charlie Ho didn’t swim.

      The unused pool, glittering in the sunlight, came with his mansion villa in the Banyan Tree Hotel Macau. That’s because he owned it. To be more precise, it was owned by a conglomerate that owned several holding companies, which owned the property through another series of holding companies.

      He was reclining on a cushioned chaise longue in a teak cabana the size of a small home. Sipping a cool fruit drink, he was reading the latest copy of the Financial Times. Striped curtains rippled gently as fans in each corner blew a breeze across the shelter.

      “Sir, I thought you might want to see this,” said Zhang, his assistant, as he handed his boss an iPad.

      Charlie carefully folded the newspaper and placed it next to his drink on a side table. “An FBI bulletin,” he noted. He read a little more. “Our contractor, Mr. Specter?”

      Zhang nodded. “He is under suspicion for being the person behind the deaths in Spain.”

      At the top left of the screen was a red, white, and blue circular emblem with “Department of Justice” around the top of the circle. “Federal Bureau of Investigation” curved across the bottom under a red and white shield. White capital letters on a black background proclaimed “MOST WANTED TERRORIST.”

      Below that, in capital letters, was the name centered under the banner, SPECTER, followed underneath by his list of crimes:

      
        
        Conspiracy to Commit Assault and Damage Property

        Conspiracy to Commit Murder

        Murder

        Aircraft Sabotage

        Damaging Aircraft Used in Foreign Commerce

        Placing Bombs on Aircraft; Assault

        Attempted Aircraft Sabotage

        Aiding and Abetting

      

      

      Two images followed. The one on the left was a grainy black-and-white photo of a man wearing glasses, a mustache, and receding hair. Thin lips. Cleft chin. Wide mouth. The image on the right was an age-advanced drawing of what an older Specter might look like today.

      A description area followed: True name unknown. Aliases: The Bombmaker, Bomb Master. It estimated Specter was in his mid-eighties. Black, gray, or bald head. About five feet seven inches tall. Brown eyes. Born in Palestine. Citizenship unknown. Weight unknown. Scars unknown.

      “Is this what he looks like?” Charlie asked, without looking up from the screen. “Not many images and not very clear.”

      “I do not know. We completed our agreement over the dark web to protect his identity,” Zhang said as he stood closer to the fan.

      Tall and thin, Zhang had been Ho’s assistant for years, helping establish his boss as one of the most powerful and dangerous men in the world. When Zhang talked, competitors and compatriots heard Ho’s voice. Zhang was, in effect, the chief operating officer of Ho’s empire, running its daily operations.

      Reading on, the next section proclaimed he had been indicted in the District of Columbia for bombing various commercial airplanes in the 1980s and the Le Belle Disco in Berlin where U.S. military personal and civilians were killed. It added that he was responsible for the instruction of many other bomb experts supporting insurgencies and terror organizations in Europe, the Middle East, South America, and Asia.

      “A five-million-dollar reward for a man considered to be armed and dangerous?” Charlie handed the device back to Zhang. “Perhaps we should turn him in. Where is he now?”

      Zhang swiped the screen and handed the iPad back. “He completed his mission killing the lawyer in the Netherlands. Successfully.”

      “I must say, I am quite impressed with this Specter. He gets things done no matter the situation, a quality lacking in a great many in today’s workforce.”

      “He has been avoiding the authorities for decades and is still successful at his craft. I do not think we need be concerned about this bulletin,” Zhang said. “I had Information Services do some research on the new interest in him. They have nothing substantive in their report.”

      Charlie brushed his hand over the part down the middle of his dark hair. His eyes were dark and shined bright over his perpetual smile. A robe covered a pear shape and pudgy waist that strained the waistband of his shorts.

      “We are both part of a rare club. Most wanted men.”

      At age fifty-three, he had no peers in the narcotics business hierarchy—except a few who ran the Mexican cartels, which was why he was forging a new partnership with one of them.

      Charlie Ho was a true believer in economic globalism. Instead of semiconductors, cars, or consumer goods, his products were drugs, chemicals, and money-laundering services. Every way of making money was the same to him. To accomplish this, he created a global corporation with the same support structure as the largest corporations. Strategy. Finance. Legal. Logistics. Even a Research and Development branch.

      While most crime groups used violence, fear, and intimidation to succeed, Charlie rose to the top by promoting business processes, partnerships, and customer service. Charlie pictured The Enterprise as the Amazon of the narcotics business. Fast. Consistent. Help desks. Money-back guarantees if the drugs failed to arrive on time or were confiscated. Customer service.

      Captured by his charm and wizard-like business prowess, the five powerful Chinese triads saw the benefits of a partnership. Other global drug cartels, drug-distribution and money-laundering services, and criminal gangs saw the success of The Enterprise and joined. Those who didn’t align with the association felt the pressures, either economic or physical.

      “It is a normal factor in business to have competitors. I welcomed those fighting to hold onto their markets,” Charlie would say at staff meetings.

      “It would be bad for your plans if Mr. Specter was captured and unable to complete the missions he has been given,” Zhang said as he positioned his back to catch more of the cooling breeze.

      “That is true. We cannot afford any delay. With Gan being exposed and removed, our business in North and South America is hemorrhaging millions each day in lost sales. Even worse, the customer service–driven reputation I have built is tarnished. We must ensure Mr. Specter completes his tasks on time.”

      Charlie headed into a large open-air living room filled with chairs, couches, and tables. Zhang followed as ordered.

      Two of his eight world-class martial arts security team members standing on duty outside the cabana bracketed him as he walked across the room and sat in a padded executive chair next to a table with a large screen and computer keyboard.

      With a few keystrokes, a video window opened followed by the digital beeps of a number dialing. After several rings, a connection ping was followed by the video screen flickering. The face of a man with glasses and short dark hair appeared.

      “Ni hao, Minister Chen,” Charlie said.

      “Charlie, it a pleasure to hear from you.”

      “I will get to the point, as I know the Minister of the MSS is always busy with important intelligence operations.”

      “Like chasing global drug lords such as yourself.” Chen smiled through his thin lips. “So, how can I be of service?”

      “I must take advantage of our historic mutually beneficial business relationship. I thank you again for your recommendation and assistance in procuring for us the services of Mr. Specter.”

      Chen nodded.

      “The American FBI has issued a new warning on him. It seems they think he is the person who killed the representatives of our rivals in Spain.”

      “I am aware.”

      “Then I need you to discover if he is in danger of being caught by the authorities. Quickly.” Charlie smiled.

      Chen did not return it. “That will take time.”

      “I am confident you can do it quickly.” Charlie leaned toward the screen. “I am sure neither of us want to tell the Standing Committee that their…rewards…will not be as available due to a misunderstanding.”

      “Of course not.”

      Charlie could tell the MSS—Ministry of State Security—leader was irritated, but it didn’t matter. When Charlie called, Chen was ordered to help.

      “Very good. Zai jian.”

      The video was disconnected before he allowed Chen to say his goodbye.

      “Contact him every few hours to get a status report. Keep pressuring him until he answers,” he said to Zhang.

      “Yes, of course.” Zhang bowed upon receiving his orders and crisply walked away.

      Charlie picked up the latest edition of The Economist and returned to the cabana. The martial arts guards followed. If only, he thought with a sigh, everyone would agree to being ordered around, the world would run like clockwork.
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        * * *

      

      Chen sat back in his chair, took off his glasses, and rubbed his eyes. A slow breath whistled through his teeth. He would call his assistant in a few minutes to look into the Specter situation. He had little choice.

      China’s president had garnered international praise for his national anti-crime “Sweeping Black” campaign. More as an effort to protect his and the Chinese Communist Party’s international reputations, it targeted domestic triad criminal organizations. The program aimed to weaken the growing strength of any alternative power centers that might challenge his power.

      What it didn’t do, on purpose, was target transnational criminal organizations, in particular The Enterprise. They were too personally profitable to destroy. So the president tolerated Charlie’s occasional support of anti-government protesters in Hong Kong and other regions. Charlie ensured that he maintained cooperative partnerships between The Enterprise and China’s highest leaders.

      The partnership was in full effect when China agreed to the United States demand to shut down the country’s labs making fentanyl, the deadly synthetic opioid, and stop selling the drug for export. On the surface, the numbers showed shipments had decreased dramatically—strict laws were passed and raids and arrests skyrocketed. In the shadows, the Chinese government worked with Charlie to facilitate the appearance of the crackdown for the Americans’ benefit.

      Chen had total contempt for Ho, due to his constant requests that Chen was obligated to fulfill. When Zhang called, Chen explained, again, that Ho needed to be patient. In the meantime, Chen would collect all information on any actions taken by Interpol, police, and state security organizations as a response to the FBI memo.

      When Zhang called again, Chen forwarded a multi-page document through secure email links. Zhang thought the report would satisfy his boss.

      Later that night, Chen also shared the report through even more elaborate secure channels to another group with which he had agreed to share intelligence—the American Central Intelligence Agency.
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            A PRYING FOOL

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Amsterdam, Netherlands

      

      

      

      He was getting colder as he waited. Baz would be arriving any moment, like he had since Specter began watching him. He had verified it from the leech’s phone the night before. Always the same club, about the same time, and always carrying a bag of Lena’s pastries.

      Specter waited in the shadows of the cobblestoned alley. A few graffiti-covered brick walls created a canyon of small shops, back garden entrances, and places to lean bikes and scooters. The only reason anyone would come this way, he determined, was if they lived in one of the buildings, were taking a shortcut to Amsterdam’s Central Station nearby, or were going to the local music club. Only the word “MUSIK” stenciled in white on a green metal grate gave a clue where it was.

      Specter felt lucky that in a city filled with fixed-location traffic cameras and acoustic sensors, along with an anti-drug-dealer surveillance network, no one thought this area was worth monitoring.

      Specter also felt the cold metal of the small .22 pistol in his pocket. It was an old friend from killings long ago. He had used it rarely and only for special clients. The Libyans. The Iraqis. East Germans. Soviets. Iranians. Palestinians.

      He had borrowed the technique from Israel’s Mossad. A half-charged shell of low caliber fired at close range had enough force to enter the skull and pass through the brain but not enough momentum to exit. Or a shot through the chest wall would lodge in the heart. The decibel level of the .22 would be so low it was virtually a muted pop.

      In the cylinder were three low-velocity shells for the job and three regular load bullets in case he needed to escape. In all the times he had used the pistol, only one bullet per target was ever needed.

      Another advantage had been in his mind from the beginning. Lena did not know that he had ever used a gun in his work. He was known to her only as a bomb maker.

      Still, he worried how she would react. If she suspected that he did kill Baz, he hoped that after her initial anger, she would see that Specter had done the right thing—for both of them. Baz meant nothing to her. “Fun.” Not a reason to be treated poorly by anyone, let alone garbage like Baz Haak. For Specter, it meant security from a prying fool, and she knew he had to have that.

      “What are you doing here, old man?” the voice said from behind him.

      Startled, Specter quickly turned to see Baz looming over him. He was carrying a paper bag with “Lena’s Cafe” printed on it. Specter stared at the man, suddenly confused about what he was doing there.

      “You in there, old man?”

      Just as quickly, Specter’s mind cleared. He realized he forgot to factor in the height difference. He would have in the past. He was getting old…and forgetful.

      “Baz,” Specter said, trying to slow his beating heart.

      “Didn’t mean to scare you. Hope you don’t have a heart attack.” Baz laughed. “But what are you doing here? Did Lena send you? I got the tarts.” He held up the bag.

      “No. She did not send me. I came to tell I do not like how you are treating my niece. You should stay away.”

      “Really? I don’t think she thinks that. I think she really likes me there, especially at night, if you know what I mean. I think you don’t want me there because you are jealous.” Baz checked his watch. “I am late. I have to go.”

      “I—” Specter started.

      Baz started to walk by Specter, but the old man stepped in his way.

      “What do you think you are doing? Get out of my way. You could get hurt, old man.” Baz used his forearm to shove Specter aside.

      As he started to pass, Specter took the pistol out, pointed it right behind Baz’s left ear, and fired. Baz stumbled forward, then fell face first onto the hard cobblestone lane. If the pop from the gun echoed down the alley, no one could hear it over the nearby street noise. The small red hole in the back of his head was barely visible. Specter resisted the urge to unload the rest of the bullets into the man’s back.

      He calmly turned and disappeared into the shadows.

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

       

      When the restaurant closed that evening, Lena wearily made her way up to the second level. Uncle Remy was sitting on the couch by the fire. She was surprised to see him watching the local news on the TV. He never watched television.

      “Hello, my dear. How was your day?”

      “It was a good day. I’m tired.” She kicked off her shoes, poured a glass of wine from an already opened bottle Baz had left, and collapsed on the couch.

      Lena eyed the TV incredulously. “You are watching the news?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I do, sometimes.”

      An image on the TV caught Lena’s eye. A photo of Baz and his name were superimposed in the top right corner while the larger screen showed a covered body in the distance with police and others standing over it.

      Lena gasped and her hand clutched over her mouth.

      She listened to the reporter say that a local musician, Baz Haak, was found shot in the alley outside the club MUSIK. There were no suspects and no motive.

      Lena looked at her uncle, who calmly sipped his tea.

      “That is a shame,” he remarked. “All the random violence on the streets these days.”

      “You—you didn’t have anything to do with this, did you?”

      Specter turned to her with a look of shock. “I did not. I was busy today with my more important matters. And anyway, is it such a loss?”

      “He…I…we…” Turning away, she stopped to think. Eventually she looked at him. “You should go to the mountain. I will take you.”

      “No need for that. My dear, I have been going there long before you were born.”

      “The police may come to ask questions.” Lena sighed and looked at her uncle, whose eyes were still focused on the television. He glanced at her, made a hmmph sound, then looked back at the news.

      “I am not worried. No one will think it was me.”

      “I just want to make sure you are safe.” She paused, thinking of a way to get him to agree without making him angry. “Please.”

      Specter nodded. “I will go in a day or so. I have some work that I must do.”

      Relief washed over her face. “I am glad.”

      Specter finished his tea while never taking his eyes off the screen. He had not been this happy in years. He happily had saved his niece from that parasite. He wanted the pleasurable feelings to continue. That would require Henslow to play his part, as he knew he would.
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            BREAKING HOME TIES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Great Falls, Virginia

      

      

      

      May Currier sipped the last drops of her morning tea from a white porcelain cup. Out the window, her flower garden and dew-covered lawn sloped down from her Great Falls home to tall pine trees and the Potomac River beyond. The scent of hydrangeas filled the air, and butterflies swirled about them.

      It was the kind of sunny cold morning that teased Washington-area residents during the late fall months. A hint that winter was far away, then BAM! The next day was miserable with wind, rain, snow, and ice. Calm or storm.

      May loathed unpredictable. 

      She had made a habit of taming unpredictability and bending it to her will. She had built a four-decade career as an intelligence officer. She dictated the rules—but the grind was becoming harder, almost too hard.

      She had been at the espionage game her entire career. She had dealt with political appointees, oversight committees, stupid politicians, and congressional staffers eager to make a name for themselves.

      Most were retired or dead. Retirement? Never crossed her mind—until recently. She had stuck it out in a world that saw women as pieces of ass, ashtray dumpers, and scotch glass fillers. She rose through determination, titanium nerves, and a testicle-crushing grip. She had left dozens of men in her wake, wondering what had hit them. Add to that her innate intelligence, strategic mind, and understanding of human behavior. She held a one-of-a-kind position, running cover on all the difficult special operations for Max Hawkins, with the Spy Devils as her primary tool.

      On cue, the doorbell rang. When she opened the door, Hawkins strode in.

      “Hello, May.”

      “Hello, Max. Right on time.”

      “What do you have to drink?”

      “Coffee. Tea?”

      He kept moving past her. “Make it bourbon.” May looked at Hawkins. “Don’t say it is too early.”

      “I will get you some coffee.”

      With a shake of his head, he headed into May’s living room.

      May returned with the coffee and handed it over. Of all the people she had met in all her years at the CIA, the people with the most influence in her career and worldview were Henslow first and Hawkins second. Both were powerful men, but wide open to bringing May along to solve problems that never seemed to be fixed “the normal way,” as Hawkins called it.

      Henslow, her oldest friend, was the last of his breed, and he was retired—and dying. Now he was the cause of her most recent headache. 

      After retirement, Henslow formed a small company with other retirees that provided intel support to governments and private industries. Its primary objective was to locate and kill the elusive Specter. Once the cancer was detected, the goal became an obsession. 

      “I made the deal to help if he had something actionable. But usually, he was asking for benign help like a name trace or locations of people he claimed were part of Specter’s support network, etc.” May said.

      “At least we made sure nothing came of his leads. Too bad they all had to disappear,” Hawkins said.

      “He is a sick old man who needs to rest, not traipse around looking for a ghost that no one had heard from for years—”

      “Until the FBI let it slip he was in Spain,” Hawkins said.

      “True.”

      The regulars had always been after Specter. International law enforcement agencies like Interpol had a wanted person RED NOTICE out on him for years. Once upon a time he was target number one, but when the trail went cold years ago, he was forgotten. 

      She never counted out the national intelligence services, like the FBI.

      Finally, the factor she and Hawkins were worried about the most: the Spy Devils.

      “Setting aside his unrivaled skills, Bridger has a soft spot for Henslow. Hell, after Stanley died, Henslow was about the only man in his life,” May said.

      “If Henslow asked Bridger for help, would he say yes?”

      “I told him not to”—she took a sip of tea—“but I fear he will.”

      “And the Devils won’t ever stop until he’s found—dead or alive. Unfortunately, Wes only listens to you—that is a problem I have to address.”

      “Specter. After all these years, he is still looking for Specter.” May sighed as she set her teacup on the table.

      “Well, you had better keep Wes from finding him. I won’t protect any of you,” he looked at May, “including Bridger, if this affair goes ballistic.”

      It was a miracle Henslow hadn’t asked Bridger for help years ago, and she definitely never offered. Even weakened with cancer, he lived by the I don’t need anyone’s help masculine mentality. Predictable. Exploitable.

      “I’m just looking out for him.”

      “Bridger is a grown man, and a dangerous one at that. He doesn’t need his momma there to hold his hand.”

      May checked the grandfather clock ticking in the corner of the large sitting room. A few signed Norman Rockwell lithographs hung next to it—one was her most prized possession, known as “Breaking Home Ties.” It was a present from her father. She gave a print to Bridger when he went to college. Now it hangs on a wall in his ranch.

      It was the depiction of a young man, his father, and a dog sitting beside a farm truck awaiting the arrival of a train. The train would carry the boy away from home. It struck a nerve in her—when she left home—and now—as the mother of a son.

      “It’s time.”

      They walked across the room to a dark six-paneled door. She opened it and entered her secure command center.

      Inside were two tables and chairs, each with a keyboard. Below each table was a TEMPEST-secured computer. Attached to the wall above each keyboard were flat-panel screens. One had a sign over it that read “Classified.” The other sign read “Unclassified.”

      She was assured by the CIA’s cyber information propeller heads that her connections on both systems to the internet were fully secure and untraceable. She just couldn’t send classified information over one of them. That was the realm of the classified computer, linked to the CIA and other government agencies through a virtual private network.

      On the wall opposite the door were world maps and digital clocks set to times in London, Paris, Moscow, Beijing, Tokyo, and others. The last one was labeled Yemen. Three hardwired desk phones—black, green, and white—waited below.

      May sat in front of the “Classified” computer and tapped the keyboard. The CIA emblem search screen appeared. She typed her password into the security screen. 

      “I forgot how nice the setup I approved for you is.” Hawkins picked up the receiver on the old-type green landline phone. “I’ll make the call.”

      “You ready?” he asked after he dialed. “One moment,” he said into the receiver. He clicked a button to send the call to the speakers perched on the walls. Then he set the receiver down.

      May clicked a few buttons on her keyboard, and the LCD TV screens came to life.

      “Go ahead,” she said.

      A crystal-clear gray-scale image appeared of crosshairs on a two-story stone house building built into a rocky hill. A truck was parking outside the house. Two men got out and were joined by two others. They walked into the house.

      “Positive ID.” The tinny sound of a voice came through the speakers.

      “Execute,” Hawkins said.

      Then May noticed other figures moving slowly toward the house. Black heat signatures against the lighter background. A few more were posted on the road that led to the door. 

      “Any idea who that is outside the house?” Hawkins asked.

      “No ID,” the voice reported.

      She was trying to identify it when she saw two figures jump a wall and disappear behind the truck. 

      Her mind flipped through the possibilities. Rival insurgents? Yemen forces? Thieves? Then she thought of one other option.

      “Oh my god!”
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            THE HOUSE IN YEMEN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Near Mudiyah, Abyan Governorate, Yemen

      

      

      

      “Distance?”

      “A mile,” Bridger heard Imp say into his earbud. “Should be coming into view any second.”

      The beat-to-hell Toyota truck rounded a bend of a relatively good road bordered by the ubiquitous sloping brown terrain. Over three days, the Devilbot had tracked the truck from its compound five miles away.

      “Snake. Demon. You in position?”

      “Like we have been for hours,” Snake’s voice whispered. 

      “It smells like I’m standing in a goat latrine,” Demon said.

      “Believe me, that smell is you,” Imp said. 

      “I swear to god, I am going to kill him.”

      Bridger decided to keep the Spy Devil in-country team small. Demon. Snake. Imp. Bridger didn't want to put more lives in danger than he had to. So Beatrice, Milton, and Angel were on the Spy Devils’ yacht, holding a position in the Gulf of Aden—a busy and dangerous place for a private vessel to hang out. 

      “Okay. Keep down and get ready. Today is the day. We get one chance at this.”

      From his vantage point crouching behind a high cluster of rocks that overlooked the road, Bridger had a perfect view. A side road below broke off toward a secluded house built into high stratified bluffs a quarter-mile up an incline. A mile farther down the main road, a village was barely visible through the hilltops. 

      “Right on time. Late.” Through his binoculars Bridger saw the truck coming straight at him. “Passing me now.” 

      “Welcome to the party, buddy. Unfortunately, your day is about to suck,” said the rumble-strip voice of Demon.

      A trail of dust followed the battered truck as it turned off the main road and chugged up the grade to the house. Passing twenty yards from his position, Bridger could see through a dusty windshield the wire-thin driver gripping the steering wheel. 

      Nasir sat next to him.

      Henslow’s file on Nasir was thin. A picture of a middle-aged Egyptian man who was a skilled Specter-trained bomb maker. His clients spanned the typical spectrum of the Earth's worst. ISIS. Al-Qaeda. Iran. Taliban. Drug traffickers. Splinter groups and regimes of autocratic leaders. The list of clients was circled in red with the words Specter’s pals scrawled in the margin. Nasir had been in Yemen for three weeks working for a faction of Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula—AQAP. Wes’s intel indicated he was leaving at the end of the following week. 

      That intel was eight days old. If accurate, Nasir would leave the next day—somehow. They had found no plane reservations for him under his name or any of his known aliases. Boats were impossible to track, though. He could also drive to any of several border crossings into Saudi Arabia or Oman.

      Henslow had put the Spy Devils in a rough spot.

      “Why Yemen? We have bad memories in Yemen. Why can’t we grab him when he leaves the country?” Bridger asked Henslow.

      “Because I need him now.”

      “How am I supposed to take a man employed by a terror group and smuggle him out of Yemen? Oh, and he will be unconscious and tied up. So that’s usually a tip-off to the border guards.”

      “Oh, grow up. That’s your problem.”

      A week ago, the Spy Devils had entered Yemen under a thin cover of an indie documentary film crew working as stringers for a television and film production company based in Frankfort. Bridger had bought the functioning company to be a part of the global Spy Devils support network. 

      The house was cut into a solid rock that towered forty feet above the roof. Bridger watched the truck stop on worn stones bordered on the left by a low stone retaining wall. Large stone steps led to the tall arched entry to the truck's right. 

      By war-torn Yemen standards, the house looked pristine. A traditional Yemeni design and decoration consisted of two levels of sunbaked chiseled limestone. Gos, a white gypsum slurry, was applied around the edges of the frame. Multicolored Al-Qamariya stained-glass decorated the curved transom windows above the main windows.

      The driver got out of the truck and hurried to the other side to open the door for Nasir. Two guards smoking cigarettes, with AK-47s slung over their shoulders, stood by the front door. Nasir stretched and surveyed the area surrounding the house. 

      Bridger knew he couldn’t see Snake and Demon, who were crouched behind the short stone wall that separated the parked truck from a steep incline. The hill morphed into a grove of leafy qat plants—whose chewable leaves provided soothing, addictive sedatives in a country where food was in short supply. 

      Up the road, Imp was monitoring communications channels in the back of a van. Fuad, Bridger’s Yemen in-country fixer, was stationed in the driver seat.

      A dentist by trade, Fuad was a small, pudgy man with short black hair. Black mustache. He had the aura of a professional who cared and sacrificed for his patients. Bridger had discovered this indispensable man the last time the Spy Devils were in the country. Fuad had proven to be resourceful, motivated, and trustworthy, so Bridger added him to his support network. 

      The Spy Devils’ success depended on people like Fuad. He made sure their Ministry of Interior “host” received his customary four-hundred-dollar bribe. After that, more bribes and fast talking facilitated their way around the country, through the numerous roadblocks and security checkpoints.

      “Wait for it,” Bridger alerted the team, focusing on the house. “They are heading inside.” Nasir marched up the steps and across the porch to the recessed front door. The guards and driver followed. The door closed.

      “Now.”

      “Finally,” Demon replied.

      Demon and Snake scrambled over the stone wall and crept toward the truck. They had less than three minutes to get their job done—if the pattern from the previous days held.

      With a raised 1911 in one hand and Devil Stick in the other, Demon took a position between the front of the truck and the house. It really didn’t matter what weapons he had. The mission was over if Demon had to kill an unlucky bastard and alerted the rest. If that happened, Bridger didn’t really have a backup plan, considering a few dozen armed men playing with explosives were plotting inside. 

      For the last three days, a debate had raged both within his mind and among the Spy Devils on the best method to grab Nasir and, more important, get them all out of a country where just about everyone would be looking for them. 

      Two facts were obvious. They couldn’t storm the house during the day, given the amount of AQAP men there. Second, snatching Nasir from the guarded compound five miles away was a problem since—though they didn’t have a lot of intel on the property—they had counted at least ten others living there as residents or guards—or both.

      “I say we plant the IED—it doesn’t have to be a big one, just enough to blow it off the road,” Demon said during a planning meeting over dinner. “We ambush the truck—do whatever to the driver—grab the guy, stuff him in a suitcase, and drive like the devil to the border.”

      They all laughed.

      Bridger considered the blunt suggestion of his longest, most trusted friend. The rest noticed and fell silent as they waited for Bridger to weigh in.

      “What?” Demon asked, looking at Bridger’s stoic face. “I didn’t say you had to like it.”

      Bridger surprised them all with his answer. “I do like it,” he said.

      The air filled with stunned silence.

      “You do?” Imp asked.

      “Well, not the blow-them-up part.”

      “You want to stuff him in a suitcase and check him as baggage?” Snake asked.

      “No. I didn’t say that either. An exploding IED might come to the attention of some bad guys. But the idea is sound.” Bridger turned to Imp and Fuad. “You guys need to scrounge up some spare parts quickly.”

      “What do you need?” Imp asked.

      The preparations would now be put into action. Snake opened the hood of the truck. They hadn’t had much time to practice the maneuver, so Bridger expected anything and everything to go wrong. 

      “This engine is a dirty steaming hot mess,” Snake reported. 

      Using Imp’s shopping list, Fuad found the needed parts for a remote engine starter control system in a shop stuffed from floor to ceiling with every kind of machinery.

      Bridger knew they had been lucky.

      The plan was to install the electromagnetic switch, remote controller, and receiver in the truck in the three minutes the jihadists would be inside enjoying their morning coffee. Then, on Nasir’s return ride to the compound tonight, they would shut off the truck’s engine remotely, knock out the driver, and abduct Nasir. 

      All that would be the easy part.

      Bridger needed the period of delay and confusion caused by the disappearance of Nasir. It would take hours—if not longer—before the terrorists could organize a search.

      Demon’s stuffing him in a suitcase idea wasn’t far off the mark. Once Nasir was hidden inside the van, they had choices—all bad ones. North to Saudi Arabia was a non-starter. The roads were in a shifting war zone. Using the refugee routes farther west was feasible, except good roads were nonexistent. Plus, bands of thugs terrorized the mass of humanity from Africa walking the routes. 

      Bridger hated the thought of repeating their harrowing nineteen-hundred-kilometer escape to the east through the Hadramawt Region to Oman. They could encounter checkpoints or thieves anywhere along the treacherous roads without warning. 

      Sailing into the Gulf of Aden was a precarious option—but the best option. 

      They needed to avoid “Pirate Alley,” one of the world's busiest and most dangerous waterways. Each day a deadly cat and mouse game was played among Somali pirates chasing merchant ships, human traffickers, and international community warships.

      Fuad hired a boat harbored at Shoqra, a fishing village on the Gulf. From there, they would sail up the Yemeni coast with Nasir to meet the rest of the Spy Devils on The Morningstar.

      “Okay, I’ve taped the receiver to the hood,” Snake reported. “I’m cutting through the wires to install the switch.”

      “Hurry the fuck up,” Demon whispered, his eyes glued to the door. 

      Bridger saw movement as the door opened. “Cover! Someone is coming out.”

      Demon scrambled to the other side of the truck as Snake lowered the hood. He squatted next to Demon. Both had their Devil Sticks up and ready for use.

      Bridger held his breath as he saw the door open and the driver step out. 

      “It’s the driver.” He lingered in the doorway, a cigarette in his mouth, holding a mug. “He is still there, just standing.” 

      After a minute he dumped the remaining contents of his mug on the ground, but he didn’t move from the door.

      Three more men came out to join him. They passed around cigarettes and lit them one to the other. The driver glanced over toward the truck, then stared at it. Then he said something to the others, who stopped talking, flicked their cigarettes to the ground, and raised their weapons. 

      “Shit. They are heading toward you.”

      “Should we run?” Snake asked.

      “Let’s kill them,” Demon said.

      Before Bridger could reply, he was startled by his satellite phone beeping. Answering it was out of the question. The situation was imploding right before his eyes as the four men crept closer to his Spy Devils.

      “Can I kill them?” Demon asked again.

      Bridger ripped the phone from its belt holder with his free hand as the beeping would not stop. “Not now.” 

      “Are you by the house?” May shouted.

      “What?”

      “Yemen! Are you by the house in Yemen?”

      “Yes. How do you—?”

      “Get out of there, now!” May screamed into his ear.

      “What—” He turned his eyes to the blue sky and a few puffy white clouds.

      He jumped up from behind his rock and waved at his team crouched next to the truck.

      “Run!” Bridger screamed.
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            WHERE’S THE PONY?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Near Mudiyah, Abyan Governorate, Yemen

      

      

      

      The four men vanished from the doorway as a drone-fired Hellfire missile struck the house. 

      More eruptions followed as the bomb-making materials inside exploded. The hill slowly tumbled in an avalanche into the debris-filled crater where the house once stood.

      The intensity of the explosions caused Bridger to stumble backward. He fell and smacked his head against a rock. Ignoring the thumping pain, he struggled to his feet. A cloud of dust was rising from the smoldering rubble. 

      Demon? Snake?

      Behind him, Fuad swerved the cargo van off onto the side road, throwing stones and clods of dirt into the air. Fuad stomped on the brakes, skidding to a slow roll, allowing Bridger to grab the passenger door handle and leap in.

      “Go. Go. Go!” Bridger yelled as he scanned the scene.

      Fuad hit the gas. “To the left, toward the field and qat trees. If they fled anywhere, that’s where.”

      “We must hurry. The AQAP fighters in the village will be here very soon. Minutes,” Fuad said.

      “Imp, you see anything from above?”

      “Just dust,” Imp said, his voice cracking with emotion.

      Rocks still tumbled and bounced off what remained of the hill. 

      Bridger jumped out of the van before it stopped. He choked on the smoke and dust filling the air as he sprinted along the edge of the qat field, looking down the rows of trees, hoping he would find his Spy Devils. 

      Then from the haze, Bridger heard the familiar deep voice screaming from behind him. “Son of a bitch!” 

      “We’re over here,” Snake said as they appeared through a gap in the trees.

      Bridger shouted, “Demon! Snake! You guys okay?” Bridger ran toward them, thinking it was a stupid question.

      They were bloody and covered head to toe in dust.

      Snake had Demon’s arm over his shoulder as Demon awkwardly hopped on his right foot. His left foot dragged behind. His eyes were glassy, and he had trouble keeping his head from flopping side to side.

      Snake looked little better. His shirt and pants were torn and speckled with blood. Red streaked from his forehead through the gray-white dust covering his face. 

      “It’s my turn to ride the pony,” Demon mumbled as Bridger reached them. 

      “Huh?”

      “Took a pretty hard blow to the head. He’s kind of woozy,” Snake said in short breaths. “He was a step too slow. Age, I guess.” 

      Demon slow-rolled his head to look at Snake. “Someone…dropped a bomb…me. Who…who wants to blow me up?”

      “We got to go,” Bridger said as he grabbed Demon. “Let’s move.”

      Fuad drove the van their way as Imp tossed open the rear doors.

      Snake and Bridger lifted Demon and heaved him into the van. Demon screamed as he hit the deck. He wildly waved his arms over his head like a child trying to keep people away. Snake crawled in behind him.

      “Where’s the pony?” Demon muttered.

      “Pony?” Imp asked as he slammed the doors shut.

      Bridger ran around to the van's passenger side, glancing toward the road. Before he had closed the door, Fuad ripped the vehicle into gear and spun the wheel, lifting the van onto its left wheels.

      “We must hurry. They will be here soon,” Fuad said calmly.

      Several thuds and a scream of pain came from the back as Fuad pulled onto the bumpy road. Then he swung the van onto the main road away from the village. More shouts and swearing erupted as the van tilted sharply and fishtailed on the pavement. Finally, Fuad got control of the van and stomped on the accelerator. 

      Only heavy breathing and the revving of the strained engine filled the interior of the clattering van.

      “Thanks, Fuad,” Bridger said, patting the man’s shoulder. 

      “You are bleeding. Your head.”

      Bridger felt the lump under the damp hair on his head, then regarded the thick dark smear on his hand. 

      “How’s it going back there?” he shouted as he turned in his seat.

      Red-stained bandages were wrapped around Snake’s forehead and he was hastily applying a few more on his neck and hands. Then he placed Demon’s foot in his lap and taped a splint to his ankle. Torn packages for anti-septic wipes, bandages, and ibuprofen were scattered around on the floor. Imp held an instant cold pack to a growing black and blue lump on Demon’s head.

      “Sprained ankle, at least,” Snake said. “Nasty bump on his right temple.” Snake assessed Bridger’s injury, then took gauze, tape, and wipes from the IFAK medical bag and handed them forward. “Here.”

      “Thanks,” Bridger said, taking the med supplies. “How’s your head, Demon?”

      Demon blinked as he seemed to concentrate on tilting it back. “Who blew me up?” he asked. A few drops of saliva dripped from the corners of his mouth.

      Electronic beeps came from the satellite phone clipped to Bridger’s belt. He flipped the donkey dick antenna up and pushed the button to receive the transmission. He held it to his ear but said nothing. Instead, he tried to control his breathing with slow in and out breaths through his nose.

      “Trowbridge. Damn it! What the hell are you doing there?”

      Stunned into silence, Bridger could not remember if he had ever heard May swear.

      After a few seconds, she asked again. “Trowbridge? I’m tracking you on the Predator. Can you hear me?”

      He took a few breaths before answering. “We are alive.”

      “Thank goodness.” He heard the relief in her voice through the static in the connection. The anger remained. “I told you not to help Wes. I—I don’t know what you think you are doing.”

      “Is that mommy?” Demon asked. “Ask her why she blew me up.”

      “Why did you blow us up? You almost killed Demon.”

      “I am glad he is alive, and I didn’t blow you up."

      “She is glad you are not dead,” Bridger said, looking at Demon, whose eyes were slightly more alert.

      “I’m damn glad, too.”

      “You were not supposed to be there. We were eliminating a terrorist cell. Why didn’t you listen to me? See what happens?”

      “I don’t have to listen to you, and I don’t see why helping Wes is such a problem. I don’t have time to talk right now. Getting out of this country just got more complicated. Thanks for that.”

      “You got in my way, but you are right. You don't have time to discuss that now. You have company behind you,” May said.
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      Bridger checked the cracked glass of the passenger side mirror. “A truck is behind us. Just cresting a hill. Fast.”

      Fuad looked in his own mirror and adjusted his position. “It is them,” Fuad said, as calm as ever. He revved the engine, and the van accelerated.

      Imp pulled a monocular from his bag and peeled back the corner of the cardboard patch taped over the backdoor window. “A few miles back,” Imp said as he sighted through the monocular. “Closing.”

      Snake groaned as he picked up one of the beat-up AK-47s.

      “Where is my damned gun?” Demon said, propped up against the wheel well. Snake started to pulled Demon’s 1911 from his belt holster.

      “Are you sure you want to give him a loaded gun? He said he wanted to ride a pony a few minutes ago,” Imp said.

      Snake looked at Demon, then pulled the pistol out but didn’t hand it to him.

      “There will be more,” Fuad said.

      The gauges on the dashboard were all in the red. Bridger asked, “Can this thing hold up? This van had seen better days.”

      “Yes.” Fuad kept his eyes alternating between the road and the side mirror.

      The noise was so loud, Bridger was certain he had a washing machine strapped to his already throbbing head. Wind rushed through the rusted-out holes in the sides. It creaked and swayed with every spine-crushing bump. The rocking of the van, combined with metallic clunking, meant the suspension was broken, the shock absorbers were missing, or both.

      “There is a truck. Approaching quickly,” May informed Bridger.

      “We know,” Bridger replied. “Maybe you can help?”

      “Help?”

      “Yes, help. Maybe you can blow up that truck for us as an apology for blowing us up?”

      Bridger waited as static filled the connection.

      “Only if you stop helping Wes.”

      “Forget it.”

      “Please.”

      “No deal.”

      “I am afraid I need you to do that. You understand, of course.”

      “What—?”

      “Good luck, Bridger. Call me later with an update.”

      Bridger stared at the phone. The call was disconnected.

      “A mile,” Imp said.

      Bridger and the Spy Devils had just barely escaped getting killed by a drone strike ordered by his mother. Demon was injured and certainly had a concussion. They were in a dilapidated van being chased by terrorists through a country torn by civil war. He had no idea how they were going to escape. They were soaked in sweat as the temperature inside the old van was over a hundred degrees. The back of this head was really starting to ache.

      None of that bothered him more than the call with May.

      Bridger saw that the road was relatively flat, straight, and in surprisingly good shape. They were in a broad desert valley, with mountains looming out his window in the distance to the west.

      By the sound of the laboring engine and the acrid smell of burning oil, Bridger knew the van didn’t have much life left in it. They were in hostile territory, and Fuad was probably right. Whoever was in the truck had radioed for more support.

      Bridger believed there were always options, no matter how awful they might be. He had proven the accuracy of that belief recently in Ukraine when he determined the only way to survive was to detonate an exploding suitcase and essentially blow up himself and his captors.

      “Imp. You still got a Devilbot?”

      “Yeah. One. The drone killed the other one.”

      “Get it going.”

      Imp grabbed a medium-sized aluminum travel case, unfastened the latches, flipped the lid, and pulled out their customized drone.

      The Devilbot was a DJI Mavic 2 Pro Quadcopter modified and enhanced by Milton. In addition to improved speed and optics, the Devilbot was equipped with two mounts attached under the mini-drone chassis that could fire two 9mm rounds with lethal precision. Milton’s new gas dispersal system was linked to that. Finally, it had a shaped charge on its top that could be used to explode into a target.

      As Imp powered up the drone and the high-definition controller application on his iPad, Bridger told him what he needed to do.

      “We are going too fast. Even with his upgrades, Milton said the top speed is maybe fifty miles per hour if there is no wind,” Imp said.

      “Fuad, ease up a bit,” Bridger said, looking over at the Yemeni dentist.

      “Ease up?” he asked as he glanced at Bridger with a puzzled look.

      “Oh, it means to slow down a little.”

      “Slower?” Fuad looked in the mirror. “Are you certain? They are getting closer.”

      “Yes, it is fine,” Bridger said reassuringly. “Much slower.”

      Bridger heard the decrease of the engine noise and felt the van rattle and shimmy as it slowed.

      “Snake, slow them down.”

      Snake grabbed the side door handle, pulled hard against the rusty mechanism, and tugged it open as far as he could. The clattering van sounds and a rush of air surged through the vehicle. But, unfortunately, the rushing air did nothing to relieve the stifling heat inside the van.

      Snake fired three bursts with his AK-47 at the oncoming truck.

      Bridger saw the truck swerve and slow. The delay was only momentary, and he hoped it was enough. Sparks flashed from the truck as the men fired back. Snake fired a second burst, slowing them again.

      “Good. Now Imp.”

      Imp started the rotors, and the drone flew out the door and up. Snake jerked the door shut.

      “Okay, this is going to be fast,” Imp said.

      Imp’s fingers slid across the control pad and a high-definition image appeared from the drone’s camera. It was shaking.

      “Don’t worry. Gusty winds,” Imp said, checking the digital readout on the screen. “The stabilizers are trying to compensate. It is gaining altitude.”

      The drone’s HD camera picked up three men sitting across the seat inside the truck's cab. The man on the passenger side had the top half of his body out the window and was wildly firing his weapon in the van’s direction.

      “He has no idea it is up there,” Imp said.

      “At two hundred yards, introduce him to the Devilbot.”

      Imp hovered the drone about twenty feet above the road. The camera showed more flashes from the truck as it grew larger on the screen. Imp armed the drone’s targeting system and focused two concentric green circles on the driver’s side of the windshield. His finger hovered over a red button.

      “One thousand yards. Seven hundred. Five,” Imp said, reading off the distance to the truck measured by the drone’s sensors. Then Imp accelerated the drone toward the van, keeping the camera focused on the driver's side of the windshield.

      Thunks and pings sounded as bullets from the terrorists started to strike the vehicle, creating holes in the back door.

      “Two hundred.” Imp pushed the button firing a 9mm round mounted under the Devilbot. The image on the drone jerked with the recoil.

      The truck swerved hard off the road to its right, kicked up dust, then made a hard left back onto the road. The truck weaved several times and slowed until it was brought under control. Then it started to accelerate toward the van.

      “You missed, dumb ass,” Demon growled. “Can he turn on the air? It’s hot in here.”

      The burning oil smell from the engine was overpowering.

      “Shut up. My hands are sweating.” Imp wiped them on his soaked pants and looked at Bridger.

      “Excuses.”

      “Snake,” Bridger said.

      Snake opened the side door again and emptied the rest of his AK-47 magazine at the truck. Few appeared to hit the vehicle, but it did slow down.

      Without hesitating, Imp increased the Devilbot’s altitude until he was above and out of sight of the men in the truck. Matching the vehicle’s speed, he dropped it down until it flew parallel to the driver’s side window.

      The three bearded men were dressed in worn camouflage jackets and black headgear. They were screaming at each other and looking around frantically. The driver, eyes focused out the windshield, was dripping with sweat. His bloody left hand was holding his bloody right shoulder. The other hand was clamped on the steering wheel, as were the hands of the man in the middle.

      The driver froze when he saw the drone out the side window. That gave Imp time to sight the target on the driver and fire the second 9mm round. The instant before Imp maneuvered the drone away, an image on the screen showed a neat hole appearing in the driver’s cheek.

      From the van, Bridger watched the truck’s speed increase. Finally, it swerved wildly to the right, then careened over the rough ground and rocks, went airborne, and flipped over on its roof. A cloud of fire and smoke rose into the air.

      “Good job, Imp. Bring the Devilbot back.”

      “Two shots. What a jackass,” Demon said.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “Sir, something is coming at us!” Fuad said.

      Bridger turned to see another beat-up Toyota truck coming directly their way. Gunfire from the vehicle struck the road and then hit the front of the van.

      Fuad kept the van steady. “What should I do?”

      “Imp!” Bridger yelled. “Ram it!”

      Without hesitation, Imp diverted the drone from its approach. Then he accelerated and aimed it directly at the Toyota.

      “Milton is going to hate me,” Imp said.

      In a few seconds, the drone reached the truck and smashed through the windshield, setting off the shaped charge. The cab exploded and cartwheeled, scattering burning truck debris across the road.

      Fuad zigzagged through the wreckage and thick dark smoke.

      “You know a place we can hide for a few hours?” Bridger gingerly rubbed the sensitive walnut-sized lump on the back of his head. “I need to think.”
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      They arrived at Fuad’s house without any more incidents. As the van coughed its last breath, Fuad pulled behind a mud and stone two-story building accented with arched windows—a smaller version of the one just destroyed by May’s drone strike. Nearby, villagers tended to goats in the fields of a wide valley. Bridger had to wonder how long they would stay hidden in the bucolic hideaway.

      “I am the only dentist in this area. I am quite busy. That is why I stay. I must help.” He reached up to Bridger’s head. “Let me tend to your injuries.”

      After patching up Snake and fretting over Bridger’s lump, Fuad examined Demon.

      “He has a concussion. He should rest and stay out of bright light.” Fuad ripped off a string of medical tape and retaped the ankle. “It is certainly sprained. Medication would help with the pain. I have Novocaine.”

      “Thanks, Doc. I will chew some aspirin.”

      “The baby won’t take a shot,” Snake said.

      “Okay, everyone, rest for a few hours. Fuad, we need a new car, and you should get rid of the van right away—for your safety.”

      They lounged on pillows in Fuad’s dental clinic waiting room. Fuad’s wife, Bassma, graciously provided pots of tea and several stone bowls filled with boiled meat and rice, Yemeni bread, and pastries with honey.

      Bridger sat chewing some bread and mulling over the only escape option left after May’s interference in his operation. He decided the original rendezvous plan could work—just in reverse.

      Bridger radioed Milton, Beatrice, and Angel, who were waiting on the yacht, and informed them of the situation and the new plan details. Captain Andre was to navigate The Morningstar down the Yemeni coast until they met up with Fuad’s rented boat. Then they would sprint up the coast to Oman.

      Bridger and the rest would still head to Shoqra as planned. Then they would get on a boat and sail away to make the rendezvous.

      If they couldn’t meet for any reason, Bridger’s boat would attempt the previously rejected plan to traverse the dangerous Gulf over to Bosasa, Somalia, though crossing the crowded, hazardous waters in a fishing boat was borderline suicidal. The U.S. Navy and others patrolled on maritime security operations, hunting for pirates or Yemeni smugglers trafficking in African refugees who, in desperation, paid outrageously for a ride. Unfortunately, their trust was often misplaced, as many ended up dead.

      Bridger’s plan appeared workable until Fuad was unable to contact the captain of the hired boat. Repeated calls went unanswered.

      “I’m afraid the captain has stolen the half of your money I gave him in advance. I am embarrassed. I am sorry,” Fuad said sheepishly. “Everyone in this country is a thief.”

      Bridger patted the man on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. Can you get us another boat?”

      “There are many fishermen. One might sell his—for too much money.”

      They left a few hours later, taking only what they needed. Devil Sticks. Communications equipment. Money. First, they destroyed and buried the rest deep in a field. 

      While they did that, Fuad went to get another car. He came back in what Bridger thought was a Peugeot sedan. He couldn’t tell since there were only rusty holes where the logos and type would have been attached to the body.

      Fuad explained it was his cousin’s car, which the man used to shuttle people to the nearby larger cities. “The Uber of Yemen is what he calls it,” Fuad said, shaking his head. “He is quite lazy.”

      The car was way too small for all of them to sit comfortably. It was missing functional turn signals. The brakes were only good enough to make a grinding sound—which was an issue since what traffic there was ignored any rules of driving. Of course, the air conditioning did not work, making the drive even more unpleasant for the sweating passengers.

      “Can you move over?” Snake tried to adjust his position against the passenger-side door in the backseat. Demon sat on the driver’s side behind Fuad with his head resting on the door. Imp was crammed between them.

      “No,” Imp replied as he wiggled to make more space.

      “Checkpoint ahead,” Fuad said as he slowed the car into the line of cars backed up on the road.

      “Who are they?” Bridger strained to see beyond the ten cars lined up in front of them. He saw a brown Toyota on their side of the two-lane road. The soldiers were dressed in fatigue pants. Black T-shirts. Head scarves. Ammunition belts and utility vests draped over their shoulders. Each held an AK-47.

      “In this area, they could be STC—the separatists from the Southern Transitional Council, or—” Fuad paused.

      “Or?” Bridger asked.

      “They could be Al-Qaeda. They pay to keep people in the area. They make it difficult to separate them. They hire locals to help them since they are smaller in numbers.”

      “This is disconcerting,” Imp said.

      Bridger stuck his head out the window and saw the guards searching the cars ahead. With an AK-47 at the ready, one guard approached the driver's side but kept a few feet back from the door. Another guard positioned himself outside the passenger side. They seemed to be looking for something specific, since most cars passed with a glance and a wave.

      A third guard was standing on the side of the road holding a metal handle that led to a snake-like track of white- and red-painted spikes on wheels. When given the proceed signal from the driver-side guard, he would pull aside a section of the spikes, opening up enough space for the vehicle to pass safely.

      “Well, I see two possibilities. One sucks, the other really sucks,” Bridger said.

      “Let’s do either, so I don’t have to smell Demon anymore,” Imp said.

      Snake sniffed. “He has a point.”

      Bridger turned to look at his old friend and teacher. The man who was there when he started the Spy Devils. He looked pale. Tired. But still with a steely look of the tough guy they all knew and loved.

      “I am so tired of terrorists,” Bridger mumbled, watching each car in front of them get searched and released.

      Fuad rolled the car forward when a guard dressed in brown fatigues wearily jerked his hand. With the same boredom in his gesture, he signaled Fuad to stop the vehicle. The guards hesitated when they saw the car’s occupants. The one who looked like the leader talked into a radio. Then he signaled to the others to approach the car.

      “Marhaba,” Fuad said with a smile.

      The guard ignored Fuad’s hello. Instead, he looked inside before he stepped back to look through the back window.

      “Over,” he said, waving his hand to indicate Fuad should pull the car off the road. Fuad hesitated and looked at Bridger. “Over!” the commander shouted. The passenger-side guard stepped back and made space. His well-worn AK pointed at the car from his waist.

      Bridger nodded, then said softly, “Nice and easy. Nothing threatening.”

      Fuad turned the wheel and drove the vehicle off the road.

      “Stop!” the lead guard shouted. Fuad did as he was ordered, stopping a car-length short of the guard at the barricade. “Out. Get out” was the next command.

      The guard on Fuad’s side came close and pointed the AK at him through the window. Fuad took his hands off the wheel. The lead guard stood ten feet from the side of the car. Bridger watched him speak into his radio once more.

      “Nothing is easy.” Bridger felt the wet heat on his skin and smelled the salt from the sea in the air. “You guys ready?” he said as he smiled and waved politely at the guards.

      “I’ve got the guy on this side,” Demon responded.

      “I’ve got loudmouth,” Snake added, flicking his chin toward the leader, who had crept forward a few feet.

      “I will be right here,” Imp declared.

      “You get the guy at the barricades. Even you can hit him from here.”

      “Don’t count on it.”

      “We have papers from your Ministry of Interior,” Fuad said as he scrambled out of the car.

      “Fuad! Don’t!” Bridger said.

      The guard nearest Fuad drove the butt of his AK-47 deep into his stomach, collapsing him with a groan to the dirt. All the guards raised their weapons toward them.

      “Stay cool,” Bridger said as he opened his door.

      “Stop! All. Out!” The guard waved the end of his AK up and down at the car.

      “My name is Lee Trevino,” Bridger said with a smile as he approached the guard. “Is there a problem, officer?”

      “Stop.”

      “As our driver said, we have papers. We are a film crew here to make a documentary of your lovely country,” Bridger said, ignoring the guard. “I do love the food here. What is that dish called?” he said, turning to look at Fuad. “Mandi? Yes, delicious. The meat and spices. Delicious.”

      Bridger took two small steps forward. In response, two threatening steps brought the leader within arm’s length of Bridger.

      “We do have papers. Quite a process, I must say,” Bridger continued, pulling some papers from his pants pocket. “Right here. See?” He handed the documents to the bewildered leader, who kept one hand on the weapon slung over his right shoulder.

      The guard by the barricades yelled something to the leader, who turned his head to answer.

      Seizing his chance, Bridger lunged forward, grabbed the leader by the right wrist, rotated, and flung the much lighter man toward the car. When he collided with the side of the Peugeot, Snake was out of the car and in position. He released a spray of toxin from the Devil Stick into the man’s face.

      Simultaneously, Imp had leaned out the door and fired Taser prongs at the guard near the barricade. Fifty thousand volts entered his chest. He quivered, then fell to the dirt.

      On the other side of the car, the guard was flat on the ground with a bluish-white foam bubbling from his mouth. Demon was smiling and leaning out the window—his Devil Stick in his left hand resting on the side of the door.

      “Oops,” he said with a grin.

      Bridger helped Fuad, who was on his hands and knees, trying to stand. “You okay, Fuad?”

      Fuad motioned feebly. “We should go.”

      “Good plan.”
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      The blinking lights of a casino attracted Charlie like a moth to a flame. Of course, it didn’t hurt that he was part owner of several casinos worldwide. They were fun, exciting, and laundered hundreds of millions in drug money.

      What was there not to love?

      Charlie was on a losing streak tonight—in the vicinity of five million dollars. Add the bad luck from the previous few nights, and it was starting to add up to real change. He wanted to stay and win it all back, but he needed to get on an important call.

      He tossed a ten-thousand-dollar chip at the dealer, who bowed and thanked him. When he stood, his security detail closed in to escort him across the private club section of the Grand Lisboa casino up to his suite, where he kept an office.

      The losing streak didn’t just apply to the game tables. A few blips had appeared in the efficient operation of his drug empire. This was not uncommon. All big businesses had their cyclical operational issues. He had just not had so many grouped together. 

      The capture and exposure of Gan by the American Spy Devils was a setback. It would take time and effort to create the trust and networks to re-establish the business. 

      It was obvious what was wrong with his operation. There was a leak in his organization, with the Mexicans, or both. Charlie considered himself a patient man, but betrayal was placing too much of a strain on his strategic plans. Something had to be done. But the first thing he had to do was solidify the relationship with his new Mexican partners. 

      Specter had done well. His being identified as a suspect in the bombings was actually a positive since it kept his organization away from scrutiny.

      If Charlie's plan to increase his drug presence in the Benelux region in Europe was to succeed, someone else had to fail. Market share had to be taken. Relationships needed to be developed and nurtured. That meant his prices would need to undercut the competition. And, of course, his renowned customer service would be unmatched.

      The deaths in Spain had gutted the momentum of his future European drug-trafficking competitors to organize against Charlie's plans. The killing of the principal legal defense attorney for the Morco Mafia meant they would remain in jail indefinitely. Vincente Gutierrez, his new Mexican partner, would be happy since his main competitors in Mexico were now filling the pipeline to Europe. Charlie and Vincente would replace them as suppliers.

      Charlie’s kickboxers escorted him to his fortieth-floor office—one of a dozen hideaway locations in the region he used to sleep and work. He made a habit of rotating between them at least every other day as a security procedure. Each location was equipped with secure audio and video communications and mobile and satellite phones.

      Looming above his large LCD screen was the spectacular nighttime skyline of Macau. He ignored it as he hit a button on the control console on the desk, launching a secure video application. He checked his watch. Eleven in the evening. Nine in the morning in Mexico.

      Calls among the leaders of the world’s illegal drug organizations rarely occurred. So his partner was still cautious around him—the new guy wanting into the European club. Building trust among drug cartels required constant effort—the kind that prompted the call today.

      The face that appeared on the large screen belonged to Vincente Gutierrez, leader of Mexico’s Jalisco New Generation Cartel. Vincente had quickly built the CJNG into the most significant rival to the famous Sinaloa Cartel and the dangerous Los Zetas.

      “Vincente, it is good to see you.”

      “Yes, you too.”

      Vincente was the Mexican mirror image of Charlie. In looks and business acumen, they were virtually the same. They were even both married with two children. However, one perceptible difference was their demeanor. In contrast to Vincente, who was stoic and normally unsmiling, Charlie possessed a positive attitude.

      “Charlie, you are letting me down.”

      “May I ask how?” 

      Charlie knew what was coming, but he also knew the man needed to show his roar. Charlie would let him. 

      “Your man Gan was captured. He talked. We have lost labs and people. The U.S. Justice Department, DEA, and the Colombians have arrested six of my people. We have lost twenty million dollars of the North American business to Sinaloa just in the last few months. This is unacceptable.”

      “Yes. I agree. There have been setbacks in my operations, but I assure you we are taking care of it.”

      “This is not a good way to start our new venture in Europe. It cannot happen.”

      “You are absolutely correct.”

      “The Spy Devils removed Gan and they exposed your methods. We have faced them before. The outcome is never good.”

      “An inconvenience. My calculations indicate a slight increase in exposure, which we need to mitigate. But remember, our mutual relationship is built on the fact that drug-trafficking and money-laundering operations based in China have washed enormous amounts of drug proceeds for many years. Nothing will change. Remember, we are diversified. We can complete our obligations with you.”

      The process of taking cash in major U.S. urban centers, transferring that to banks in China, then back to Mexico was a clean and simple operation. Everyone knew law enforcement watched for large sums of money being transferred between China, the United States, and Mexico regularly. So, he ensured that no money was ever transferred from China to the United States.

      Charlie had perfected the tactic of using drug “brokers” that represented themselves as legitimate businessmen and then used their businesses to cover the money-laundering activity. He had chosen innocuous occupations like purchasing managers for small appliance businesses, mobile phone shops, and restaurants. 

      Averaging two to three hundred thousand dollars a transfer, bundles of cash from drug sales were given to the launderers. They then contacted a Chinese-owned business in the United States. An equivalent amount was then sent to China through Chinese banking apps using their domestic banking system.

      U.S. authorities had no visibility into these transactions, and the Chinese government was in no mood to help. As a result, the equivalent amount arrived untraceable in Mexico as pesos. 

      The process was quick, and Charlie kept his transaction fees low. 

      “You will be interested that our next target is the Sinaloa main European transit warehouse at the Antwerp port. The facility holds thousands of pounds of chemicals and millions of dollars of finished drugs shipped and stored there.” 

      “That is excellent news. It will take them months to recover.”

      “By then my one-of-a-kind production ship will arrive to fill the demand.”

      “Congratulations,” Vincente said.

      “To both of us.”

      “I think this completes our business.”

      “Adios.”

      “Zaijian.”

      The screen went blank.

      Charlie ambled to the window to view the glimmering lights of the city. Rags of fog had drifted in, and rain started to streak the window. The night lights were spectacular, but nothing could compare to the gorgeous Macau sunrise. He slowly rolled his neck in a low circle. Pops and cracks sounded the release of the tense muscles. 

      Despite the Gan trouble, accepting the recommendation to hire the man to oversee European security operations, including Specter’s activities, had proved to be a good decision.

      Specter was still on task. When he eliminated the competition in central Europe, the next phase—the arrival and quick ramp-up to total production—would begin. 

      It meant his strategic plan was precisely on schedule.
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      Li Chu didn’t need to be inside while the man was being interrogated. The shipping container had a camera so he could watch the feed on his phone—if he wanted to, which he didn’t. Waiting beside the helpless captive were pruning shears, a stun gun, a branch saw, scalpels, pliers, extra handcuffs, finger cuffs, and tape. 

      Watching a man have parts of his body lopped off was distasteful.

      He had spent most of the long trip from Colombia messaging with his superiors, explaining what had happened. Losing Gan was a disaster and he had worried he would walk off the plane into the path of a bullet. If not that, either a trip back to China to be interrogated and tortured or end up inside this shipping container himself.

      Li Chu managed to convince his boss that what happened was unavoidable—while failing to mention he had not kept Gan in his sights. They didn’t need to know that. Now back in Europe, he felt the need to catch up on his operations and eliminate any doubt about his capabilities.

      A few of his men stood on the catwalk above the large warehouse floor, waiting to see the results of the interrogation. The rest were guarding the warehouse, located on the outskirts of Amsterdam.

      Even though he was sitting right outside the container's door, the noise-isolating panels and heat-insulating foil made it impossible to hear the screams just a few feet away. The victim, a high-level Czech member of a Balkan cartel, was strapped to a dental chair bolted to the floor. Li Chu had kidnapped him to ask a few questions and gather the intelligence his new employer was seeking. 

      Who are your customers? Smuggling routes? Logistical bases? What companies are linked to your cartel? Casinos?

      His phone ringing was a welcome distraction from the container. Not to mention the itching and painful spasms tormenting his back and left arm, which was now permanently bent at the elbow. 

      “You have done good work with our associate. I am pleased, as are our partners from Mexico,” Charlie Ho said.

      “Thank you. He has a few more names on the list, but I do not see any challenges to completing the job on time.”

      “Excellent. All the information you have obtained has been very useful. I assume there will be more soon?”

      The container doors opened, and a man wearing an apron covered in blood stepped out. The man looked at Li Chu and nodded. Despite the blast of air conditioning coming from the box, foul smells of body fluids wafted out.

      Li Chu motioned to two men, who covered their noses as they went inside.

      “Yes.”

      “Very good. Please let me know if there is anything you need from me.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Charlie.”

      “Yes…Charlie.”

      Putting away his phone, Li Chu took a moment to digest the call from his new employer. It was nice to have the support of the most dangerous and powerful Chinese drug lord. Someone who rewarded him with trust. Of course, he thought he had those when working at the Chinese Ministry of State Security. Instead, the reward there was treachery and deceit.

      The random twitches, pains, and scars were a reminder of his failed last mission. He had intended to enact revenge on the Spy Devils for eliminating his Dragon Fire team. He tried not to think about it, but he couldn’t avoid it since his stupidity there had led him to his current opportunity.

      Li Chu regretted not killing Bridger and the other captive right after he ambushed them months ago in Ukraine. Instead, he was manipulated into losing focus. That mistake allowed Bridger to escape and left Li Chu maimed.

      Much that had happened since confused him. Li Chu remembered the explosion. Pain. Fire. The smell of burning flesh. Flashes of white. Surgeries. More pain. Bandages. Nurses. Tubes. Beeping of equipment. More surgeries. More nurses. More pain. Constant foggy mumbling. Broken. Vertebrae. Graft. Repair. Paralysis. Arm.

      “Where am I?” he would ask in his lucid moments. 

      “Back from death,” the masked nurse said, pushing drugs into his IV tubes. Then more darkness came.

      Once he was conscious, and his recovery progressed, he noticed details. The facilities, equipment, and staff were all excellent. There were no televisions, newspapers, or phones of any kind. The shades and curtain were usually closed. He sensed he was the only patient. And everyone was Chinese.

      Weeks after physical therapy began, a doctor told him his treatment would soon end. His damaged arm would never recover, and it would hurt most of the time. Plastic surgery had helped heal most of the scarring on his head. Hearing in his left ear had been reduced to ten percent of normal.

      One day, as he sat in a recliner in his room, a nurse walked in and handed him a phone. When she left, it rang.

      “Hello?” he said.

      “Mr. Li Chu, I hope you are doing well and that your treatment has been satisfactory?” a soft, unfamiliar voice said. He identified a smooth Chinese accent.

      Li Chu was silent at first, not sure how to answer. 

      “You are wondering many things, I am sure,” the voice continued in a measured business-like pace. “You have been recommended highly for your many skills. When I was informed of your medical condition by my acquaintance, I decided to help you with your life-threatening injuries. I hope you were treated well?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. I hope you will consider repaying my kindness by accepting a position in my organization.”

      “What organization? Where am I? Who are you?”

      “Valid questions.” The nurse walked in carrying another phone. She waited next to him. “After I terminate this call, my assistant Mr. Zhang will call you on the phone the nurse is about to give you. Do not feel obligated to accept my offer, but I hope you will.”

      The line went dead. Li Chu slowly lowered the phone and gave it to the nurse, who handed him the other phone and promptly walked out again. 

      When it rang, the same encrypted application opened when he answered.

      “Greetings, Mr. Li Chu. My name is Zhang, and I represent Charlie Ho. If you do not know of him, he is the leader of The Enterprise, the multibillion-dollar Chinese drug syndicate. I am sure you have heard of that?”

      “Yes, I have.” 

      “He wishes to offer you a position leading our intelligence operations in Europe for a new venture we are starting. Are you interested?”

      Li Chu hesitated.

      “I know nothing of the drug situation in Europe.”

      “No concern. You will receive a complete briefing and all the support you need. I will add that that is a very rare opportunity.”

       After Li Chu agreed, a professional young man came later that day. 

      “I was sent by Charlie to provide you information on our new operation in Europe.” He set up a projector, pointed it to a blank section of the wall, and connected it to his laptop. He powered everything up and closed the curtains. “Please make yourself comfortable.”

      After several painful attempts to activate the footrest extender, he finally succeeded.

      The man waited patiently. “Are we ready? Let’s begin.”

      A title slide appeared. Background on Europe Operations. Yellow lettering on a green background. Red bordered the slide, highlighting a small gold logo of a serpent in the lower right corner.

      Lucky colors, Li Chu thought. 

      He learned a lot during the two-hour briefing. He found out the American drug market was so saturated, the massive Mexico-based labs needed to build market share and a customer base in other places. 

      “Charlie would like a piece of that and to control the market. This plan is enabled by creating synthetic drugs that don’t rely on crops or farmers. Instead, it can be manufactured in compact labs almost anywhere.

      “Charlie and the Chinese partners will provide precursor chemicals, production capabilities, and some finished product—mostly meth. The Mexicans will provide the cooks and drugs from Mexico.”

      The established drug production and distribution competition that needed to be removed—or convinced to partner with The Enterprise—included the Vietnamese, Central and Eastern Europeans, Moroccan crime syndicates, and traffickers in the Netherlands and Belgium.

      “The Netherlands is a prime market given its legitimate commercial trade channels, sea and rail links, lack of manpower and money, and the Dutch cultural pride in its tolerant stance towards drugs and law enforcement.

      “It will serve as the headquarters of the operation. The country has been a center for synthetic drug production for decades, synthesizing tens of billions of dollars of meth and amphetamine every year. You will be based there.”

      The projector clicked off, and the man handed him a folder.

      “Everything I just presented and more is summarized here for you.”

      As quick as he arrived, the man packed up his equipment and left.

      Li Chu looked inside the folder. He was to collect intelligence on the competition and act accordingly. In addition, he would directly manage a special project critical to the success of Charlie’s plan. It required intelligence, and getting that intelligence necessitated strapping uncooperative people inside a shipping container.

      Which brought him to the present moment. The two men exited the container as quickly as they could, dragging a body bag behind them. As he entered, groans of disappointment from the men on the catwalk echoed through the warehouse rafters. Inside, Li Chu had to watch the video of the interrogation and then forward the useful intel to Specter. That took a lot of time with few tangible results.

      By the end, Li Chu’s damaged body ached and needed to move. Nodding to his man, he walked out the warehouse door to a sky that seemed bluer and the trees greener than he had ever seen. He did not miss the rusty-brown haze of the polluted Chinese sky. 

      Li Chu checked his phone, but there were no messages or voice mails. 

      Specter should have responded by now, seeking status updates on the shipping facility next on the target list. Li Chu was not too concerned. Specter was an old man who forgot things at times. This mercifully appeared to have no impact on his master bomb-making abilities. Those were not in question. Specter’s professionalism in successfully killing Li Chu’s targets had demonstrated the man’s legendary reputation.

      Li Chu decided to call again, but the phone rang without an answer. The follow-up text went unanswered. Gently rubbing a raw spot on his arm through his loose-fitting long-sleeved shirt, he walked back into the warehouse. Concern started to creep into his brain.

      Clinking and swishing sounds came from the container as the interrogator cleaned up the mess left behind by the now-dead Czech. Li Chu shuddered as he stepped over the stream of crimson-tinted water mopped out of the container as it trickled to a floor drain. Blood-covered rags were stuffed into an industrial-sized trash bag. 

      Although only a minute had gone by, Li Chu checked his phone once more.

      He was not too concerned—yet.
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      “Shalom, Meyer,” Bridger said as he shook the man’s rough tanned hand, speckled with dark age spots. 

      “Shalom, Bridger. Come in,” Meyer Epstein said, with a voice mixed with European and Israeli accents. “And your famous friends. Please.” He waved his hand as the rest of the Spy Devils followed—Beatrice, Milton, Imp, Snake, and Angel. “Please continue out to the garden.” A hand stopped his door from closing. 

      A slow-moving Demon walked in.

      “My friend! It is good to see you again. You are hurt. Can I help you?"

      “I’m fine, Epstein."

      “Everyone is on the veranda. I will get you some juice and be back shortly.”

      With Demon limping and lagging, the Spy Devils walked through the modest farmhouse and out the sliding glass doors into the warmth and fragrant smells of the back garden. 

      “Shalom, Bridger,” Henslow said.

      “Hello, Wes.”

      Henslow was sitting in a white high-back chair—a glass of something on the white matching table. “I am glad you made it out of Yemen.”

      “Me, too. I’m not going back. Ever.”

      Bridger’s fishing boat had managed to safely reach The Morningstar. Then, tired, damaged, and agitated, they navigated to Oman, planning to disperse back to the U.S. for rest and relaxation—until he called Henslow.

      “What should we do next?” Bridger asked. “If Nasir was the last known connection to Specter, then your mission is done.”

      “You are wrong,” Henslow informed him.

      “Oh?”

      “Call Epstein. We need to go to Israel.”

      “Why?”

      Henslow explained the reason and told Bridger to have a plan ready when they met in Israel. Before Bridger could object, Henslow hung up.

      “Son of a bitch, Duke!” Henslow said as Demon limped into the garden. “You look like crap.” 

      The Spy Devils looked around at each other. 

      “Duke? Who’s Duke?” Angel asked.

      “Thanks, Wes.” Demon attempted a genuine smile as he hobbled toward the table. “You look like death.”

      The men met and shook hands.

      “Duke. I am glad to see you.”

      “Wes—” Bridger said as he sat in a chair next to Henslow. 

      “Oh, damn! That is right. You use code names.” Henslow smirked. “Duke, what’s yours, again? Ogre?”

      “Demon,” he said, grimacing as he gingerly lowered himself into a chair.

      “Demon, that’s right. Hell, it has been a long time.” Henslow waved a steroid-enhanced arm, sticking out from his flowery pink cotton dress shirt, calling up a past memory. “Du…shit…Demon was there at the beginning—of your little band of elves here.” 

      “Wes.” Bridger tried to cut him off.

      “The old days at the embassies. Best damned regional security officer. Period. Hell, he practically raised you—after May and me.”

      “Yes, I remember. That is enough, Wes.” Bridger saw the other Devils listening intently. 

      “Those were the days.” 

      How could Bridger forget any of those days? He really only knew three people.

      May. Henslow after his father died. Then Duke, who Henslow introduced as someone he had asked to train Bridger in weapons and self-defense. He was supposedly a Marine that worked at the embassies, but Bridger knew Demon had capabilities far beyond that. When May was transferred around the world, Demon showed up to continue the training.

      Duke rarely left the boy’s side, and Bridger never left his. In fact, Demon, as he asked to be called, showed up more than Henslow or May. Sometimes, Henslow would appear and the two men would disappear for months, but Demon had always returned—sometimes worse for whatever wear he had experienced.

      When Bridger went to college in the U.S., Demon magically appeared. When Bridger started his company, went operational, and built out what would become the Spy Devils network, Demon was right at his side. As Bridger collected the members of the team, Demon readily gave his opinions.

      Bridger knew a lot about Demon. Demon knew everything about Bridger.

      Across the well-manicured garden, Bridger saw a ping pong table on a stone tile floor under a vine-covered trellis.

      “Imp. Did you see the ping pong?” Bridger said, clumsily changing the subject.

      “Ping pong!” 

      “Yes, for my grandchildren, when they visit, which is not often enough,” Epstein said as he came through the door carrying a tray of glasses. He set it on the table. “You may play, but first, drinks, please. Fresh this morning, from my orange trees.”

      Meyer Epstein was an unassuming eighty-something-year-old man. Less than six feet. Broad shoulders. His thinning hair, still showing deep black streaks, was combed back in strains across a balding crown. Light brown liver spots splotched across his face, arms, and hands. A little round around the waist. A white button-down short-sleeve dress shirt over a white T-shirt did not camouflage the barrel chest entirely.

      With the look of a local butcher, few would suspect he had been Israel’s greatest spymaster.

      Imp took a glass and downed it in a few gulps. “Any takers?” he asked. “It doesn’t matter—I will kick anyone’s ass.”

      “Like hell. Let’s do it,” Snake answered, his eyes rolling at the rest of the team. Except for Demon, each took a glass and followed Imp to the game table.

      “Children,” Beatrice said, following with Milton and Angel.

      Meyer pulled a pair of green-tinted glasses from a leather case in his breast pocket and put them on his spotted nose.

      “Bridger. How’s by you? And your blessed mother, May? You are lucky to have such a fine woman as your mother.”

      “I am thrilled to tears.” Meyer didn't catch Bridger's sarcasm, or he let it go if he did.

      “You have not visited for some time. And my good friend, Wes. He has not either. I keep the Chivas ready, just for you, my friend.” Meyer leaned forward. His voice was more hushed. “I had heard you are not well.”

      “Dying of cancer. Not a big fucking deal.” Henslow ignored the juice glass. Instead, he picked up the one filled high with Chivas and sipped. 

      “How is the farm? You have more horses, I see,” Bridger asked, looking around the garden. High white stone walls bordered an ample rectangular grassy space shaded by date palm, fig, and orange trees.

      An excellent defensible position. Perfect angles for security cameras. 

      “A farm is a place for an old man to pretend he is still alive. It appears my retirement has put me out to pasture, literally.”

      Bridger shook his head. “Retirement? Meyer Epstein? The man who caught Adolf Eichmann in Argentina, helped turn Shin Bet and the Mossad into two of the most formidable intel agencies in the world, and developed their technical prowess still envied today? That man does not retire.”

      “Perhaps”—he winked— “I dabble now and then.”

      “Can we get on with this?” Henslow asked. “Why not dabble your way into helping us get Abdessalaam al-Megrahi out of prison?"

      “Ah, Specter. I am not surprised that this is why you are here. I have heard you are still hunting him." He set his gaze on Bridger. "Was that you recently in Yemen?”

      "It was."

      "Based on your intelligence collection, Wes?"

      Henslow sipped his drink in silence in response. Meyer nodded.

      “You seem to know a lot for someone who is retired,” Demon said.

      “I am old now, my friends. My teeth and claws are not as sharp as they were before. Most of my colleagues—and enemies, for that matter—are dead or want to be left alone. We are tired of fighting an endless war, so we decided to become sheep. But still, it is a shame that vile man in Yemen was not taken alive."

      "No shit, especially since Specter is still out there.”

      “Yes. I was very shocked when I heard he was active—and you want to talk to Megrahi to locate him.” 

      "Megrahi hired him back in the day."

      Major Al-Megrahi had been second in command to Colonel Muammar Qadhafi in 1969 when the Free Officers Movement took control of the country, and he served until the regime was overthrown in 2011. As commander of the Revolutionary Command Councils and the Mukhabarat el-Jamahiriya—the national intelligence service of Libya—Megrahi oversaw the implementation of Qadhafi’s policy of eliminating former colleagues and enemies to concentrate his power. 

      That included ordering the murder of former Libyan foreign minister, human rights activist, and CIA asset Abdullah Mukhtar and his wife when Specter exploded a bomb in their Paris home. Mukhtar had been recruited and run by Wes Henslow.

      Along with over a hundred other former government officials, Megrahi managed to survive the popular rising that ended with the deaths of Qadhafi and most of the regime leadership. Until Megrahi was caught, tried, and put into prison.

      “Wes tells me you ran Megrahi for years," Bridger said.

      “That is true. He was a valuable asset when Qadhafi was in power. Now, not so powerful. He is in Habda Prison—in the middle of Tripoli—surrounded by a military brigade amidst a civil war. Very dangerous. He has been very sick also. Prostate cancer. It is not worth the effort." Bridger saw the twinkle in Epstein’s eyes. “I do not see how you can free him.”

      “Bullshit, and you know it," Henslow said as his patience grew thin. “I know you want to find Specter, too. He killed a lot of Jews. Did you ever ask Megrahi about him?”

      “Of course.” Anger rushed to Meyer’s face, then receded. “He would not talk about him.”

      “Maybe he will now. A last chance at freedom can be motivating,” Bridger said as he sipped his orange juice. “This is extraordinary juice. Sweet. Refined. Jaffe oranges, of course?”

      “Of course,” Epstein answered.

      “I thought so. I felt an almost…biblical sensation flowing through me. Did I ever tell you about the time I was in Malaysia eating banana ice cream with a rebel—”

      “Bridger, damn it, tell him your plan.” Henslow was ready to blow.

      "We are going after him, Meyer. It can be mutually beneficial.”

      "How?"

      "We need a boat and help to infiltrate and exfiltrate. You do that, and we will share Megrahi with you—"

      "After we are done with him," Henslow added.

      Loud shouts and groans came from the direction of the ping pong game.

      "Really?” Demon darted a killing stare at the ping pong players. 

      “I need that boat, Meyer," Bridger said.

      “What kind of boat?”

      “A Shayetet 13 boat.”

      Epstein eyed Bridger with mocking disbelief. “It is impossible. The Minister of Defense nor the Mossad Director would ever approve that, even coming from me.”

      “They are afraid of blowing Megrahi's work for the hated Zionists. He would be executed,” Henslow added.

      “He has already been sentenced to death for his crimes. Will it make a difference how many times he is sentenced to death?"

      “It is fine, Meyer. I understand. It is a big ask.”

      Bridger took out his phone, searched for a number, then dialed. “Yes. Is the prime minister available?” He listened. “Bridger.”

      Annoyed, Epstein looked at him, then at smiling Henslow and Demon. 

      “Ha-low,” Bridger said after a moment. “Yes, Mr. Prime Minister, it is good to talk to you. I need a favor. I am with Meyer...yes." Bridger put his hand over the phone. "The Prime Minister says hello."

      Meyer was silent as Bridger waited, then took his hand off the phone and placed it back to his ear. "Yes, Meyer sends his greetings also." Bridger mischievously raised his eyebrows at Meyer. "We are discussing borrowing a boat from your special Navy ops guys at Shayetet 13. Do you think we can use one for a day or so?" He listened and nodded. “Hmmm. Not possible?” More listening and nodding. 

      Bridger put his hand over the phone again. “He says it is too risky.”

      Epstein beamed. Bridger continued the conversation.

      “I understand but am disappointed. Say, sir. I wondered if you had been back to Monte Carlo since we helped with…you know...the issue last time?”

      Bridger listened. His nodded his head and grinned.

      Epstein’s eyes wrinkled with confusion. 

      “Thank you. Thank you very much.” He disconnected the call. “He says we are cleared to use whatever we need and that you will take care of it. If there are issues, we should contact him directly.”

      Epstein was dumbfounded.

      Bridger took a sip of his juice.

      “Positively biblical.”
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      “We are a long damn way from where we need to be,” Demon said as the vehicles rolled to a stop in front of an enormous metal gate. The protected compound was located in northwest Tripoli's Al Saraje area. The massive metal barrier jerked and creaked as it slid to the right behind a wall.

      The Range Rovers headed through the opening, turned right, and stopped on a crushed-stone parking area. Three connected beige one-story villas ran the full length of the area, separated from the walls by a dusty, narrow brick driveway. Security cameras dotted the top of the walls, as did twisted barbed-wire coils.

      “Libyan civil war chic,” Beatrice said as she got out of the second vehicle and looked around.

      “Civil war shithole,” Demon said.

      Bridger had brought the entire team, minus the new member Angel, who was babysitting Henslow on their yacht far off the coast. Neither of them was happy, but Bridger’s plans were daunting at best. There was only so much risk he would accept. So, he eliminated ensured meddling from Henslow and the chance of getting the only married Spy Devil killed.

      “That’s not fair,” they both said in protest.

      “Fair has nothing to do with it,” Bridger told them.

      Shayetet 13 had coast guard and other vessels identical to those used by its Mediterranean neighbors for covert infiltration. They also maintained updated identifiers, uniforms, and radio call signs.

      The Libyan Coast Guard featured a jumble of corrupt jurisdictions focused on immigrant interdiction and the kind of services that paid well when the human traffickers needed to fetch their suffering cargo. The competition between the Libyan forces wasn’t about being the most successful at protecting the coast—it was which group collected the highest bribery fees. The fortunate result of the confusion was the reduced risk of being stopped entering or exiting the country. However, Bridger worried the espionage gods would have them stumble upon the only diligent and effective crew the Libyans had. That could muck up an already hazardous plan before it started.

      Early that morning, after ferrying in black inflatable boats, they arrived onshore without incident at a small stone breakwater protecting a fishing marina in the Tajura area, forty kilometers east of Tripoli, on the coastal highway. Two waiting Range Rovers had brought them to their safe house in Tripoli.

      A man stepped out of the front door of the middle of the three connected villas. 

      On alert, Snake dropped his bag and advanced toward the man. He ran his hands over his bulging biceps and straining shirtsleeves, rolling them up in preparation for a fight.

      “It’s okay, Snake,” Bridger said. “You remember Marwan?

      “I do,” Snake hissed.

      “You are here,” Marwan said, taking a few quick loping steps toward the arrivals. 

      Demon stepped next to Bridger. “Holy fuck. Marwan?” He leaned in closer to Bridger’s ear. “Are you kidding? Didn’t we get his brother Omar sent to prison last time we were here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well…okay…I wanted to be sure. I hope he isn’t still carrying a fucking grudge about that.” 

      “Later,” Bridger said as he gave the Libyan a firm handshake. “Hello, Marwan.”

      The already bright morning sunlight reflected off the man’s shiny gray suit coat and pants. Under that was a pristine white shirt with wide-open collars. A gold chain hung from his neck. His eyes were hidden behind aviator glasses below salon-styled dark hair. A broad smile with gleaming white teeth contrasted with his dark skin and fashionable beard shadow. 

      “I see you found the cars. They are from my friend who owns a car rental company.” Marwan’s tongue flicked a toothpick from side to side between his lips.

      “Big car rental market in Tripoli?” Demon asked, glaring at the man. 

      “Yes, thank you, Marwan,” Bridger said before Marwan could react to Demon’s sarcasm. Some Spy Devils were pulling gear from the back of the Rovers while others stretched stiff muscles. 

      “Some of you might remember Marwan. Master Tripoli helper!” Bridger patted the man's shoulder. “He secured our lodging and transportation and will help us with a few other things as needed.”

      The Devils waved absently at Marwan. 

      Marwan’s gaze landed on Beatrice’s stunning Audrey Hepburn eyes. The toothpick flicked faster and his posture straightened. Milton noticed this too and edged closer to his girlfriend. 

      Marwan took Bridger by the elbow without a change in expression and led him to the center villa. “It was tricky to find a location that meets your specifications on such short notice. But I was successful, of course,” he said, oily as ever. “Each has a reception salon, four rooms and bathrooms, kitchens, and living areas. I do not know how long you are staying, but the place has a pool and outdoor kitchen for your pleasure. Internet, phones, and security. I can give you a tour,” Marwan offered.

      “Pool?” Imp asked as he struggled with two silver cases. “Is there a coffee shop nearby? I need fuel.”

      “Do you have an off switch?” Beatrice asked.

      “No.”

      “Thank you, Marwan,” Bridger said. “This is perfect. We won’t be here long.” He turned to the team. “The middle villa is the ops center. Pick your spot and set up. Plenty of space. Imp—”

      “I know, I know. I will cut the internet and other connections and get our defenses and other stuff online,” Imp said.

      “Milton. Have Devilbots up as much as possible to monitor our position. We will meet in the central reception area”—Bridger checked his watch—“in one hour.” He looked at Marwan. “You too, Marwan. We need some things. You can help.”

      An hour later, the Spy Devils gathered around a round dark mahogany table covered with papers and photos. Marwan looked on from a distance, trying to listen.

      “This is a cluster waiting to happen,” Demon said.

      “What? You don’t feel comfortable with a plan built on unreliable criminals and ambiguous messages?” Bridger asked. “What could go wrong?”

      “Just about everything,” Milton said.

      “Oh, come on. You love this stuff.”

      Their silence showed just how much. 

      “Anyway,” Bridger continued as he looked over at their Libyan host, “we have Marwan here to get us what we need. Right, Marwan?”

      “Yes, of course. I am here for you,” he said, smiling with his toothpick jutting from between his teeth.
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        * * *

      

      As directed, Marwan arrived at 9:00 p.m. at a nondescript cafe located a few blocks from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs building. He found a worn cloth-covered couch and the table area just inside the door and sat as instructed. The air was filled with the familiar smells of Libyan delicacies. Marwan’s stomach growled, and his mouth filled with saliva.

      “I am here to meet Mr. Walid,” Marwan said when someone approached to take his order. He tossed the nervously chewed toothpick onto the table and flipped another into his mouth. 

      “You will find him down that hall. Stairs on the left to the basement. You will be met."

      At the bottom of the stairs, two imposing men in suits waited for him in a short, stuffy hallway illuminated by a single lightbulb. 

      “Follow,” one man said indifferently as he walked down the hall and stopped at a metal door. Ting-ting filled the dimness, then he opened the door. Marwan hesitated, looking from the entrance to the man.

      “Go in.”

      Marwan entered, and the door closed immediately behind him. 

      The large, bright, cool room was filled with air that smelled of eucalyptus and spices. Oriental rugs overlaid the floor. Couches surrounded a deep-brown wooden desk. Plates and food bowls covered a long table to his left, where a man stood holding a plate.

      “I am Mr. Walid," he said without looking at Marwan. Instead, his eyes scanned the food-covered table. “They forgot the qashta cream, again.” He shrugged and then bit into a sticky square of basbousa bil tamir cake. 

      He carried the plate of food to his desk, sat and put a napkin on his lap. Walid was short and chubby but moved with the smooth, self-assured calm of a lion. That was his only defining feature. The oval head, short dark hair, mustache and beard—nothing revealed he was a senior member of the Libyan Intelligence Service.

      “Sit,” Walid said without a glance in Marwan’s direction or offering him to partake in the feast.

      Marwan slowly sat on a couch against the wall behind him. It was hard and uncomfortable.

      “You have information on foreign spies in Tripoli. They are Mossad, yes?” Walid picked up a large chunk of bazin bread.

      “I do not know. Maybe?”

      “Maybe? Maybe CIA, then?” Dipping his bazin into the sauce and stuffing it into his mouth.

      “Maybe.”

      “Maybe you are a spy for the Americans?” Walid said, still chewing.

      Marwan kept his cool, since he had expected to be tested. “No.”

      “If I believe you, which is doubtful, very doubtful, then what do you want?” 

      “A deal. Information on the spies. For my brother’s freedom.”

      “Your brother?”

      “He is in prison.”

      “Yes, I know. He is a spy for the Americans.” Walid’s eyes roamed over his plate.

      “No. That is not true.”

      “You then?”

      “No. I am here telling you.” Marwan was getting annoyed. Even if this Walid was from Libyan Intelligence, he would not let him have the upper hand. “It was the fault of a man named Bridger.” 

      Walid flinched. “Bridger? The man in charge is named Bridger?”

      “Yes.”

      "You are certain of that?"

      "Yes."

      Marwan sensed something had changed.

      “He brought people with him?”

      “Yes. Five.” 

      Walid stopped chewing and pushed the plate away. He wiped his hands and face on the napkin. “Speak. How do you know Bridger?”

      “I helped them a few years ago with cars and a few supplies,” Marwan said. “My brother ended up in prison because of them.”

      “When did they arrive?”

      “Two days ago.”

      Walid stood and took a stroll around the room. He put one hand on his hefty hip and the other on his chin. Walid looked at Marwan hard, sizing up his character.

      “Tell me what you know.”

      “They are planning now,” Marwan said. 

      “Planning what?”

      “I do not know it all. I heard them say prison. I was told to get an ambulance.”

      “An ambulance? Why?”

      “I do not know,” Marwan said, hiding his frustration.

      “When will this happen?”

      “Soon. They expect me to bring it tomorrow morning.”

      Walid walked back to the desk, opened a drawer, and took out a phone. He walked over to Marwan and handed it to him. 

      “Use this phone. You will find out and tell me everything. We will provide your ambulance.” Walid sat at his desk and pulled his plate closer.

      “What about my brother?”

      Walid did not seem to think this was very important. “I will see to your brother’s release—if you are not lying and we are successful in capturing them.”

      Marwan stood up and, after dropping the phone into his pocket, brushed out any wrinkles, real or imaginary. On his way out, he stopped at the table and picked up a large piece of bazin bread, dipped it in sauce, and ate. He smiled and nodded at Walid. 

      He could feel Walid glaring at his back as he walked out the door.
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      “Thank you, Mr. Linquist.”

      The droopy-eyed guard wearily handed the card back to the smartly dressed new arrival in the visitor center.

      “Thank you,” Bridger said. 

      He placed his briefcase in a tray and it slipped through an X-ray machine. He emptied his pockets and walked through a metal detector. It didn’t beep. The guard passed a wand around in a few quick waves of his arm. Then, without asking, he opened the briefcase. He rummaged inside, removing folders of various colors until he brought out a small horse figurine. He held it up in a question for Bridger.

      “Souvenir for my daughter,” he said, using a nasal tenor with a Nordic accent. 

      “Proceed.” The guard motioned with his head toward a metal door.

      “Thank you again,” Bridger said.

      As he walked away, he resisted the urge to scratch his head. The trimmed gray hairpiece covering his naturally sandy hair made his scalp itch. The contact lenses turned his hazel eyes to brown. The prosthetics rounded and aged his face and accented the black suit containing enough padding to present a slight middle-aged pot-belly. Lift shoes and square corners on his jacket gave the perception of an additional couple of inches above his nearly six-foot frame. 

      The door buzzed, and Bridger entered the brightly lit waiting area of Al-Hadba prison in central Tripoli. He had noticed all the colors inside the prison were the same. White and gray walls. Powder-blue floors. Beige furniture. The mint air freshener failed to cover the odors of too many humans packed into too small a space.

      Armed men in dark uniforms stood at each of the three doors around the room. Otherwise, it could have passed for any office building reception area, not one for a maximum-security prison holding the remnants of the Qadhafi regime.

      “Mr. Linquist. Wait here,” the first guard said. Bridger stood patiently, a model visitor, holding his brown leather briefcase at his side. 

      In a minute, the door opposite him opened. A smiling man in slacks and open-collar shirt came through, his hand extended. 

      “Mr. Linquist. It is nice to meet you. I am Khalid al-Sur, director of Al-Hadba.”

      “Mr. Al-Sur, it is a pleasure to meet you.”

      They shook hands, and Al-Sur led Bridger toward a beige door in a hallway.

      “We were not expecting a visit from a lawyer from the ICC today,” Al-Sur said as he ushered Bridger through more white and blue into a small room. “Please, sit.” Al-Sur motioned to a beige chair on one side of the desk.

      Bridger placed his briefcase on the table as the prison official walked around the desk. A male aide came in through a side door carrying cups and a teapot on a serving tray. He set it on a serving table and stood by the door.

      “Tea?” Al-Sur asked.

      “Thank you,” Bridger said as the man poured a cup of tea and handed it to Bridger.

      Al-Sur did not pour one for himself.

      “Mr. Linquist. You are a lawyer in the Office of the Prosecutor for the ICC? Am I right?”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “Mr. Pagliacci from your office was here investigating Saif al-Islam Gaddafi. Do you know him?” Al-Sur asked, his eyes fixed on Bridger.

      “Hang on.” Bridger heard Imp's voice clearly in his earbud. He looked down at the lukewarm liquid in the cup. In a few seconds Imp reported, “He’s dead. Car accident. Three months ago.”

      “Armond? Sorry to relay that he was killed in a car accident a few months ago.”

      “Yes. I remember now that you mention it,” Al-Sur said, a sneer flashing across his face.

      “So why are you here today? It is quite uncommon not to receive notification in advance.” 

      “You did not receive an email concerning my visit? I am certain we sent it. Over two weeks ago.”

      The man showed the first signs of doubt. “No.”

      “Are you certain?”

      "I will check.” Al-Sur took his phone and started to swipe and tap the screen. 

      “Liar. Go ahead, pal. It’s all there. Yes, that’s his picture.” 

      Bridger saw Linquist’s image reflect off Al-Sur’s pupils.

      “Now he is in his email. Scrolling. Scrolling. Scrolling. Bingo! Surprise!”

      Al-Sur clicked and read what was on his screen. “I am embarrassed. It is here—” he said, sounding confused. “I usually—” He stopped.

      Bridger extended his forgiveness with aplomb. “It does not matter. I am here, and we can proceed. Correct?”

      “Yes. Of course.” Al-Sur adjusted himself in his chair.

      “I am here to see Major Al-Megrahi.”

      “Yes, your letter states that. May I ask why?”

      Bridger remained silent.

      Al-Sur nodded. “I will summon him.” He spoke to the guard, who nodded and left. 

      “This room is private?” Bridger glanced around with the gaze of a concerned lawyer.

      “Of course. I can assure your privacy.”

      “Liar,” Imp said. “More signals in there than at a hookup bar—not that I would know.”

      The two men rose and Bridger sported a friendly face. “Thank you, Mr. Al-Sur.” He shook the man’s hand as Al-Sur departed.

      Two guards followed as Al-Megrahi shuffled into the room. His eyes narrowed as he stopped and stared at Bridger, recalling if he recognized the man.

      Al-Megrahi wore the standard powder-blue Al-Hadba prison uniform—cheap cloth, wide-collar, button-down top, loose matching pants. Blue slippers. His shaved head glistened with sweat, and his eyes and cheeks were sunk into his pale face. 

      Despite illness and years in prison, he still carried himself with the demeanor of a man who was once the second most powerful man in the country. The leader of the feared intelligence service. The organizer of numerous global terrorist events. The frequent employer of the world’s most infamous terrorist bomb maker—Specter.

      Bridger stood and smiled. He extended his hand and received a surprisingly powerful handshake in return.

      “Major Al-Megrahi. I am Evert Linquist. A lawyer in the Office of the Prosecutor, International Criminal Court.” They shook hands. “Please.” Bridger pointed at the chair. 

      He hesitated, then shuffled over and sluggishly sat.

      Bridger looked at the guards, who got the point. They left, closing the door behind them.

      “What—” Al-Megrahi started, but Bridger raised a finger, indicating he should stop.

      Bridger slid a panel from the bottom of his briefcase, exposing blinking red lights. He pushed a button, and they turned green.

      “Milton’s jammer thingie seems to be working. You are clear.”

      Bridger closed the panel, set the briefcase on the small table, and addressed Al-Megrahi. “Sorry. I needed to make sure we are not overheard,” Bridger said in his normal voice. “Let me answer your question. It is less why I am here than what we need to do. I am here to break you out of here.”

      Al-Megrahi blinked his eyes several times. Then he laughed.

      “Really! You are Mossad? CIA? It doesn’t matter. I will not be leaving. I will die here. Old age. Heart attack. Or at the end of the hangman’s noose.”

      “Those are all nice options, given that you are a cuckoo-crazy mass-murdering terrorist-bastard follower of a terrorist-bastard cuckoo-crazy dead despot. However, you are leaving tonight.”

      Al-Megrahi laughed even harder, which started a raspy couching fit. “Why?”

       “Meyer Epstein sends his regards, and Wes Henslow is waiting in a boat in the Med to ask you some questions.” 

      Al-Megrahi’s coughing became constant—just like Henslow, Bridger noted. Finally, it subsided. His skin was flushed red with the exertion, then rapidly returned to pale.

      “Ah. I know why now.” A long wipe across his face with his sleeve to remove saliva left a wet smear on the blue fabric. “Specter. They want to ask about Specter again.” He looked at Bridger. “Why now? Specter is probably dead, or close, like the rest of us.”

      “Actually, he is alive and well—and blowing things up again.”

      Al-Megrahi’s face flushed again. “Alive?”

      “And free.”

      Bridger opened the case and pulled out the small figurine of the horse. Then he closed the case and set it on top. 

      “I think you recognize this piece. You used one like it to funnel intel to the Israelis and Americans. Answer Henslow’s questions, then you are free. I promise.”

      Al-Megrahi picked up the figurine. He rubbed it in his fingers and then set it carefully on the table. “Henslow. I am surprised he too is still alive.”

      “Funny. He was hoping you would be dead, but circumstances have changed. So here I am.”

      “Who are you?” Al-Megrahi asked, with an emphasis on you. 

      Bridger saw the fire in the eyes that must have made thousands of people once shrivel in terror. “You don’t know me. But if you decide to do the smart thing and break out of here, we can swap spy stories like old buddies. I’ll supply the snacks.”

      Al-Megrahi eyed the horse again. It was a sign that this Mr. Linquist was connected to intelligence—linked to a life long ago. When he was a free and powerful man.

      “I will go along,” Al-Megrahi said, his voice laced with doubt. “I want to die a free man with my family. Free.”

      Bridger nodded. “Inside the horse is a pill and a note. Take it tonight at 2100 hours. Got that? 2100. No sooner and certainly no later.”

      When Al-Megrahi left, Bridger clicked the hidden button, turning the lights from green to red.
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      Imp intercepted the emergency call at 2120 hours. 

      A cardiac situation. Send an ambulance.

      “Let’s roll,” Bridger said.

      Marwan flicked the headlights on and activated the white Mercedes ambulance's siren and emergency bar lights. Red and blue flashes illuminated the prominently painted red crescent on its hood. Ear-splitting beeps echoed off the walls as he rolled the ambulance toward the guard standing at the entrance gate to Al-Hadba prison.

      Marwan nodded when the man pointed out which direction to turn. He maneuvered the vehicle through the opening and took an outer road until another guard held up two hands for him to stop.

      “Well done,” Bridger said from the passenger seat. He wore a blue emergency personnel uniform and a bright emergency medical vest.

      Buildings surrounded all sides of a massive square parade area. The Al-Hadba complex served three purposes. Along with the prison, it was a Libyan Army military school and a garrison for a brigade of soldiers. Many of the former leaders of the Qadhafi regime had been sent there after trial. 

      “You stay here,” Bridger said as he jumped out. “Keep the motor running and watch the entrance to the prison. We will be back.”

      “Yes,” Marwan said, chewing his toothpick like a beaver.

      Demon, dressed in a uniform identical to Bridger’s, rolled a stretcher out the rear door. Together, they released the wheel latches with a loud snap. They tossed bags on it and followed the guards into the prison hospital wing. 

      Al-Megrahi was lying on a hospital bed. Electrodes ran from his chest to a beeping EKG machine, and an oxygen mask was strapped over his face. An IV line connected to a clear bag hanging from a hook and ran to his arm. 

      A young man—the medical attendant on duty, Bridger figured—looked up. “It is a heart attack, I think,” he said. “I have given air and IV. He needs to go to the hospital.” 

      “Very good. We will take care of it now,” Bridger said in Libyan-accented Arabic. 

      Minutes later, Bridger banged on Marwan’s window. The toothpick splitter jerked in surprise, hitting his head on the roof.

      “I’m getting in the back with our patient. Just exit the same way. Nothing suspicious, but don’t stop. You are doing great, Marwan. Keep it up. I’ll bang on the wall when we are set.”

      The sound of the rear doors swinging open reverberated inside the vehicle. In the side mirror, Marwan glimpsed a body on a stretcher being rolled to the back of the ambulance. That was followed by the rattling of the stretcher wheels collapsing. Then, as the rear doors slammed shut, the bang-bang was followed by another bang bang.

      Marwan’s hands gripped the wheel tightly. He put the ambulance in gear and motored toward the exit.

      A strange calm came over Marwan just a few feet from the gate. He couldn’t help being amazed that he had outsmarted the famous American spies. 

      Omar will be free. Maybe Mr. Walid will be impressed enough to give me a job.

      He stomped on the brake pedal as a line of soldiers appeared in the darkness, blocking the road. More soldiers swarmed the ambulance.

      One soldier swung his door open, grabbed Marwan by the arm, and pulled him out of the van. He planted Marwan behind a jeep twenty yards away. “Stay here,” the soldier commanded.

      Marwan saw Mr. Walid standing with a row of soldiers—weapons raised—just outside the rear door. One soldier used his fingers to count down. When he pointed, two soldiers pulled the handles, swung the doors open, and stepped out of the line of fire of the other team members. 

      For a significant moment, time froze for Marwan. Nothing happened until he heard Mr. Walid shout his name. “Marwan! Marwan! Come here now!” 

      Fear spiked his entire body when he realized something was wrong. Mr. Walid stepped quickly back from behind the van door, glaring at Marwan.

      Marwan jogged the short distance to Mr. Walid and the group of soldiers, who were still standing with their weapons in ready position but were noticeably less tense. Marwan peeked around the door. He froze again, this time not in fear but in shock. 

      Bridger and the old man were not inside. Instead, strapped to the stretcher was what looked like a human-size blow-up doll. The head had some makeup to make it look life-like. 

      Mr. Walid grabbed him by the arm so tightly it instantly felt numb. “What is this? Explain this.” he said in a calm voice that only worsened the terror Marwan felt.

      “I—” Marwan started.

      “Look at this,” a voice said from inside.

      A soldier crouching by the stretcher pointed at the wall of the ambulance. Pink paper was taped above the fake Al-Megrahi, framed by red, white, and blue balloons and streamers two feet high and wide. 

      Marwan leaned in for a better look. 

      “What is it?” Walid asked.

      “A message in Arabic.” Marwan furrowed his brow as he read the message.

      “Salam min alshaytan,” he said, then jerked toward Mr. Walid. “Greetings from the Devil.”

      One hundred pounds of C-4 exploded just as their eyes met.
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      A mushroom cloud of flames illuminated the night sky of Tripoli.

      Fire shot out in a circle, destroying everything in its way as the burning remnants of the ambulance showered down. The prison gate had been blown off its hinges from the force of the blast, collapsing portions of the wall. 

      “Think you used enough C-4?” Snake asked Milton as he hefted the unconscious Al-Megrahi to the Range Rover. He dumped the old man in the back on top of some luggage and equipment.

      “Bridger said he wanted to thank Marwan handsomely for his assistance in covering our escape,” Milton said, admiring the orange glow of his handiwork. 

      “Traitorous rat now turned into little art pieces,” Demon said.

      “More like drips of paint,” Milton said.

      “I suggest we leave. I’ll drive,” Imp said, leaning out the window of the second SUV. 

      “Like hell you will,” Beatrice said, getting into the driver’s seat.

      Snake drove Bridger, Demon, and Al-Megrahi in the first vehicle. Beatrice drove Milton and Imp.

      They pulled the Range Rovers off the access road behind the prison and turned east onto the Second Ring Road just as emergency vehicles rushed by with sirens wailing, in the opposite direction.

      “Is he okay back there?” Bridger asked.

      “Breathing,” Demon said, after a cursory glance over his shoulder at Al-Megrahi.

      Demon had sprayed a dose of gas into the medical technician’s face, dropping him like a rock. Then Demon inflated the doll Beatrice had painted to a reasonable likeness of Al-Megrahi—just in case Marwan decided to look. They took the stretcher outside and placed it in the back of the vehicle. Then, keeping out of view of the mirrors, they slammed the door, and Marwan took off.

      The guards at the entrance stepped toward them as they started to raise their AK-47s. Bridger and Demon hit each with a Taser fired from their Devil Sticks. They finished each off with a dose of spray.

      Back inside the prison complex, Bridger pulled out an EpiPen, popped off the lid, and jammed it into Al-Megrahi’s thigh. His body jerked, and his eyes opened as the dose of epinephrine took immediate effect.

      “You okay?” Bridger said as he brought his face close to the pale face.

      “I—I,” Al-Megrahi sputtered as his glassy eyes danced in their sockets.

      “Good.” Bridger dosed him with a low setting from his Devil Stick. Al-Megrahi’s body went lifeless again.

      They wheeled the old guy in a chair to the back entrance of the medical wing, leading to an access road outside the compound where the team was waiting. 

      The two-car procession arrived without incident at the Tajura marina east of Tripoli where the Israelis had left them a few days before. 

      “We seem to be missing our transportation,” Snake said after getting out of his SUV.

      A low natural stone barrier angled out into the water, forming a small calm shelter. Bridger stared into the darkness, expecting to see the inflatable boats. Only rippling waves greeted him. He listened for the low hum of engines out at sea. Instead, he heard the tranquil lapping of the water against the shore. 

      Bridger sucked in a deep breath that tasted like sea salt, seaweed, and fish, then exhaled slowly.

      “There should be a boat here, right? I mean, our lives sort of—” Imp said.

      “Shut up,” Demon said. 

      “Hate to agree with the man-child, but we do need boats. Right?” Beatrice said.

      As Bridger reached for his satphone to call Meyer, it started to beep. 

      “Mazol Tov, Bridger,” Meyer said. “You have made quite a bit of noise in Tripoli. I will assume you have our friend.”

      “Yes, we do. But we are standing in the dark by the water, expecting some boats to be here to pick us up. Where are the boats, Meyer?”

      “They are nearby, waiting for my approval to come to shore.”

      “Approval? Approval for what?”

      “Approval once I am certain we get to bring Al-Megrahi to Israel.”

      “What? Why?”

      “I am aware of Wes’s deep dislike for the Libyan. I fear he will get what he needs and then kill him. That would leave us with nothing for our efforts. However, since you were surprisingly successful, I want him.”

      “Wes isn’t killing anyone. We have an agreement. I promise we will deliver him to you, and you guys can debrief him together.”

      “Yes. I believe you want to do that, but you know how stubborn Wes can be. If you take him to your boat, I expect he will vanish. If he is in our boat, we bring him to Tel Aviv, safe and sound, and you can meet us.”

      This was all getting too messy for Bridger. “If you don’t come and get us, we will probably be caught, and no one will get him.”

      “True, which is why you should allow us to take him. May brags about your legendary resourcefulness. Perhaps you will escape, but as you say, that is doubtful. I am afraid that would be the end of the Spy Devils.”

      “You would do that to her and Wes—to everything—just for this guy? That is a mistake, Meyer.”

      “They know the game, as do you. So let us end this. Tell me you will willingly give him to us, and all is well. I am trying to avoid a confrontation. By the way, there is an extra squad of men on our boat if you were thinking of saying yes, then double-crossing us by taking over the boat.”

      “Go to hell. You are the only double-crosser here, Meyer. This is a mistake.”

      Bridger jabbed his finger at the red button. Then pushed another on speed dial.

      “Angel? You awake?”

      “We are hovering twenty miles offshore,” Angel said from The Morningstar. 

      “We will be late. We have to find alternate means of transportation.”

      “Late? Why? What’s goi—?”

      “You got him?” Henslow cut in. “What’s the problem?”

      “Meyer double-crossed us. He wants Al-Megrahi. He doesn’t trust that you won’t kill him before we are supposed to turn him over.”

      “You told him to go to hell, right?”

      “Yes. Don’t worry. We have to go.”

      Bridger hung up. 

      He knew there was a very good chance Henslow would kill the Libyan when given the chance. Bridger just wasn’t going to confirm Epstein’s belief. He wouldn’t give the Mossad officer the satisfaction. Henslow had performed unrequited Herculean tasks by helping build the U.S. intel community, by crawling through the muck of espionage, and by chasing the worst enemies of the country.

      Epstein knew the deal as well as Henslow—live the clandestine life to save lives, then get discarded and vanish. Bridger just wasn’t ready for Henslow to vanish yet.

      “I heard. This is bullshit,” Demon said.

      “Yep.” Bridger started to pace along the rocks, trying to purge his anger. He needed to think. 

      “You have a plan?” Demon asked. 

      Bridger noticed all of the Spy Devils were looking at him.

      “Looks like our ride isn’t coming,” he said casually. “You can’t trust anyone in this business. How about we scrounge around here for any usable boats?” 

      Snake and Milton instantly disappeared into the darkness. They came back in a few minutes, shaking their heads.

      “Of course.” Bridger looked down the coast, still fuming from the precarious situation Meyer had created.

      Silently rubbing his hand on his chin, he stared at the dark sea. “Let’s go.”

      They drove east, trying to stay off the coast highway. 

      “Guess we beat the roadblocks,” Snake said. “We driving to the border? That’s risky.”

      “No,” Bridger said. “Turn here.”

      The Range Rovers rumbled down a rough narrow road that weaved around fields and rocks until it ended at a barbed-wire fence. A few dim lights reflected off a collection of rusty, dilapidated buildings and armed men guarding a fence.

      “A migrant detention center?” Beatrice said.

      “Yes.” Bridger opened his door and got out. “Stay here.”

      “Wait for me,” Demon said as he started to get out. 

      “No. Stay in the car. Keep the engines on. If I am not back in five minutes or you hear something, get out of here. Find another way out.”

      “If you aren’t back in five minutes, I will kill everyone in there holding a gun.”

      “I’ll stay in the car,” Imp said. 

      After three of Bridger's five minutes had passed, he appeared from the darkness and got into the Range Rover. “Drive.”

      Bridger pointed toward the shore, a few hundred feet to their left. They rolled through the compound, where hundreds of people lay on blankets, mats, or on the ground. Moans, cries of babies, and screams filled the air, already overwhelmed with the smell of human beings and human waste.

      “The large buildings must be full,” Snake said. 

      “We should help them,” Beatrice said with her face pressed against the window of her SUV.

      Bridger was silent.

      The chronic instability, war, and lack of a functional government had created the perfect conditions for smugglers to exploit the highly profitable business of human trafficking. Migrants from across Africa used Libya as a primary departure point for crossing the Mediterranean to Europe—men, women, and children. All were vulnerable to violence—physical and sexual—and verbal assaults, killings, and detention. Libya had established a series of detention centers in major areas of the country, which mainly served as locations to accept bribes and profit off human misery. 

      They stopped the SUVs twenty feet from the water’s edge. A few cars were parked with their lights on to illuminate the area. 

      A dozen men dressed in camouflage jackets, track suits, and T-shirts stood in a semicircle near the bow anchor line of one of six battered boats beached on the shore. Some had hand scarfs wrapped around their neck and head. All were carrying rifles, pistols, and machetes. Their eyes were focused on the approaching SUVs. 

      “This is going to be fun,” Bridger said. “Unload the gear and get it into the boat.” He opened the door, grabbed his backpack, and walked to the bow of the boat. The rhythmic sound of waves lapping on the shore filled the air.

      “What’s the plan?” Demon asked.

      “I made a deal.”

      “A deal? With human scum like these guys? What kind of deal?” Beatrice asked.

      “Cash and the Range Rovers for using their best boat to rendezvous with our boat.”

      “You trust them? You trusted Meyer and see where we are.” Alert for any danger, Demon’s eyes focused on the armed men.

      “Trust? They made a deal with the devil.” Bridger narrowed his eyes at Demon, who understood immediately. 

      “Great,” Bridger said, his arms extended outward as he approached an impossibly thin young man wearing a torn shirt and gray slacks. He stopped a few feet short.

      “Bijan. Thank you again for your assistance.”

      The man surveyed the Spy Devils as they unloaded the Range Rovers. “This is all of you?”

      “Yes.” Bridger deliberately inhaled and let it out with an ahhhhhh. “I envy you. There is nothing like the sea air. It reminds me of a time I was off the coast of Majorca. There was this Ocean Pacific bikini model.” His counterpart showed not the slightest interest in chitchat. “Well, maybe for another time.” 

      Bridger reached into his backpack and pulled out an envelope. “Here you go.” He handed it to Bijan, who examined the contents and then stuffed it into his back pocket. 

      “More?”

      “There will be twice that when we reach our boat, as agreed. And you get the cars.”

      Bijan looked over Bridger’s shoulder at the Range Rovers, then at his backpack. 

      “Don’t do it, Bijan,” Bridger said, his voice cold and threatening. “You touch this, you die.”

      Processing the threat, Bijan finally nodded and waved to his men. Five moved toward the boat. 

      Demon leaned in and whispered, “You know they will take us out a mile, then kill us and take the money. And when they recognize you-know-who unconscious in the truck, they will ransom him to the government.”

      “Yes, I do. Milton and the rest need help.”

      “And if they make a move?” Demon said, motioning toward the smugglers.

      “Kill them all.”

      “Hell yes.”

      They joined the other Spy Devils, who were packing the last gear on the boat. Snake wrapped the still-unconscious Al-Megrahi in a blanket, tossed him over his shoulder, and walked to the boat.

      The sky was starting to glow along the eastern horizon. Bridger checked his watch. 

      “Get in. We need to go. Now.”

      The boat was about the size of a large motorhome. Narrow slimy benches ran from one end to the other, leaving little leg room between them. Enough to cram seventy desperate souls trying to escape war, famine, poverty, or all of them, Bridger knew.

      Snake sat toward the bow by two of Bijan’s men. Beatrice and Milton sat in the center of the middle seat with Imp behind them. Two traffickers, AK-47s slung over their shoulders, sat near them—one on a bench in front of them, the other behind.

      Demon and Bridger sat in the stern. Al-Megrahi was wrapped in the blanket wedged between the benches in front of them. 

      The smugglers pulled the tow line and turned the stern deep into the water until the entire boat was floating. They tossed the line in the bow and hopped aboard, facing the stern—and Snake—their weapons in their laps.

      Bijan tilted the outboard motor into the water and started to pump the fuel bud to get some pressure in the carburetor. Then, pushing in a key, he held it in until the outboard started. When the motor began to stumble, he bumped the key again to engage the choke and primer. The engine gradually sputtered to life. 

      “Are there any life preservers?” Imp asked politely.

      One trafficker grinned, reached into an oil barrel, and tossed Imp a vest.

      Imp held it aloft in his fingertips, sniffed it, then tossed it back. “Thanks. I will take my chances with the shark-infested waters.”

      Bridger saw dozens of traffickers congregating around the Range Rovers, smiling, laughing.
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      The engine only died twice as it cut slowly through the choppy waters. 

      “Can you go faster?” Bridger asked.

      “Coast guard. We must go slow,” Bijan said, his eyes fixed forward, his hand on the throttle of the outboard motor. 

      When they were half a mile out, Bridger felt the engine throttle down. The hands of the traffickers gripped their weapons tighter. 

      “Is there a problem?” Bridger asked. 

      Bijan didn’t answer as he kept one hand on the motor. The other, Bridger noticed, was moving closer to the pistol tucked into his pants. 

      “Milton,” Bridger shouted over the motor and splash of the waves.

      Milton nodded.

      Flashes came from the shore. Two seconds later, the dull roar of the C-4 exploding inside the Range Rovers reached the boat.

      As Bijan jerked his head toward shore, Demon whipped out his knife, dug it deep into his throat, and dragged it across his neck, slicing the carotid artery. A fount of blood gurgled as Demon pulled out the knife and shoved Bijan overboard. 

      “First Marwan and now this turd,” he said. “I’m really starting to enjoy Libya.”

      In the meantime, Snake had fired his SIG Sauer point-blank into the chest and head of the two nearest men in the bow. Beatrice and Milton slipped the legs of an unconscious trafficker over the side. The last trafficker’s hands were clawing at this throat until he twitched and slumped on the side of the boat. Behind him, Imp held his mini Devil Stick in his hand. Milton helped him toss the body overboard.

      Bridger grabbed the throttle and increased the speed of the boat. He reached into his backpack and pulled out the satphone.

      “Angel?”

      “The cavalry is here.”

      “Where?”

      “There,” Snake said from the bow, pointing toward a distant boat appearing from the dawning horizon.
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        * * *

      

      Bridger followed the smells as he strolled into the main deck lounge. 

      The chef was busy covering a table with a brunch buffet. Bridger skipped the food and grabbed a Diet Coke from the bar refrigerator. 

      The salty breezes blew through the wide-open glass doors that led to the stern sundeck. A white Stetson straw hat with a black band shaded Henslow as he sat in the shadiest of two cushioned deck chairs. A too-busy blue flower-print Hawaiian shirt with matching shorts clashed with the yellow bandana tied around his neck. Mirrored aviator glasses covered his eyes.

      Bridger bit his lip, suppressing a smile. Henslow was one of the best clandestine officers the CIA ever had, and he was flamboyant in the way he dressed. Bright colors and wild outfits were his trademark. Since childhood, Bridger could not recall a single time when he wasn’t displaying some outrageous outfit. With a Cuban cigar. And a glass of Chivas.

      “A good spy has style,” Henslow told him a million times.

      “Cabana boy. Can I get another mai tai?” Bridger said, dropping onto the edge of a C-shaped white couch. 

      “About damn time,” Henslow grumbled, keeping the thick cigar wedged between his teeth. A clear glass with the familiar amber liquid waited on a low rectangular table.

      “Aren’t you dying? Should you be smoking?”

      “Go to hell.”

      “I know you mean that with love.” Bridger pointed toward the glass. “A little early.”

      “Go to hell—again.” Henslow set his cigar in a tray next to the stub of one he had just finished. A coughing fit started immediately but, mercifully, didn’t last too long.

      “Is he still sleeping?” Henslow asked. “Wake him up, and let’s get to it.”

      The eagerness to get on with his Specter hunt oozed from Henslow like blood from a wound. Bridger knew he had been close—or at least he thought. Being certain it was Specter was more difficult than finding him. Henslow had come across many Specter misdirection doubles sprinkled purposely into the terrorist world. Henslow had cornered one in Baghdad. Another in Rome. Damascus. East Berlin. The list and Henslow’s frustration grew exponentially longer over the years.

      Bridger calculated, as he was sure Henslow had, that there couldn’t be many of those left. They were on the trail of the real guy. Finally.

      The warmth of the early afternoon Mediterranean sun felt great on Bridger’s skin. The warm sea breeze penetrated his loose-fitting Tommy Bahama short-sleeve shirt and khaki shorts. He pushed his Ray-Ban Wayfarers back on his nose and sighed. 

      The rare moment of relaxation pierced his bones. He hoped it would last—but they never did. 

      After they had boarded and stowed the gear, Al-Megrahi was taken to a stateroom—to Henslow’s absolute irritation.

      “You have to wait. We need some sleep,” Bridger said as he went to his room, took a shower, and passed out for a few hours. Now he was up and ready to move to the next phase—get Al-Megrahi intel on the whereabouts of Specter. 

      “Morning!” 

      Bridger opened his eyes to see Beatrice, who, as usual, was stunning. A stylish floppy hat. Big dark glasses. A wrap around her midsection. Behind her, quiet as usual, was Milton wearing a baggy red swimsuit and carrying towels and a bag.

      “Hello,” Bridger said. 

      Henslow, ever the chivalrous gentleman, struggled to stand. “Good morning, Beatrice.” 

      “Good morning, Wes. Please sit. You look well.”

      “I feel great.”

      Beatrice handed Bridger a tan folder. “Angel told me to give this to you. Ta-ta.” She and Milton descended a ladder to the lower rear sundeck.

      “Angel is monitoring the news,” Bridger said to Henslow as he opened the folder and flipped through some pages. “Seems the Libyan government is not too happy about Al-Megrahi escaping or a massive bomb going off in downtown Tripoli. They are blaming the anti-government factions. Al-Megrahi’s family tribe. And the Israelis.”

      He handed it to Henslow, who tossed it on the table without a glance.

      Bridger peered over the rail down to the lower sundeck. 

      Milton was one lucky dude. Beatrice and Milton had found love—The Beauty and the Nerd—as Imp called it. He was happy for them. They had become inseparable. 

      Sooner or later, they would leave the Spy Devils. 

      Good for them. Start a family. Lead a normal life.

      As much as he tried not to allow it, the thoughts set off a bout of introspection. 

      A life in espionage meant romance was not part of any equation—as witnessed by his recent mistreatment of Mary Jo Tucker. He had to make sure any women he got close to didn’t get too close. A partner was out of the question—unless he found the one woman in a million who would understand and accept his life—and keep it a secret. He knew that was impossible.

      Could I quit the Spy Devils? Get married? Become a father?

      He felt the familiar weight of the golf ball marker in his pocket, given to him years ago by his father. It was all he had from a man whose face and voice had turned into vague memories.

      “What are you going to do about Meyer?”

      “Nothing. As we agreed, when we are done, he can have Al-Megrahi.”

      Henslow looked away in contempt.

      “Good morning.” 

      Al-Megrahi’s voice was low and raspy. He carried a small fruit-covered plate in his thin hand.

      In his usual jeans and black T-shirt, Demon leaned against the doorframe behind him, ready to jump.

      “Where’s Snake?” Bridger asked. Demon shrugged, his narrowed eyes focused on the Libyan.

      “You look like crap,” Henslow said. Blue clouds of cigar smoke were whipped away in the wind. 

      “Hello, Henslow. The aura of death surrounds you.” Al-Megrahi sat in the chair opposite Henslow and put his plate on the table. “May I enjoy one of your cigars later?”

      “No.”

      The engines hummed. Water slapped against the hull. 

      Bridger felt the yacht change course. Captain Andre was steering away from distant dark clouds Bridger saw looming in the distance.

      “Thank you for rescuing me, but I assume humanitarian reasons were not why you went through so much effort.” He took a small bite of melon. 

      “Correct.” 

      “And Epstein? He had nothing to do with this?” 

      “Yes, but we get you first,” Bridger said.

      Al-Megrahi turned to face him. “Forgive me. You are Bridger. Leader of the Spy Devils? I have heard of you.”

      “How about that? We are famous in the Libya prison system."

      “I’m happy and excited,” Demon said.

      “You were very convincing as an ICC lawyer. I commend you and thank you for your efforts. Thank you.”

      “Oh, no, no! Don’t thank me,” Bridger said as he shook the cold, bony hand. “I could care less about you. It’s Wes that wants to pick your brain.” 

      Al-Megrahi relapsed into silence. Bridger could tell he was considering what the purpose of this operation was.

      Al-Megrahi took another bite of melon. “Is there any tea?”

      “Where is Specter?” Henslow asked.

      Al-Megrahi laughed. “Why are you still obsessed with him? After all these years.”

      “Do I have to have one reason? Lockerbie. Berlin. Mukhtar?”

      “Yes, your former agent. I had to have him killed to show I was still loyal to the Brother Commander. Qadhafi was paranoid about everyone.”

      Imp shuffled out of the lounge carrying a bucket-sized cup of coffee. Dark glasses framed his eyes. 

      “Mmmm,” he monotoned to no one as he zombied by. “This boat has a nice coffee maker.” Then he cautiously stepped down the ladder to the lower sun deck, collapsed in a chair under an umbrella, and started to guzzle his coffee. 

      “I have not had contact with him for years. If I wanted to, I would not know how to contact him today.”

      "You want to," Henslow said in a low voice.

      “How did you contact him then?” Bridger asked.

      Instead of answering, Al-Megrahi walked to the rail behind him and looked out over the water.

      “Nice view, isn’t it?” Henslow asked. 

      “Where are you taking me? Israel?”

      “That really depends on you. Meyer wants to talk to you,” Bridger said.

       "I would not like that.” Al-Megrahi filled his lungs with the fresh salt air.

      “Well, we could send you back to prison,” Henslow said.

      “I would not like that either.”

      “We could let you go,” Bridger said. “I mean, if your memory gets better.”

      “Bullshit." Henslow stifled a cough with a choking sound.

      Al-Megrahi shaded his eyes against sparkling water. “I have an address and old phone number.” 

      They all froze.

      “Where?” Bridger asked.

      “Take me to Paris.”

      “Wes? Pick it. Specter or not?”

      Henslow puffed hard on his cigar. “Fine.”

      Al-Megrahi nodded and then gave them the information.

      “Hang on. Imp!” Bridger shouted over the rail down to the lower deck. "Imp!" 

      Imp sat limply, his head rested on the back of his chair. “Whhhat…?” he answered without moving, speaking as if it was the most painful thing he could be doing.

      “I have an address and telephone in Europe. Can you and your gang of crazies get me information on it going back to the 1980s?”

      “Yesssss,” came his monotone reply. “Don’t insult me.”

      “I would like to sleep now,” Al-Megrahi said.

      Gunshots cracked as he turned toward the lounge.

      Al-Megrahi clutched his chest and staggered back against the railing. Henslow fired twice more, and Al-Megrahi jerked some more, then tumbled over the rail.

      Henslow put the gun down on the table, picked up his glass, and sipped.

      “Jeez, Wes,” Bridger said, looking over the rail.

      “I know. You promised Epstein.”

      "Yes, I did."

      “Screw him. He broke his word first and left you stranded.”

      “We just had this cleaned.” Demon frowned at the blood on the rail. 

      Bridger picked up the phone. “Captain Andre. We have a man overboard.”

      “More like a corpse overboard,” Demon said, watching the body grow smaller in the gleaming sea.

      Bridger squinted through his Wayfarers at the water. “True. Corpse overboard.” 

      Bridger allowed himself a rare moment of relaxation. The Spy Devils had managed to successfully accomplish a dangerous mission without injury, even when made more hazardous by Meyer Epstein. That was an unnecessary blockage he would have to deal with later.

      The satphone rang. “Hello, Trowbridge. Did you enjoy blowing up downtown Tripoli?” May asked.

      “Yes, actually, thanks for asking. We got our man.”

      “Did I not tell you to refuse Wes—”

      “—we are beyond that, aren’t we?”

      “Insufferable. I received a call from Meyer.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. Meyer is not happy about you and Wes taking Al-Megrahi. I believe you had agreed to let them have him in exchange for some assistance. This is all news to me. You put me in an awkward position with a close ally.”

      “Did he mention that he stranded us on the beach?"

      "No, he did not."

      "I'm not surprised. We managed to escape after killing a few human traffickers, thanks for asking.”

      “Human traffickers? Well, I always say you are resourceful.”

      “So I hear.”

      “You need to deliver Al-Megrahi to Meyer and make everything right.”

      “He can have him if he has a fishing boat.”

      “What? No. He didn’t. Don’t tell me.”

      “Yes, he did. Okay, I won’t. Which do you want?”

      “Oh my goodness." The silence told Bridger she was calculating the implications. "I’ll have to talk to Hawkins. This is a mess, Trowbridge. The amount of damage you can inflict in such a short time is astounding. This will cause insurmountable problems with our allies that will be felt for years."

      When she disconnected the call, Bridger took a breath of the fresh salt air and grinned.

      Damage? He didn’t care.
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            LOST IN THE WOODS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Antwerp, Belgium

      

      

      

      Feeling the sunshine on his face wasn’t enough these days. Specter stuffed his chilled hands into his overcoat, warding off the cold he felt in his bones. He zigzagged a half-mile south from the parking area around the marshes of the Bospolder Nature Reserve that bordered the Port of Antwerp. The tranquility was broken by the crunches of the crimson leaves under his feet, chirping birds, and rumbling trucks unloading cargo from the ships docked at the port. 

      Flipping to the map on the marked page in his notebook, he saw he needed to turn off the path and push through a thicket of bushes, looking for a log.

      His leather notebook contained everything he needed. The taxi to use from the train station to the park. Sketches of the area around the port. The exact location of the warehouse. Which door. The best day and time to maximize the destruction.

      Happily, he sat on the log, which faced a line of tall trees. He took a deep calming breath that tasted of diesel, pine, and salt. Specter stuffed the notebook into his coat pocket and dropped the heavy backpack off his now-sore shoulder. The warehouse was beyond the tall trees and just across the access road that marked the southern border of the reserve. 

      As he sat in peace, his mind wandered to the moment months ago when he told Lena he had been approached by a new client. His niece was not happy at all that he was coming out of retirement. 

      Lena is a dear girl. She is intelligent and loyal, but she worries too much. 

      She voiced many reasonable objections and sincere concerns. “Whoever it is has no right to ask you to do anything. You don’t have the support network you once had, and you could get hurt. You are more forgetful. And"—Lena paused to choose her words—"you aren’t always thinking clearly."

      He listened to her opinions with slight nods of his head and consoling expressions of understanding. Specter knew she was referring to Baz. She thought he killed Baz because he was not thinking clearly. It was the opposite. In Specter’s clear rationale, Baz deserved to die.

      “I have been doing this for sixty years. I know what I am doing. I have never been identified. Forgetful sometimes comes with old age, and you will help me, as you have for years and years, my dear.”

      Specter’s desire to feel alive had been matched by his rediscovery of his skills. His mind was as sharp as it ever had been.

      “You should not have agreed without telling me."

      “I knew you would react just as you are.” 

      He rose and walked to her. Taking each hand in one of his, he looked into her eyes. “I want to feel alive one last time. So I will seek your help. I promise, habibti.” Calling her dear, he squeezed her hands.

      “Promise, my uncle?” Lena squeezed his hands back.

      “With all my heart.” He kissed her on each cheek. “I will go to Leysin and prepare.”

      “I will go with you.”

      “You do not need to. I will be fine.”

      Lena packed a bag of several simple fish and chicken dishes prepared in her restaurant and reminded him he needed protein.

      “Of course, my dear,” he said, knowing he would not eat them. 

      Specter arrived at his mountaintop hideaway in Leysin, Switzerland, without incident, as he told her he would. The home had been his secret retreat for decades. To the villagers all these years, he was just a nice man who kept to himself. He came and went without notice.

      When he arrived, he heard something ringing. He looked around the room wondering what it was. The ringing would not stop. Then it occurred to him it was his mobile phone. He glanced around, then reached into his pocket and took out his phone. He stared at it, then pushed a button.

      “Why didn’t you answer?” Lena asked. Specter could hear the anxiety in her voice.

      “I misplaced my phone,” he lied.

      “Keep your mobile on and with you all the time if you go outside.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      Secluded on a hillside up a narrow road from the main village, the roomy home also served as a place to hide, plan, and practice. Some of his best ideas popped into his head as he sat in solitude on the deck, looking out over the valley. 

      He thought the challenges that The Enterprise’s list of targets presented would have been an issue for a lesser professional, but not him—the greatest bomb maker of all time.

      What is the cliché? You can’t teach an old dog new tricks?

      Specter didn’t believe in it. He was an old dog with lots of tricks that had worked for years. He had planted bombs like this dozens of times—perhaps hundreds.

      He reached into his jacket, pulled out his notebook, and flipped to the worn page he had checked and rechecked.
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        * * *

      

      Specter had watched the boy over the weeks take the same scooter from his home, use it to pick up some packages at the cargo ship, and deliver them to the warehouse. Each time he parked the scooter inside the warehouse near barrels of chemicals. The delivery times could vary, sometimes by an hour, which was an issue.

      During the previous night, Specter had placed some Semtex and a detonator attached to the cellular phone on the lithium ion battery under the seat of the scooter parked behind the boy’s house. Once it was parked inside the warehouse, Specter would activate the bomb manually, rather than use a timer. The explosion would set off the barrels of chemicals, which would also explode.

      The warehouse would burn down. Mission accomplished.

      Now nestled in the woods near his next target, Specter looked through a gap in the trees at the warehouse on the far side of a two-lane road, waiting for the scooter to arrive.

      He expected everything to work out as he had planned, but when the scooter arrived his mind went blank. Something was wrong. He watched the driver park outside the warehouse too far away to set off the barrels. He blinked several times, then he understood. It was driven by someone he didn’t recognize.

      “Oh no!” he screamed.

      Specter jumped up, looked in every direction, then ran through the brush and trees. He stood to the edge of the road, waiting for trucks to pass. Sweat started to pour off his face and his breathing increased. When a gap opened, he took the chance and crossed the road.

      When he reached the scooter, he shoved it off its stand and rolled it into the warehouse. He dropped it on the floor by the barrels with a crash. A dozen men busily loading pallets of bags onto the trucks inside watched the old man run out of the door.

      They shouted and followed after him. Specter’s heart felt like it was about to beat out of his chest. With the strength in his legs failing, he hurried across the road without looking. Trucks swerved and horns blared as he reached the other side. He fumbled for the phone in his pocket. When he found it, he pushed speed dial.

      The Semtex exploded with the sound of thunder. The concussive force knocked him forward into the trees. More explosions followed, with strange hollow booms, sending debris through the collapsing warehouse walls as fire roared out of the openings. Black smoke billowed into the blue sky.

      Specter grunted to his feet and staggered through the trees, looking for a way back to the main path. Panic rushed over him when he realized he did not know which way to go. Tightness gripped his chest, and as he gulped in the air, he became dizzy. He thrashed wildly at the bushes and low-hanging branches of the trees, toppling to the ground several times when he tripped over roots. 

      He finally emerged from the woods onto a path lining the nature reserve, dirty, sweating. and panting. Blood trickled down his cheek from a small cut caused by a branch slicing his face. His backpack was clutched tightly to his chest.

      A young couple approached.

      “Sir. Are you okay? Can we help?”

      “I…I am lost in the woods,” he managed to tell them, looking back at the trees and bushes.

      By the time they reached the parking lot, he was drenched in sweat. He thanked the couple and looked for his taxi, which was waiting. When he got in, he checked his watch.

      “I need to get to the train station. Hurry.”
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        * * *

      

      The young lady was dressed like any young tourist experiencing the wonders of Europe—khaki cargo pants, tight polo, walking boots, a backpack over her shoulder. She also carried a cone filled with warm fries covered in mayonnaise. 

      Sore and bruised, Specter made it to his designated location just in time to again catch sight of her walking the historic streets of Breda. She continually looked about for anyone following her. During her surveillance detection route—SDR—she noticed a little old man in a baggy wool coat, but she discarded him as a threat.

      This time she bypassed Breda Castle, the sixteenth-century Renaissance fortress, to cross the wide square. She entered the shaded gardens and paths of Valkenberg Park. 

      The park was not too crowded that afternoon, and those there strolled around the Valkenberg Fountain, statues, or historical ruins. She sauntered along a path until she reached a row of benches. She sat next to a green garbage bin and put the backpack next to her on the bench.

      She fed the birds her last few frittes, wadded up the cone, and tried to stick it in the garbage can. She missed, and it fell. Bending over to pick it up shielded any view of her palming the round rock Specter had placed behind the leg of the bench.

      Specter walked past unnoticed by the CIA case officer, knowing his next message had been delivered.
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        Geneva, Switzerland

      

      

      

      Bridger stopped and glanced at a small table covered with books. Then he scanned the watercolors of scenery and fruit leaned up against the wood façade of La Librairie Ancienne in the Old Town. Henslow went first up the stone steps and through the arched entrance into the antique bookstore. Bridger followed. 

      Bridger took in a deep breath, enjoying the smell of old books. This picturesque shop tucked away on the Grand-Rue was one of his favorites. Like any good antique bookstore, it was crowded with illuminated wood and glass shelves of books, along with narrow passages and small counters.

      A short man with messy black hair, a little gray around the temples, raised his hands and approached him. “Mr. Bridger. It is good to see you,” he gestured in sign language.

      “It is good to see you, Bernard,” Bridger gestured back.

      Bernard glanced at Henslow. “You are here with the ass-monkey.” Bernard’s face projected mocking displeasure as he signed the comment about Henslow.

      Bridger laughed.

      “Is he talking about me? He is talking about me. What is he saying?” Henslow asked, scowling.

      “Bernard says it is good to see you.”

      Bernard read Bridger’s lips and smirked. 

      “Yeah, right. Get on with it, will you?”

      “Go sit, Wes. Take a nap.”

      “I think I will.” 

      Henslow made a tight fist, jerked his right forearm up, and slapped his bicep with his left hand in a “fuck you” gesture. 

      Bridger and Bernard started laughing harder.

      Henslow grumbled a few short steps to a hardwood library chair tucked in one corner. Then, lowering himself down, he folded his arms across his chest and closed his eyes.

      “See? Ass-monkey,” Bernard signed, then motioned Bridger to follow. Bernard reached up carefully and took two books from a packed shelf. He placed them on a table.

      “I have found what you requested. A first edition signed by Arthur Conan Doyle on a handwritten letter laid inside.”

      Bridger admired the book. The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes. He flipped it open. “I see it is missing ‘Southampton Street’ on the front cover street sign.” Then set it down carefully. “‘Violent Hunter’ for ‘Violet Hunter’ on page 317. Excellent.”

      Bernard beamed and pointed out other features. “The book is bound in the original publisher's gray cloth. See the bright gold lettering on the boards? The binding is tight. Minor wear to the edges. The pages are exceptionally clean,” he signed.

      Bridger’s eyebrows went up with an inquisitive look. “How much?”

      “For you, Mr. Bridger, such a good customer. Twenty-five thousand.” Bernard gestured a little less energetically, as if he expected the number to be too much.

      “Fine. Wrap it and send it to the same address.”

      Bernard tapped his fingers on the center of his chest in excitement. 

      “What of my other request?” Bridger signed.

      Bernard frowned. “Quite an interesting and more challenging request.”

      “We agree.”

      The address and phone number given by Al-Megrahi led to a house on a narrow road just outside Leysin in the Swiss Alps. A hundred and twenty kilometers east of Geneva, the small mountaintop village was a perfect spot to hide, Bridger thought.

      Imp and his ‘Unemployables’ researched all the info they could. 

      The house was not connected to anything. No internet. No satellite dishes. Occasional messenger services. The one landline phone. They pulled phone and tax records. Ownership deeds. Utility bills. All trails led to a property management company in Geneva. When they hacked into the systems there, they found nothing.

      Months of security camera footage from the area food stores, open-air markets, internet cafes, and police street surveillance were examined. They hacked into the cameras at the train stations from Geneva and particularly Leysin and Aigle, the stop-off point fifteen kilometers down the mountain.

      “His name is Khan. Been there about forty years. Not much else. This guy is a ghost,” Imp reported. “You have to get any intel locally.”

      So, Bridger called Bernard. A friend and contact for years and an exceptional researcher connected to everyone—from the person on the street to intelligence agencies and law enforcement.

      Bernard opened a drawer in the table and took out a piece of paper. He handed it to Bridger, who read the neatly hand-written sentences. He turned toward Henslow. 

       “Wes!” The old man startled. “Want to join us?”

      “I’m fine right here. What has the troll got?”

      Bridger knew Bernard could read lips, and he watched Bernard flash a circular hand sign for “asshole.”

      “His name is Mr. Khan,” Bridger said, biting his lip as he read the notes. “That we know.”

      “Most common name he could have. He might as well be called Jones,” Henslow said.

      “Mr. Khan has lived there between thirty-five and forty years. Mostly in summer, but there isn’t a pattern. He stays, usually, for a month at a time. Usually alone. Occasionally, a woman in her late thirties stays with him for short periods. Very pretty.” Bridger looked up. “Interesting. Not a wife?”

      Bernard shrugged, then shook his head. He handed Bridger a medium close-up security camera photo of a woman wearing a jacket, hat, and round dark sunglasses that covered some of her face. Bridger could see enough to tell that this was an interesting—and attractive—woman. Dark hair stuck out from the hat. She seemed on the taller side. Her stride looked purposeful and confident. The jacket did not obscure her slender figure and her glasses didn’t mask the slightly smooth olive skin and look of determination on her face.

      “Do we know when and where this was taken?” Bridger asked.

      Bernard rolled his eyes and pointed at the photo. On the back were a time and train number. Bridger nodded, then went back to study the sheet.

      “When there, Mr. Khan never comes out. If messaging services deliver, there are not any records.”

      Bridger flipped the paper over. It was blank.

      “That’s nada. This is we what came here for?” Henslow said, finally getting up the energy to stand. “Do we even know if he is currently in residence?”

      Bernard balled his hand and touched his protruding thumb on the side of his mouth, then back to the jawbone. 

      “Really? That is news. Bernard says he arrived yesterday.” He shook Bernard’s hand. “Thank you.”

      Bernard read his lips and nodded.

      Bridger grabbed Wes by the elbow.

      “Come, Henslow. The game is afoot.”
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        * * *

      

      Specter jumped when he heard the ringing of the classic black landline telephone.

      He hesitantly picked up the receiver and placed it to his ear. 

      “Yes, I am here,” he shouted, then listened. “Yes.” Specter looked around the room. “When?” He listened again. “Yes, I remember what to do.” He took a few quick steps toward the window and peeked out. “Right away,” he said, shakily placing the receiver back to end the call.

      He stood in the middle of the room, focusing on the door. 

      “One. Backpack,” Specter muttered as he walked to a closet, pulled out his wool coat and put it on. Then he grabbed a blue backpack. He struggled with the straps of the heavy bag but managed to hump it over his shoulders.

      “Two. Doors.” Specter glided to the front door and slid the bolt into place.

      “Three”—he looked around— “tunnel.”

      He opened another door and descended the stairs. He pulled back a tarp exposing a steel door in one corner. When he opened it, cool air rushed against his sweaty face.

      “Four. Hat.”

      He took a miner’s hard hat from a peg on the back of the door and clicked on the lamp, illuminating the steps that ran down into the darkness. He paused, then flipped a light switch. A small red light started blinking below as he started down the steps.

      Panting, he arrived at the far door ten minutes later. He took off his helmet and set it on the ground. Sliding back a bolt, he opened the door. 

      “Five. Truck.” 

      Outside was a truck with Liam’s Dairy Farm. Milk and Cheese stenciled on the sides. A huge bald-headed man got out and headed toward Specter. 

      “Let me take that, Mr. Khan.”

      “Hello…Liam.”

      The giant grabbed the backpack with an enormous hand and opened the back of the small truck with the other. “Please, Mr. Khan.” 

      Liam assisted Specter into the back of the truck. He took a seat on a small wooden bench secured to the left wall.

      “I shall drive carefully down the mountain, but please put on the belt. We will be at the train station soon.”

      “Thank you…thank you.” Specter did as he was told and clipped the clasp of the seatbelt around his waist. He wiped the sweat from his eyes with the sleeve of his overcoat.

      He would miss the house, but it had served its purpose well over the years. His plan was working better than he had dreamed.

      Now he needed to get to Poland to begin the next step.
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            THE HOUSE IN LEYSIN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Leysin, Switzerland

      

      

      

      “Here they come,” Snake said from his wooded location up the slope from the house. “A DHL truck is about to turn in.”

      The Spy Devils watched the truck turn off the narrow road that ran across the mountain slope. Then it climbed up a narrow drive to the house. 

      “It should be us, not the fucking Mossad,” Demon said, crouching in a patch of bushes fifty feet away from the house. “And I’m cold.”

      “We agreed to the deal, but I don’t think it will matter. I am not sure anyone is here. And I don't control the weather,” Bridger said. He was glued to the Devilbot camera feed while sitting in a van up the road. Wes was next to him, and Imp was sitting behind them. Beatrice and Milton were piloting the Devilbots from the back row.

      Snake had trouble locating a quality vantage point to watch the villa. 

      “Whoever picked this house knew their stuff,” Snake said. “Narrow road from the village and even narrower drive from the main road to the house. Great sightlines and a superb view, in every direction. A second-story deck encircling the house gives anyone views of roads, trees, and sloping fields above and below. No way to approach from above without being seen.”

      “Concur,” Beatrice said, examining the feed from the Devilbot hovering over the house.

      They hadn’t had Al-Megrahi’s address for Specter under surveillance for very long before other parties butted in on the action.

      Bridger had been expecting blowback since May called him just after Wes shot Al-Megrahi. It came when May called him again the previous day.

      “Meyer called me again. He is still upset.”

      “I feel bad for him. I hope I don’t cry.”

      “Enough. Give me the address so I can give it to Meyer.”

      “What? No.”

      “We’ve made a deal, and you will live with it,” May said through speakerphone as Bridger and Wes listened from the large sitting area of Bridger’s suite at the famous Hotel President Wilson in Geneva. 

      “Bullshit,” Wes said. He stuck a cigar in his mouth.

      “You will meet a Mossad team there.”

      “Bullshit again.” Henslow inhaled as he lit the cigar.

      “They will extract Specter and take him to a secure location. Then they will allow you access—eventually.”

      “Total bullshit.” He started to puff furiously, sending cigar smoke billowing everywhere.

      “Wes, you should not have killed Al-Megrahi. Bridger, you should not even be there. I cannot tell you the amount of grief that stunt has caused. Hawkins is furious, so don’t push it.”

      “We agree,” Bridger said after contemplating the situation.

      “We do?” Henslow was puffing hard on his cigar. “Why the hell would we do that?”

      “We just do.” Bridger nodded. He told her the address.

      “Thank you, Bridger. If you interfere in any way, such as attacking the Mossad team to abduct Specter yourselves, you will feel Hawkins’s substantial wrath—you do not want that—Wes knows.”

      Bridger looked at Wes, who reluctantly concurred.

      “Okay.”

      To coordinate logistics, Bridger called Meyer to offer his assistance. After screaming at Bridger to the point he was incomprehensible, Meyer warily agreed.

      “The strike team is in the area. You are the intel and backup team.”

      “Why the rush? We just got here. Let us do more before you send them in.”

      “Because I don’t trust you will not try to take him before we arrive,” Meyer said.

      “Don’t trust me? Who left who on a beach?”

      “Watch for a DHL truck," Meyer said, ignoring the comment.

      The call ended.

      “This is a Mossad operation now. We are the wallflowers," Bridger told the team.

      Milton’s Devilbot located the truck carrying the Mossad hit team as it drove up the hill toward the village, while Imp monitored communications. 

      “Dumb fucks are here,” Demon said, his trusty Kimber 1911 in his hand. 

      “This should be fun,” Snake said from his uphill spot in the trees.

      “Milton. Beatrice. Bring them in close. I want a good view.”

      The Spy Devils watched the Mossad team from their positions surrounding the house.

      The DHL van pulled up in front of the house. Two Mossad agents, a man and a woman dressed in the familiar yellow and red uniforms, stepped out carrying packages. Two others opened the back of the van, pistols in hand, and crouched low as they moved around the side of the house toward the back.

      “I’m going to call him back.”

      “He isn’t going to listen,” Henslow said.

      Bridger dialed and waited.

      “They are there,” Meyer said.

      “Yes, we are watching, but—”

      “Has the situation changed?”

      “No, but we are not sure he is inside,” Bridger told him. “We just got here ourselves.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “No, really. We haven’t been able to detect anything. We’ve had time to use handheld radar to penetrate the house walls, but the distance and angles made that ineffective. We shot lasers to pick up any sounds that might be vibrating off the windows. We heard nothing. So we think it is empty, but we —”

      “We have it under control. We will get Specter.” Meyer disconnected the call again.

      The team stopped as the Mossad agent pulled her phone out of her jacket and listened. Her eyes skimmed in Bridger’s direction. A hand waving its middle finger in her direction shot out of Demon’s bushes. 

      The Spy Devils watched the Mossad strike team evaluate the house for the next few minutes. The two men still by the truck crept around the house's exterior. The other two held equipment up to the windows, doors, and walls. They meticulously listened and scanned—checked and rechecked. 

      Bridger saw the woman point at the door. The man took out breaching charges and placed them carefully along the doorframe. The woman signaled for the two other men to go around back again. 

      “They are about to blast their way in,” Bridger said. “It is impressive, but they should wait until we are sure.”

      “Meyer wants to make a point, and these guys might pay for it,” Henslow said ominously.

      “Have they fully considered that they are approaching a house that could be occupied by a killer bomb maker?” Demon asked, still hiding in the bushes. “I know the Mossad has this macho siege mentality based on thousands of years of wars and getting the shit kicked out of them, but maybe this is a little too macho.”

      “Let me try again.” Bridger dialed Meyer for the third time.

      “Enough. The team is about to proceed.”

      “Yeah, I know. Meyer, they are walking into a bomb maker’s lair. Don’t let your desire to get Specter and get back at us cloud your judgment. Mistakes—”

      “Goodbye.”

      “—are the enemy,” he said, completing the sentence to a dead connection. He looked at Henslow. “They are making a mistake.”

      “You tried. What else can you do?” 

      The woman took out her pistol and crouched by the door. The other man held out his hand and activated the detonator. 

      A huge fiery mushroom cloud rose hundreds of feet into the crisp mountain air from where the house once stood. The explosion’s rumble ricocheted off the mountain.

      Smoky lines tracked the fiery debris that spewed in every direction like fireworks. Fragments rained on the Spy Devils’ vehicle even hundreds of yards away. 

      “They killed my Devilbot,” Milton screamed.

      “Snake?” Bridger called.

      “Wow. I’m all right. Can’t say the same for those Mossad agents.” 

      “Demon!” Bridger shouted. “Demon?” No answer. “Snake, find him!” 

      “Already on my way.”

      Bridger’s phone rang. He saw it was Meyer. He ignored it.

      Bridger drove through the chunks of burning house scattered on the road toward Demon’s bushes. The DHL truck had been blown off the road and was burning furiously. 

      Bridger’s phone rang again. He answered it this time.

      “My people are dead? Tell me!” 

      Bridger looked at what was once the house. “Yes, you dumb son of a bitch. Like I warned you. No one could survive that.” 

      “And Specter?”

      “Give me the damn phone,” Henslow said, grabbing the phone from Bridger. “He wasn’t there, like we said, but he left a present.”

      Bridger grabbed the phone back. “We are busy.” He ended the call.

      Snake walked from the smoking bushes, holding a half stumbling, half limping Demon. 

      “Son of a bitch,” Demon yelled. “Why is everybody trying to blow me up?”
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        Washington, D.C. / Brussels, Belgium

      

      

      

      The raccoon rings under May’s eyes, stiffness in her joints, and fatigue that had taken permanent residence in her bones could no longer be ignored. The weariness was more than she could remember in all her years of travel. May considered herself the Rock of Gibraltar of the CIA—solid, strong, indestructible. 

      Rock…of old age, May thought.

      She rubbed her eyes for several seconds, fighting to stay awake while sitting in the warm car.

      “Maybe you are coming down with something,” Finkbine said from the driver’s seat of the BMW. The CIA Brussels station case officer glanced at her famous passenger, whom she had just picked up at the airport. 

      “I never come down with something,” May said, rejecting that possibility. She saw the young officer flinch at the rebuke. “But thank you.”

      May didn’t totally mean to skewer her. Finkbine was capable. Females in the CIA had to fight hard to earn respect in the male-dominated culture. Getting promoted to top jobs? Good luck with that. May knew Finkbine was eating crap from her male counterparts, who viewed any female officer as “junior” to them. May knew because she was forced to swallow the same crap early in her forty-year career, but she also learned how to spit it back into their faces.

      May made a point to meet and mentor as many extraordinary female case officers as possible. Finkbine seemed bright and capable. Since May was visiting the station, she would do something positive for her. 

      “I do really enjoy the Potato Run. That’s what I call the OAKDALE dead drop. The Potato Run.” She flashed a friendly smile at May, looking for a reaction. “Because I always stop and get a cone of frittes—that’s what we call fries here.”

      May blinked back her notorious killer glare, thinking her first piece of advice would be, “Shut the hell up.”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      They drove the rest of the way in silence.

      Aftershocks from the news she had received in the past twenty-four hours still rumbled in her mind. A furious Hawkins had provided the first shock when he appeared at the door to her office to tell her Meyer had called with the awful news about the Mossad team. 

      “The house exploded? How many—” May asked, horror in her voice.

      “Four. Have you heard from your son?” Hawkins folded his arms across his chest.

      “No.” Her eyes darted to her phone.

      May’s phone started to ring. A “T” appeared on the screen. She looked at Hawkins.

      “Trowbridge.” 

      “Perfect. Put him on speaker,” Hawkins said, taking a few steps toward her and leaning forward to place his palms on her desk.

      “Trowbridge. Are you—” May started.

      “What did you do?” Hawkins interrupted. “I got a call from Meyer, then the head of the Mossad, and then the Director called me in. Did I mention the White House? What a pile of political shit you have dumped on me.”

      “Max is here,” May said semi-sarcastically.

      “I did nothing except beg Meyer to call off his team. We told him Specter wasn’t there. He ignored us.”

      “I told you to not help Wes. Now look what has happened.”

      Then the import of Bridger’s news sank in. May looked at Hawkins. “Specter is alive,” she whispered in relief.

      “Meyer sent his team in after you told him Specter wasn’t there? Ridiculous,” Hawkins said.

      “It is what happened. He killed those people.”

      “If you hadn’t let Henslow shoot—”

      “Go to hell, Hawkins.”

      “Trowbridge? Trowbridge?” May said to the now blank phone screen. She hit the end button and sat back in her chair. Then, with a grunt, Hawkins walked out.

      Oh, son. What have you done?

      May was uncharacteristically stunned by the events and what they could portend. Bridger should never have disrespected Hawkins, the one thing she knew Hawkins despised. She had seen him rip many a chief of station to shreds because he could. He made it a sport to cross-examine and cruelly badger a new case officer so much that they would vomit after, and sometimes during, a meeting.

      If they can’t handle that, they could never handle the stress of pitching someone to commit espionage on behalf of the U.S. government, he would tell her.

      It was worse for anyone he deemed an enemy of the country. He was ruthless. Brilliant. Dedicated. Loyal. A leader. The perfect DDO.

      And her son had just metaphorically kicked that man in the balls.

      The second shock happened later that day when the cable reached May’s classified computer in her Great Falls home’s secure-communication operations room. 

      She set her cup down and read it.

      
        
        TO: DIRECTOR

        FROM: COS/BRUSSELS

        SUBJ: CONTACT WITH MTOAKDALE/1

        REF: BRUSSELS 45195

      

        

      
        1. PER REF, PLEASE FIND BELOW THE COMMUNICATION FROM MTOAKDALE/1 (O/1).

        2. BEGIN MESSAGE: GOODBYE.

        END MESSAGE

        3. PLEASE ADVISE BRUSSELS FOR FOLLOW-UP ACTION RE O/1. REGARDS.

      

      

      May read the cable a few more times. 

      Goodbye? What the hell does goodbye mean? 

      It had arrived by normal channels, overlapping the events in Leysin a few hours ago. Her hands shook when she reached for her tea. 

      How long does it take to send a damn cable?

      Her green line rang. 

      “You saw the cable?” Hawkins asked, unable to hide his irritation.

      “Yes.”

      “What does it mean?”

      “I’m not sure. I need to get over there and find out.”

      “Yes, you do, before Wes—and your renegade kid—turn this into another huge pile of political shit. We should have shut Specter down long ago.”

      May was not in the mood for an I told you so moment. “I will take care of it.”

      “Do that, and without the family drama.”

      The line went silent. 

      Contacting Specter had always been problematic. The main channel was the dead drop. Specter had an emergency contact number, but he hadn’t used it. If he had a mobile phone, she didn’t have the number. 

      May logged onto her unclassified computer and browsed to Bol, an online store in the Netherlands and Belgium. She scrolled her way down screen loads until a specific tea set was displayed. She clicked until she reached the “contact seller” link. When the box appeared, she typed, “I am worried about the condition of the packet.”

      She increased the bid by the preset amount of 1-10 to signify the importance of the message. Finally, she upped the amount by ten and logged off. 

      The next day, she was on the ground in Belgium on her way to Brussels station to meet the chief of station and selected staff.

      A senior officer visiting a country usually was required to make a courtesy stop at the local station. May had no interest in that, but Hawkins ordered her to go for “the optics and continued operational support.” 

      He was punishing her. She was eating shit.

      The meeting inside Brussels station was tolerable—the COS was known as “The Weasel” in the back halls of the Agency. Not just because he was small and thin, with beady black eyes, but also because he was a sneaky and deceitful shit—above and beyond the normal pompous and misogynistic dumb-assery. 

      He energetically agreed when May said Hawkins expected him to provide logistical support. Then she told him she wanted Finkbine to drive her to the train station. He agreed less energetically. 

      The seats on her two-hour train ride to Amsterdam were soft, and the car was warm. Faint outlines of trees and lights of towns and farms sped by in the evening darkness. She slipped off her shoes, pushed the seat power controls to find a comfortable reclining position, and let her head tilt back. She wanted to take advantage of the chance to sleep.

      She listened to the humming sounds of the train and breathed in the disinfectant-laced air. Then her mind wandered in the wrong direction—back through all the events and circumstances propelling Specter, Henslow, and her son on a collision course. Despite her years of effort trying to keep them separate, the past uncontrollably penetrated her future. 

      Her thoughts drifted to her posting to Istanbul, Turkey, in the mid-1970s—when she was a young rising star within CIA operations. Henslow was the COS and already one of the most infamous and feared case officers in CIA history. 

      Henslow began mentoring her after he recognized the unbounded skills in the attractive intelligence officer twenty years his junior. How does a case officer thrive in the field? Proper tradecraft. Mission over method. 

      Most of their best thinking took place in a meyhane, a Turkish tavern, where they devoured topik meatballs and yaprak ciğeri–seasoned liver. One raki brandy after another washed down the delicious food. 

      They discovered their geopolitical views were the same. America’s enemies and the threats they represented were too numerous to defeat. An even more complex future would not be any easier as the Agency fought seemingly constant inside-the-Beltway turf wars, public scandals, and congressional oversight. 

      That was when May decided she needed a child to educate and train as a weapon to crush the enemies of an unknown future outside the bureaucracy. She met and married Stanley Hall in London. He was a handsome, athletic risk taker who had already made his fortune in revolutionary computing technologies. Stanley died when Trowbridge was seven, but he instilled the rambunctious and rebellious traits that made her late husband such a success. He also infested Trowbridge with an obsession with golf. 

      When Stanley died, May started training her son in traditional intelligence skills and developing his almost sixth-sense observation skills. Henslow showed up to fine-tune the boy’s intuitive strategic and analytic thinking skills wherever May was stationed. In addition, Henslow assigned a Marine detailed to the Agency’s paramilitary operations group to oversee the boy's physical and weapons training. 

      The marine’s code name was Demon.

      Through her son’s formative years, Trowbridge’s rebellious nature meant that he tended to ignore authority and break the rules. Henslow exacerbated her angst by encouraging Trowbridge’s behavior.

      Now teamed with the only man he respected, an old spymaster on a vendetta to kill May’s most controversial and fruitful recruitment, that rebelliousness was on full display. In addition, her terrorist bomb-maker asset that they were chasing, also wanted by about everyone, suddenly started blowing people up again. Then he disappeared, for all she knew with nothing more than a disturbing communication.

      It was a nightmare.

      I’m too old for this.

      The muffled beeping of her phone came from her briefcase. Once she found it buried in the bottom, she saw it was a text from Hawkins. 

      INTERPOL and the FBI confirmed Specter is the main suspect in The Hague and probably Port of Antwerp. What the hell? Take care of this. ASAP.

      She put her phone back in her bag, thinking of her options—one of which was optimal. 

      “Specter. What are you doing?” 

      May looked out the window and let fatigue plunge her into a fitful sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            30

          

          
            THE RECRUITMENT OF SPECTER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Paris, 2008

      

      

      

      In the spring of 2008, a woman approached the U.S. Embassy and told a Marine guard that she must meet with someone from the CIA. 

      “I have urgent information on the location of a wanted terrorist,” she said.

      In a small conference room off the main embassy entrance, Chief of Station May Currier introduced herself as Gretchen. Across from her was a pretty woman who sat straight-backed and calm with nicely manicured and long polished fingers resting on the table. May pegged her to be in her mid-twenties with the look of a student.

      “What do you want to tell us?”

      The woman was not forthcoming at first.

      “Don’t be afraid,” May said comfortingly.

      “I am not afraid. I am trying to determine if I can trust you. Are you who you say?”

      That was different. A confrontational attitude was not uncommon, but this woman struck May as genuine. 

      “I am the chief of station. My name is not Gretchen, and I will not tell you my real name. Why don’t you tell me what I should call you?”

      She had participated in dozens of “walk-ins” over the years, and, unfortunately, they had to conduct a personal meeting to assess if they had intel value. Most didn’t. Some were disgruntled employees of a company or the government who wanted to give the Americans information to get back at the offender—for a price. Some were just nut jobs. But since 9/11, some actually had valuable info on terror groups.

      The woman considered May once more, then let out a breath. May saw the tension blow out of her. “My name is Lena. That is my real name.” She smiled. “A man known as Specter is my uncle,” she said.

      “Specter? The bomb maker?” The surprise had to be evident on May’s face—which she quickly managed to wash away. 

      “Yes.”

      “Specter is your uncle?” May pulled the notepad on the table closer and grabbed her pen. This might be too important to trust to the camera recording the meeting. 

      “Yes, and he will be arriving on the train tomorrow at four in the afternoon at Gare du Nord station,” she offered without prompt. 

      “First, is something about to happen? Are people in danger?”

      “No,” Lena said, shaking her head. “He is coming just to visit me. I am a cooking student at Le Cordon Bleu.”

      "How much time do you have?"

      "As much as needed."

      “Okay, tell me about yourself.”

      May took all her personal details. Her name was Lena Hadid. She was Lebanese. Twenty-eight. Unmarried. She lived in Paris, but was moving to Amsterdam when she graduated from a cooking job at a nice restaurant in a month. She provided Specter’s description—"there are no photos”— and people called him Remy.

      “What do you want in exchange for this information, if it is true?” May asked.

      “Nothing. I want nothing except for my uncle to be safe. He is old and needs peace. That is why I am here.”

      Time was short. After a thorough debriefing that revealed Lena knew little of her uncle’s affairs, May took her contact information and had the station run a trace. It came back clean. 

      May sent a FLASH cable to Headquarters, and in a rare example of CIA efficiency, they ran a trace that came back clean. 

      It wasn’t every day that a mastermind terrorist with a brutal resume wanted by governments worldwide went on the CIA payroll.

      May considered how she was going to make her recruitment pitch. Cold pitching someone was undeniably risky and stressful and potentially dangerous and confrontational. It was the worse recruiting technique imaginable for a case officer. It was the equivalent of walking up to a stranger and asking them to marry you. There was only one way to go under these circumstances. 

      Recruiting an internationally known terrorist as a source for the CIA was not a new phenomenon. Ilich Ramírez Sánchez, better known as Carlos the Jackal, had become an informant in the 1980s. However, the shit hit the fan when the New York Times ran a story revealing the information. 

      May had no moral objection to using Specter’s vast knowledge to expose or disrupt terror networks and prevent more killing. Some inside Langley, though, would resist any association with Specter and reject the idea to pitch him as an asset. Working with a source who had American blood on their hands was a difficult ethical question. Where was the balance between morality and national security? The balance between collecting high-value intelligence versus the onus of associating with a killer?

      She knew it wasn’t illegal. The Carlos the Jackal exposure had forced changes in CIA policies about who made decisions on what. She didn’t care. Why wouldn’t she recruit Specter as an informant if that could prevent more people from being killed or injured? 

      Knowledge of her mini-mutiny was shared on a need-to-know basis. However, she still needed approval from the top. After sending an eyes-only cable explaining her plan to him and Max Hawkins, C/EUR, she received that permission directly from the Director. Hawkins would serve as May’s liaison to the seventh floor.

      May’s genuine concern was Wes Henslow. After he retired, Wes only lived for tracking and destroying Specter. He relentlessly called May asking to use official CIA resources to capture and interrogate anyone still working with Specter. Then he could use his unofficial and business connections to finally find and kill the assassin. 

      Once, Henslow had provided a name for traces, certain the man was Specter, a man of unknown nationality, who lived above a small gift shop in a Frankfort, Germany, suburb. When the traces came back clean, Henslow didn’t believe it. He told her to run them again. Rather than accept the results, Henslow convinced some retired military associates to team up and grab the man.

      The result was a disaster. It turned out the man was the shop owner. The press and intel service blowback would have been catastrophic if Hawkins had not run massive interference.

      Her number one priority was the safety of Specter—meaning Henslow could never find out. If he did, after going absolutely ape-shit, he would still have no qualms putting a bullet between the eyes of his nemesis.

      The day after Lena provided Specter’s arrival info, May stood on the train platform, waiting for Specter. Not having a picture was disconcerting. She drilled Lena for details on his looks until she approved the sketch artist’s drawing.

      That man who stiffly stepped off the train onto the Gare du Nord platform looked like anyone’s grandfather to May—well-dressed, slightly pudgy, with a rim of gray hair running from ear to ear. He looked like a pleasant guy until she remembered the misery he had caused so many for so long. 

      With embassy Marines dressed in civilian clothes in direct sight of May, she walked over to intercept Specter. “Hello. My name is Gretchen. I work for the CIA,” she said, holding out her hand. “I want you to come work for us.”

      She kept her hand out as she witnessed shock roll across his face. His head slowly rotated on its short neck, looking—May was certain—for an army of police intent on grabbing him.

      Then to her relief, his expression turned friendly. She felt the warm skin of a soft hand grip hers. “It would be my pleasure.”

      Debriefing and verifying his information would take hours. Tasking him would follow.

      May met Specter in hotels along the train route from Paris to Amsterdam for six months. They ran him through several rounds of SWIRLS—the code for polygraphing an asset. To her pleasure—because case officers despised polygraph operators for being notorious recruitment-killing bastards—Specter passed as “conclusive: no deception.” 

      Over the months, they pored over reports describing an international web of terror networks, their structure, members, and intentions.

      “Why work for us now? Why turn on the world of killing you helped create?” May asked over tea during an early meeting.

      “That is simple but not easy to explain. I believe I am older than you, but as people who have a little bit of luxury—if you can call it that—to look back on our lives, we can see the mistakes and things we should have done differently. Am I correct?”

      “I can agree with that,” May said as images of Trowbridge through the years flashed in her mind.

      “I have regrets,” he said simply. “I want to make up for some of those.”

      “We all have regrets.”

      He nodded. “How did you locate me?” 

      “I can’t tell you.”

      “I live with my niece, Lena. I do not want her to know about this.”

      “Agreed.” 

      Hawkins put a small cadre of selected analysts on a bigot list to be read-in on the new asset MTOAKDALE. They supplied May with detailed debriefing questions to learn new things and see if he was lying about old things the CIA already knew. As one of terrorism's founding members, Specter’s reporting was detailed—and accurate—accounting for any forgetfulness associated with his age.

      Specter claimed he was semi-retired and not a practitioner anymore. Instead, he had created an extension class bomb-making university taught by his loyal disciples.

      “Many still seek our services, so we are quite busy.” 

      The Agency started to monitor and act on the communications methods the terrorists used. Specter provided a once-in-a-generation treasure trove of intel not matched since the Cold War assets recruited within the Soviet Union hierarchy. By the end of six months, everyone was pleased. 

      Finally, he was tasked to keep his network operating to collect new intel.

      He agreed.

      The recruitment of Specter was complete.

      Once May trained him in using a dead drop commo plan run through Brussels Station, she turned him loose. The old-fashioned dead drop system worked for years—until now.

      Something changed.
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        Amsterdam, Netherlands, Present Day

      

      

      

      May doubled back at the Red Light District, passed the congregating aroused tourists, then zigzagged her way until she saw the Rembrandthaus across a canal. She strolled through the open market, weary and glad the SDR would be over soon. Her stomach started to rumble. 

      May stopped along a brick wall, ignoring the smells coming from the Amstelhoeck restaurant to her left. An old-fashioned dining saloon riverboat revved its engine in short bursts as it maneuvered to the dock. A smartly uniformed crew member hopped out of the teak door and onto the plaza. He pulled several ropes and moored the boat against the sea wall.

      A woman on a green bench rose and approached the crew member, who helped her down and into the main cabin. The oversize glass sightseeing windows gave May a view of the person the crew seated at a table. May waited for a few beats, then walked aboard. 

      “Hello, Lena,” May said as Lena stood up. “It has been a long time, hasn’t it? I am glad you got the message and could meet. I needed to talk to you directly.”

      “Hello, Gretchen,” Lena said.

      They exchanged customary greeting kisses on the cheek.

      “You do not have to worry. Your uncle was not in the house.”

      “Worry? Why would I worry?"

      "Oh, you don't know. The house in Leysin. It exploded." Lena reacted with alarm, and May repeated for emphasis, “He wasn’t there.” 

      “How do you know? Are you certain?”

      “I am certain. I called the cabin and warned him. I have confirmed with the driver that took him to the train.”

      May watched the always controlled Lena tap her index finger anxiously on the stem of her fork, sending a staccato of taps around the small space. “I was worried. I have tried his mobile phone. He did not answer. "

      “He has a mobile? When did that happen?”

      “Just recently. He is becoming more forgetful, so I got it for him as insurance.”

      “And he didn't answer?”

      “No.”

      “Give me the number.”

      May took a pad and pen from her bag and slid them over to Lena, who wrote down the number.

      "Where is he?” Lena asked.

      May could smell dinner, and her stomach really started to rumble. “I was hoping you could tell me.”

      Lena shook her head. "Neither of us knows."

      The air inside the closed cabin was a mixture of canal water and the fish dinner May was still waiting for the server to bring.

      The muffled rumble of the motor increased, causing the place setting on the table to rattle slightly. They sat in silence, looking out the large windows as the riverboat pulled away from the dock into the canal. 

      The lights of the city gleamed off the waves as darkness set in. The canals, as always, were narrow and crowded, forcing the riverboat to maintain a slow cruising speed. For the next few hours, the boat meandered under illuminated bridges and past buildings that gave the city its allure. 

      Around the world, the Agency maintained a stable of hotels, entertainment venues, restaurants, and any other location that could provide a safe spot for a case officer to recruit a target or meet a source. In Amsterdam, using a cover company ostensibly representing a multinational law firm, the Agency retained the cruise provider with a lucrative contract to make their services available when requested.

      “Skal.” May raised her glass. 

      Lena raised her glass and replied with a half-hearted skal as she kept tapping her index finger anxiously.

      “I need to ask you about a note he left for me a few days ago. It is why I contacted you.” 

      Lena leaned forward. “What? What did it say?”

      “Goodbye.”

      “Goodbye? Only goodbye? 

      “Do you know what it could mean?” 

      “Goodbye?” The worry reappeared on her face. “We have to find him. He could be wandering the streets, or worse.”

      “Let’s enjoy our dinner and then we can talk. Agree?”

      “I am not interested in dinner. We need to find my uncle.”

      May took a sip of wine. The waiter arrived and served a small pâté with cold herring salad.

      “We will.” May looked at Lena. “Let’s eat, and we can discuss the situation and what to do about your uncle.”

      Lena nodded at May. “You are right. We need to think, not overreact.”

      “You are so right.” May reached over and patted Lena’s hand. She liked Lena. She was strong. Intelligent about many topics. A warm personality.

      “I will find him,” May said.

      “How?”

      “I have ways." May made her face display a reassuring smile. “You know, I was worried about ordering for a renowned chef such as yourself. I should have taken my cue from you.”

      Lena’s brief laugh sounded more like a release of tension.

      “Lena. I promised long ago when you first approached us that we would take care of him. I have not broken that promise, and I don’t plan on starting now.” 

      Dinner started with small talk about anything other than Specter. 

      How was business at Lena’s? No men in her life? They both needed a vacation.

      The conversation eventually turned to discussing how to find Lena’s uncle and May's highly prized asset. Lena listened intently.

      “I will help in any way.”

      As the dessert plates were taken away, the boat’s engines revved in preparation to dock the boat. 

      “You were right. We needed to eat.” 

      May had seen the facial expression and body movements that radiated deception from many of her contacts over the years. They were all over Lena’s face now. She was keeping something from her.

      “Is there something you want to tell me, dear?” May’s voice registered a mix of compassion and interrogation.

      “No…nothing at all,” Lena said as she stood.

      Lena exited first. May followed five minutes later, hoping for a good night's sleep but knowing it was hopeless.
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        * * *

      

      Li Chu had followed Lena since she left the restaurant. 

      He found it interesting that, as she started to walk the streets, she was checking for surveillance. She was not very good at it, though. Random turns. Crossing a bridge, then walking to the next bridge and crossing back. Constantly checking her watch. A little window shopping. She failed, however, to funnel suspected followers through choke points. 

      Li Chu did not make it easy for her to spot him. Dusk was approaching, so the shadows helped him stay close as she navigated the canals of Amsterdam. 

      Solving what had happened to their contract bomb maker was critical. If Specter had been captured, he would undoubtedly confess he was working for a Chinese drug organization. Li Chu had been careful not to be too specific with Specter on who hired him. If captured, however, Interpol or any good intelligence agency would not take long to figure out who employed Specter. 

      That could not happen. The only chance he had to locate Specter was the niece.

      Li Chu had been watching her for days. Even if she was not aware of her uncle’s clandestine profession, she might know where he was.

      This late-night excursion was a first. He slowed when he saw her stop by a canal and sweep the area. Then he lost sight of her when she climbed aboard a boat that had just docked. He pulled out his phone, stood in a corner in the shadows, and waited to see if anyone else joined her.

      Then he saw an old lady get up and enter the boat. He saw them greet each other through the large windows in the well-lit cabin.

      Over the following hours, he labored to follow the boat from land as it meandered through the canal systems. It helped that they could not go too fast, but he was out of eye contact at times. He wanted to grab a bike, but his damaged left arm made control of one perilous in the crowded streets. At least they were confined to a canal. He could race ahead, knowing it would have to pass under certain bridges. 

      All along the way, as the situation presented itself, he snapped photo after photo of the mystery woman—backlit just enough, he hoped, to get at least one quality image of her.

      When it docked, Lena left first, but he didn’t follow her. He waited for the other lady. As she set off, he felt he needed to take greater care in surveilling her. She had the look of a professional.

      He was right. She started an SDR, and he followed. He kept to the edges as she crossed the large central square, full of people and performers. He had to quickly adjust a few times as she stopped abruptly at a store or outside vendor, but as she went, she got sloppy. She did not take a taxi or jump on a tram. 

      She continually yawned, stretched her arms by her side, rubbed her eyes, and shook her head. Li Chu snapped a few pictures when he was confident she could not see him. Finally, he broke off when she walked up the steps into the well-lit entrance to a hotel.

      Li Chu sent the photos to Ho that evening, hoping The Enterprise could identify her.
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        * * *

      

      Three electronic beeps alerted Bridger to his phone. He saw the “M” and rolled his eyes at Henslow.

      Bridger hit the green answer button. “May. It has been a long few days, and I’m not in the mood to be pleasant.”

      “So vexing,” she said. “Where are you?”

      “In Geneva. Why?”

      After the events in Leysin, Bridger knew that Henslow and the Spy Devils needed some rest and relaxation. Demon especially was still nursing the injuries from the Yemen drone. Only by a miracle had he come out of the recent explosion relatively intact. Until Bridger had a next step planned, he told the Spy Devils to enjoy Geneva. Using the alias Tom Watson, he took his customary two-bedroom suite at Geneva's famous President Wilson Hotel.

      That’s why he was standing before floor-to-ceiling windows, marveling at the spectacular yellow and orange twilight hues illuminating Mont Blanc. Henslow sat on one of three plush gray-patterned couches in the suite.

      “Is Wes near you?” May asked.

      “Yes. Right here. Drinking two-hundred-dollar scotch.”

      “Not anymore. All gone.” Henslow wagged the empty bottle in front of Bridger. “Need more.” Henslow slumped back sideways on the couch.

      “Let me talk to him,” May said.

      “You interrupted a meeting.”

      “Please.”

      “Hang on.” 

      Bridger handed the phone over, taken by Henslow’s shaky hand.

      “What?” Henslow shouted.

      “Wes? Can you hear me?”

      “What?” Wes shouted again.

      “You should go home,” May said.

      “What?” 

      “I am saying you should go home. This is foolish. You need to rest.”

      “Screw my health… I haven’t felt this good in years.”

      “Go home, Wes,” she said with genuine compassion.

      “We would have had him years ago, but you never acted on my intel. We are close, I can taste it. I’m done talking.”

      Henslow handed the phone back to Bridger just as a coughing fit hit him. He hacked his way through some dry coughs, then lay back on the couch and immediately fell asleep. 

      “Trowbridge, I never ask for much from you, but for the sake of an old man, a dear friend to both of us, stop this and bring him home.”

      Bridger couldn’t help but laugh at the irony in her comment. “You never ask for much…that kills me.” He whispered, even though Henslow was already snoring. “I agree. He is a sick old man, but that is also why I am helping him.”

      “When did you become a sentimentalist?”

      Bridger thought about it. He wasn’t sure if it was as much sentimentalism as loyalty and knowing time catches up to everyone at some point. In any case, Bridger knew he might not have a choice if he didn’t get some fresh intel on what to do next.

      “He won’t listen to you—or me.” 

      Bridger heard air being sucked into her lungs, followed by a long exhale. Her breathing routine, he knew, meant she was making a decision—a hard decision.

      “Well, you are probably right. Come to Amsterdam—all of you.”

      Bridger blinked. “Amsterdam? Why?”

      She paused. “I’ve lost Specter. I need you to help me find him.”
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        Amsterdam, Netherlands

      

      

      

      Beatrice and Milton left the narrow cobblestoned Berenstraat to enter Lena’s restaurant. Taking a table by the window, they had their “love bird American couple on vacation” disguise—which was easy since they were a couple. Beatrice looked fashionable in her best Holly Golightly tourist-casual polo neck and black trousers. By comparison, Milton looked like his mother had dressed him. Too-tight baby-blue button-up short-sleeve shirt. Brownish slacks held up by a black belt and a horseshoe-shaped metal buckle.

      Near the back, the clangs of the cooking staff and smells of brewed coffee filled the warm air. Imp had already arrived, legs crossed, randomly flicking a few keys on his laptop with one hand while a white porcelain cup with steaming coffee filled the other. A few of his specialty monitoring antennas were clipped to the computer.

      “I want to thank you all for letting me come into a place and have coffee rather than sit in a stinking truck blocks away. It means a lot to me,” he whispered over his comm system as he sipped. “Damn good cup of coffee.”

      “Bring me one. It’s a little chilly out here,” Snake said, from his location covering the rear door to the building. It not only provided access to the kitchen but opened to a set of stairs up to the residential floors.

      “Sorry, what was that? I’m having trouble with my comms,” Imp said. “This is damn good coffee. Did I mention that?”

      A low grumble filled all their ears.

      The meeting had been arranged during a slow period at Lena’s restaurant. Only one other table was occupied, by a quartet of people.

      “If you don’t mind, I assume it is clear for us, Imp?” Bridger asked.

      “Oh, yeah. Right. Not detecting anything unusual from my side.”

      “Streets look clear, and we agree with Imp on the coffee,” Beatrice said.

      “Absolutely,” Milton agreed.

      Bridger took Henslow by the arm and walked through a narrow gap into a back area. He saw Snake leaning against a wall next to a door. He opened it for them.

      Bridger stood behind Henslow, who grunted with each step as he managed the narrow, steep wooden stairs. Bridger kept a hand up by the small of Henslow’s back, just in case he tripped before they reached the top.

      They made it to the door without incident. It opened, and May peered out.

      “Hello, Wes,” she said as she gave him a kiss on the cheek and took his elbow. “Sit down and rest. Over there.” She pointed at a chair by a crackling fire.

      Whatever this was, she was really nervous. Bridger could tell as she twice gripped the fingers of her left hand in her right. It was a nervous habit, he had learned, that she showed only in the most stressful situations.

      “What the hell is going on, May?” Wes asked, his hands buried in the pocket of the oversized winter coat. A shake of her head telegraphed that he needed to use her alias.

      “Gretchen,” she whispered as she helped take off his coat and sit.

      Bridger saw the opening and took advantage of it.

      “Hi…Gretch-en. How’s that wonderful son of yours? He is just…well…a swell guy, don’t you think?”

      Bridger could almost read “insufferable” in her eyes as they rolled in their sockets.

      Bridger surveyed the room. A modern kitchen took up the far side of a relatively large living area that contained a nook with a chair and reading lamp. Books filled the shelves on the wall to his left. Henslow was settled in a sitting area with cushioned chairs and a couch, coffee table, and television.

      “Do not worry. You are safe, Trowbridge,” May said as she watched him assess the space to determine escape routes. “I am sure the team is nearby and will warn you if needed.”

      His scan stopped when he saw a tall, attractive woman with long brown hair and dark eyes standing at the entrance. He recognized her immediately even though the surveillance photo did not do her justice. In person, she was stunning, particularly her remarkable eyes. Deep, dark, and penetrating eyes that the photo didn’t capture.

      May saw Bridger’s focus.

      “Come here, Lena.” She motioned her over to the sitting area.

      She stopped by a table where she had set out pastries and coffee. Wanting a closer look, Bridger walked up to Lena and encountered the deepest eyes he had ever seen. He held out his hand.

      Lena noticed the man staring—she had grown immune to men staring at her—but his attention felt different. Lena wasn’t sure what made it that way.

      “I’m Bridger.”

      “I have heard of you,” she said, raising her hand, which he took. He held it for a moment longer than usual. She didn’t try to take it away.

      “Let’s sit and talk,” May said, breaking the extended moment of attraction.

      Bridger released Lena’s hand, and they sat—Bridger in a chair next to Henslow. May and Lena took the couch.

      “As Wes so eloquently asked, what the hell is going on? Where are we?”

      “You are in Specter’s home.” May pulled her fingers out of her hand. “Lena is his niece.”

      The room went silent except the crackling fire. May looked at Wes, who she could tell was still dissecting the news.

      Finally, Bridger responded, “That explains a few things, like why you are acting crazier than normal.”

      Bridger looked at Henslow, whose face was still and gray as stone. Henslow put his hand on Bridger’s knee and used it for support as he stood. Then, reaching into his coat pocket, he pulled out the same pistol he killed Al-Megrahi with on The Morningstar.

      “Is he here?” Henslow took a few steps toward the stairs. “Is he up there?”

      May put out her hand, blocking the pointed gun. “No, Wes, he isn’t.”

      “How long?” Henslow asked, keeping his gun in hand.

      “Since 2008.”

      “20-08?” Henslow stammered. “2008. So all the leads I gave you—”

      “Ensured I could keep you from finding him.”

      “Son of a bitch, May.” Henslow’s frail frame seemed to shrink to nothing before Bridger’s eyes. Henslow lowered his gun and looked at her, eyes glistening. Jaw trembling. “We…we are friends in a very…way…more than friends.”

      She stood and wrapped both her arms around him in a hug.

      “We are, Wes. Always will be. But we had a golden opportunity. Specter has provided invaluable intelligence. Saved American lives. So you see, I could not let you jeopardize a valuable asset.”

      “Valuable,” Henslow repeated in disgust as he stepped out of her embrace. “He is a murdering terrorist. The worst.”

      “True, but we had to make an ethical decision and balance the past with the source.”

      “Ethical?” Bridger asked, mischief in his voice. “I’m surprised your lips didn’t melt off your face just now.”

      “Please,” she said over her shoulder in the direction of Bridger. “Come on, Wes. How many times did you recruit one terrorist to find another? It is no different. You would have done the same thing if presented with the option.”

      “I would have blown his head off.”

      “Which is what I thought.” She turned toward her chair. “Which is why we decided not to tell you," she said as she sat.

      “We?” Henslow thought. “Hawkins?”

      “I am the reason for all of this,” Lena said. “I told on him. I wanted to keep him safe.”

      Bridger looked at Lena, having trouble reading the emotions emanating from her. She was different—which thoroughly annoyed him, which made it even worse—and intriguing.

      “Lena brought him to us and served as a means to keep tabs on him in case something happened that we couldn’t predict.”

      “Where’s Specter now?” Bridger asked. He had a hard time switching from Lena to May.

      “Yeah, where is the rat bastard?” Wes looked up the stairs. “Are you lying? You sure he isn’t up there?”

      “Well, that is actually why I decided to give up a source and bring you here,” May said, taking a sip of a now-lukewarm cup of tea.

      “You don’t know where he is,” Bridger said, finally realizing the entire situation as it played out.

      “No, not at the moment.”

      “And you want us to help you find him.”

      “Yes, that would be the objective. Find Specter—alive.”

      “You have to be kidding me.” The old Henslow was back. “You hid him from me for years so I wouldn’t blow his head off, and now you are asking me to find him and bring him back like a lost puppy?”

      “You can’t make this stuff up,” Bridger said, laughing. “Okay. Okay.” He stepped toward the fire. “Do you have any leads? He tried to blow us up last time. A few members of the Spy Devils were nearly lost, and I would like to avoid any repetitions.”

      “No, not really.”

      “He has been hired by the Chinese drug organization,” Lena said.

      All heads snapped to look at Lena.

      “What?” May asked.

      Lena paused. “He was hired by a group called The Enterprise. They want to expand into Europe. They are from China.”

      “I knew there was something you weren’t telling me!”

      “The Enterprise? The same ones we beat up on in Colombia? Mr. Gan?” Bridger asked.

      “Don’t look at me. It’s a coincidence,” May said matter-of-factly.

      Bridger glared at May. They both knew what he was thinking. “I will let that go—for now.”

      “He was contacted last May. They gave him a list of names. The bombs in Spain. Others.” Guilt covered her face as she looked at May. Her dark eyes silently pleaded with Bridger’s. He stepped toward her.

      “How did the Chinese contact him?”

      “We have a link on the dark web,” Lena supplied. “If someone has the proper address, they can message him. Uncle Remy must be checking it. I don’t.”

      "You kidding me? Uncle Remy? Uncle Remy?" Henslow repeated. "Uncle Remy, the terrorist, has a website? Unbelievable. Do you have any scotch?” Henslow asked as he started to roam around the living area, looking for a bottle.

      Lena turned to Bridger, puzzled, and he shook his head.

      “How did the Chinese have the address? How did they get it?”

      “I do not know. He had not been contacted in years—as far as I know.”

      “Did he tell you all this?”

      “He keeps a diary with him at all times, more like a notebook with addresses, telephone numbers, etc. He writes everything in it. I check it sometimes—I worry about his health. I saw it all written there.”

      Bridger circled to May. “How do you get intel reports from Specter?”

      “A dead drop run out of Brussels. It is checked twice a month.”

      “Anything lately?’

      “I received a note from him when you went to Leysin,” May said.

      “Of course you did," Bridger said wearily. “And what did it say?"

      “It said goodbye.”

      “Goodbye. That’s it?”

      “A terrorist of few words,” Henslow mumbled.

      “Wait? Leysin? You knew about the house in Leysin?” Bridger stared hard at May, waiting for the answer that didn’t come. “Did you warn him we were coming?” May’s creased face told Bridger all he needed. He shook his head. “I won’t tell Demon—yet.”

      This line of questioning had reached its end. “Okay, Lena,” Bridger said, walking closer to her. He still could not read this woman, making her even more fascinating. “Does he have a phone?”

      “Yes. I have tried. It is turned off.”

      “Do you have a picture?”

      “No, sorry.”

      “So we have an old terrorist with bombs somewhere in Europe killing for a Chinese cartel? Do I have that right?” Bridger turned his focus on May.

      “That seems to be the situation—at this time.”

      “This is going great.”

      “I did make a copy of the pages in his last journal—after I saw the notes on the Chinese.”

      Lena picked up some papers tucked slightly under the tray on the coffee table. “There is this one address and name here from earlier that I did not understand.” She handed them the pages. “Then, in a recent note, he set up a meeting.”

      Bridger and Henslow looked over the notes, then frowned at each other.

      “Great,” Henslow said, slumping back in his chair.

      “What is it?” May asked.

      “He is going to see Andrzej,” Bridger said, tossing the pages on the table.

      “And?”

      “He supplies radioactive materials—and he hates us.”
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        * * *

      

      When they left, Lena poured herself a glass of white wine and drank it down in a few gulps. Then she poured another and walked toward the windows. She looked out over the dark street. Did she hear correctly? That man is Gretchen’s…May’s son? He was powerful, both inside and out. It did not surprise her that such a magnetic woman had such a son.

      Lena broke off from her contemplation. She checked her watch; it was time. From the bookshelves she pulled out an old-style flip phone from behind some books. Flipping it open, she sat on the couch with her legs tucked under her body.

      The phone had arrived by courier earlier in the day with instructions for what she would do with it and if she had visitors. 

      Startled when it beeped in her hands, her fingers fumbled as she worked to flip it open. 

      “Were they there?” Specter asked.

      “Yes. What is this about? Are you alright?”

      “And you gave them the papers?”

      “Yes, but where are you? What is going on? Come home, uncle.”

      “Soon. When I am done.”

      “When?”

      “Goodnight, habibti.”
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      “Do you think he’s still mad?” Bridger asked Demon as they stopped at a worn wooden double-arched door. “L&G spa” was stamped onto a chipped metal sign attached by rusty nails to a cracking plaster wall.

      “He hates you, without a doubt.”

      “Yeah, I thought so.”

      “Knock on the damn door,” Henslow said.

      Bridger pushed on the door and it creaked open a few inches. Unlocked. Cautiously swinging it all the way open, they entered a short bright white hallway. A closed security door waited at the end. A camera above the door was pointed at them. A security access box and intercom were attached by the door.

      Bridger looked into the camera and waved with a big friendly smile on this face.

      “Hell-lo?” he said as he pushed the intercom button.

      “Go away!” the voice from the box said.

      “Guess he is still pissed,” Demon said.

      “Andrzej, are you still upset about that last little incident? Then let me come in and make it up to you. We just drove nine hours to get here.”

      After a long pause, Henslow nudged Bridger to the side and jabbed the button. “This is Henslow. Let us in. Right fucking now.”

      A buzz unlatched the door.

      They entered a long room with high ceilings. Industrial lighting lit up three rows of tables running the length of the room. Medical equipment boxes—some open with their contents next to them, ventilators, respirators, and X-ray machines—covered the tabletops.

      Massive boxes were stacked along one wall. A half dozen people were spread out, working on machinery. At the other end of the room was an office with large windows that faced the workfloor.

      A man dressed in a black hoodie and black pants charged out of the office door, his arms up and pointing in their direction.

      “Go! You get out of here!” he said, waving his hands like he was shooing them away. When he saw Demon, he froze and backed toward his office, waving his hands frantically. “Keep him away from me.”

      They totally ignored him, of course. They needed something from him.

      “Mr. Henslow, you can stay.” Andrzej nervously lit a cigarette and ran his hand over his bald head. He looked at Bridger. “He is an untrustworthy man. Him—,” his eyes glared at Demon, “—he is a very bad person.”

      Demon flashed a big toothy smile and flicked up his eyebrows.

      “You are right.” Bridger put his hands up in a surrender position. “Listen Andrzej, I am willing to pay you for your time and to make up for past inconveniences I might have put you through.”

      “We need to talk about your buddy Specter,” Henslow said.

      “I do not know him. I have nothing to say—to him.” He looked at Bridger.

      Henslow strode toward the office. “Get in your damn office and answer our questions.”

      Bridger held up his hand and rubbed his thumb against his fingers.

      Andrzej’s face contorted. “You will pay, much,” he said as he motioned them to his office.

      Andrzej was a few fists short of six feet. The top of his oval head was devoid of any hair. Patchy stubble covered high dimple-accented cheekbones.

      Henslow eased into one of two visitor chairs. Bridger took the other. Demon, still slightly favoring his ankle, closed the door and leaned against it.

      Bridger switched his face into sympathetic-understanding mode. “Okay, thanks. First, I want to apologize for getting you kidnapped. I had no idea they would hold you that long. North Koreans can be so unpredictable. They were just asking a lot.”

      “It was unpleasant,” Andrzej said as he tapped another cigarette on the desk.

      “But look. You are back and better than ever.” Bridger indicated the warehouse.

      Andrzej shrugged his shoulders. “It is going well.” He glared at Bridger. “It could be better.”

      “Come on. You are the king of the mountain of…what does your official government license say? Non-specialized wholesale trader of industrial and medical equipment?”

      Andrzej nodded.

      “A nice non-description for your actual business—smuggling and trafficking in dangerous, hard-to-come-by…materials. It must be highly profitable. To that sum”—Bridger took out his phone and punched some buttons—“I am transferring a sizeable number of zlotys. I hope it will make us good for any trouble caused by your incapacitation and subsequent business troubles.”

      “Dollars. I want dollars.”

      Bridger nodded. After a few more taps on his phone, he stuck it in his pocket.

      Skeptical, Andrzej turned to his computer and typed into his keyboard. His eyes widened. “What do you need?”

      “Specter. What did you give him and where is he?” Henslow asked. When Andrzej hesitated, Wes’s tone became more threatening. “Come on. He would come here for only one thing.”

      “Two things, actually. I will show you, but you cannot hold it against me. It is my profession.”

      They followed him out of the office to another door along the same wall. He punched a code into a keypad and they followed him through.

      Demon stayed by the door as Henslow and Bridger followed Andrzej toward two long folding tables butted end to end. Bridger looked around the thirty-by-thirty area. To his left, a wall with a few windows and a security door divided the space into two sections.

      The air was cool and smelled like cleanser and cardboard.

      Bridger peered through the windows. Inside, a person in powder-blue radiation coveralls with an integrated hood, respirator, and gloves was manipulating some equipment.

      “This is the workshop where we extract the radioactive material. Do not worry. It is very safe—normally,” he said, laughing.

      “You are a riot, Andrzej. Show us what you gave him.”

      Andrzej placed his hand on one of a few disasembled machines lined up on a table. “The extraction of the radioactive material from medical and industrial equipment is not common, especially since the European and other regulatory bodies picked up their monitoring effort. They fear terrorists getting access to these materials.” He smiled. “I am the market leader—in Europe—competition is growing. The North Koreans”—he shivered—“they do not follow good business practices.”

      “So the licenses allow you to buy and sell equipment that contains radioactive materials?”

      “Yes, it is my main business. That is the main warehouse.” He gestured back toward the door. “It will blow up like a nuke, and if it is released it will contaminate things and scare people.”

      “The radioactive material market big for terrorists?” Henslow asked.

      “It is not. The Mexicans were good customers. Minor groups in the Middle East. I thought it would grow, but the North Koreans. I need new customers. This is expensive.”

      “How does this all work? Who is that?” Bridger asked, pointing to the person on the other side of the window.

      “That is Dr. Anna Dobrska, a radiotherapist at the Maria Sklodowska-Curie National Research Institute of Oncology in Warsaw. She is my well-paid expert when it comes to handling a radioactive material request. She is also a cousin on my mother’s side of the family. She is removing cobalt-60 sealed inside the teletherapy unit. They are used for cancer treatments and X-rays.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Henslow said.

      “Cobalt-60 gamma rays offer a higher radiation output for a small volume. This one machine has provided all the material I need. A capsule of the radioisotope cobalt-60 contains…um…she told me…lots of grams of product. I don’t need to know. She does. Anna takes it out, crushes the capsules to powder—better for dispersion of the cobalt—then seals that inside lead boxes.”

      “You can’t just walk around with your pockets full of radiation, unless you plan to die.”

      “No.” Andrzej walked over to a stack of suitcases in the opposite corner, grabbed one, and placed it on the table. “I put them inside a roller suitcase. Those foam cutouts secure the lead boxes. The interior of the case is lined with tungsten. That makes identifying any radiation inside the case almost impossible.”

      Bridger and Henslow exchanged concerned looks.

      “Is that what you sold the rat bastard?” Henslow asked.

      “Who?”

      “Click click, idiot,” Demon snarled as he tapped his fingers together pantomiming pliers.

      Andrzej shivered when he heard Demon’s voice. “Yes.”

      “He came here to pick up one of those cases?”

      “No, actually. It is very heavy, as I said. I arranged for a courier to deliver it.”

      Bridger leaned against the wall and watched the woman work. “Where was that?”

      Andrzej remained silent as he closed the case and placed it back in the pile. He scratched his hairy cheek. “That is a matter I do not think I should say.”

      Demon edged toward him, and Andrzej stepped back with a shriek.

      Bridger said quietly, “Not yet, Demon. You remember last time, Andrzej? Plus, I thought we had a deal.”

      Andrzej’s body shuddered and a whimper came from deep in his throat. Demon reached toward his back pocket. Andrzej shuddered again when he heard the metallic snap of pliers.

      “Alright. Yes, I will tell you.”

      “Son of a bitch.” Demon jammed the pliers back and returned to his position by the door.

      “It was a location in Berlin. The address is in my office.”

      They followed him through the door back into his main office. After typing on his keyboard, he copied the address on a piece of paper and handed it to Bridger. He in turn showed it to Demon and Henslow, then put it in his pocket.

      “We are done here, yes?”

      “Almost. You said you supplied two things. What else did you give him?”

      “Ah, yes. Not a product I normally carry, but I did him a favor and bought them.”

      “Bought what?”

      “Drones.”
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        * * *

      

      After the visitors left, Andrzej sat in his office, chain-smoking and drinking Zubrowka, a flavored Polish vodka. He kept admiring the large amount of money in his bank account after Bridger’s transfer. It had been a profitable day.

      He pulled out his phone and dialed. “Yes. They were here. Bridger and Henslow and the nasty man.”

      He listened.

      “No, I do not think they are suspicious.”

      He listened some more. “Yes, they are on the way to Berlin to that address.”

      He scratched his stubble-covered chin.

      “Yes. I will look for it now.”

      He hung up and sipped his drink. In a few minutes, the amount in his account jumped by half.

      “Yes, indeed. It has been a profitable day,” Andrzej said as he emptied his glass.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            34

          

          
            ALL IT TAKES IS SUSPICION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Macau, Special Administrative Region, China

      

      

      

      Charlie Ho studied the semi-blurry pictures of an older woman on his computer screen, wondering who that could be and why she was meeting the niece of their contractor. The situation was getting out of hand—like so many things involving his business. 

      His reach was global, which meant constantly getting nibbled on at the edges, but this issue felt more like a shark bite. Major disruptions to his business operations were becoming too frequent. They were hurting the bottom line, his reputation, and his ability to make the kinds of moves big companies made to survive.

      Still, his goals in Europe were achievable.

      Charlie knew of Li Chu’s experiences with the Spy Devils, which caused his departure from the MSS and his injuries, but the man had proven to be a more than capable addition to his operation.

      Ho considered himself a good judge of talent. He placed more confidence in this new man than he ever had with someone who had not risen through his business. Li Chu possessed the skills needed to crack open the European market for Ho’s products. 

      Li Chu’s plan was sound. Eliminate the power structure in Europe. Destroy distribution points and, critically, the production labs they used. Keep any attribution, methods, and suspicions as far away from Ho as possible. Get an outsider, like the retired famous bomber who begged him for the job when he was contacted.

      The arrangement had worked perfectly until Specter decided to disappear with the last significant targets left on his list—the central lab platforms that accounted for sixty percent of the European synthetic drug production. When he had completed that, they would kill him. Neither bombing had happened, though, and now they had to deal with this mystery woman.

      Ho could find a replacement, but that would take time, and he was on a tight schedule. 

      “Zhang, please get Minister Chen,” Ho said to his aide, sitting at his desk in the large office atop one of his Macau casinos.

      “A reminder we leave soon for Colombia,” Zhang said. 

      The trip to meet with Vincente was prompted by the lingering operational snafus in North America caused by the Spy Devils. The money-laundering operation had not recovered as quickly as he hoped—now down thirty-nine percent. That was unacceptable and required his personal attention.

      After that, he would go to Europe to launch his new operation, meet business partners, and witness the arrival of his multimillion-dollar drug lab. Charlie had invested too much for this venture to fail.

      “Minister Chen is on the line,” Zhang said.

      Ho waved him over as he clicked on the speaker. Zhang sat and crossed his legs so his iPad could rest on his lap as he took notes.

      “Ni hao, Minister Chen, thank you for taking my call.”

      “Yes, how may I help you?”

      “I have just sent you some pictures of two women. I need the older one identified. I believe she works in intelligence. American CIA, perhaps. It is related to the activities in Europe.”

      “I will check.” 

      Clicks came over the line, followed by silence.

      “Did you receive it?” No answer. “Minister Chen?”

      “Yes. I did.”

      “Good. Do you know this person?”

      “I…am…it is hard to tell. Who is the younger woman?”

      “She is the niece of the bomb maker—for the operation in Europe.”

      “Specter?”

      “Yes, that is it.”

      “The image quality is poor.”

      “I need to know who this is. I must have this name.”

      “Perhaps an hour?”

      “Thirty minutes. I will expect your call.”
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        * * *

      

      Chen sat back. 

      He could not take his eyes off the photo. It was definitely May. She was somehow connected to Specter and had allowed herself to be photographed during an agent meeting. Clandestine meetings with sources were core to the fabric of espionage. It required the skills they had employed for decades. So how could she make a fundamental mistake? Chen couldn’t ignore the roiling ache in his stomach.

      Am I in danger? Has her blunder exposed me? Am I being watched? Do I need to run?

      He would not panic. Panic would lead to mistakes, which would lead to a firing squad. Instead, he needed to think the matter through thoroughly, consider the options, and act without emotion. 

      Chen despised Charlie Ho and wished to just forget him. Ho was as condescending and arrogant as he was dangerous. He treated Chen and the entire MSS as a branch of his drug operation. 

      Chen considered the request in larger terms. It would not be credible if he told Ho that they could not identify a thirty-year case officer with a position at the highest levels of the CIA. He could not stall—that could raise suspicions. Could he contact her? He had faith in the highly sophisticated communications system she had given him—beyond state-of-the-art. The MSS had nothing like it, and as long as he was in charge, it never would.

      Yet it would also be an aberration to their very strict and limited protocol. 

      “Only break it if the bombs are about to drop. We need to protect you,” she had joked.

      Did this qualify? He had few options open.

      Chen picked up his phone and dialed. Zhang answered immediately.

      “Minister Chen?”

      “Yes.

      “Please hold for Mr. Ho.”

      “Chen, that was quick.” Chen could hear his smug self-satisfaction ooze from every word. “So, you have the information,” he said as a statement of fact, not a question.

      “Yes. Her name is May Currier. She is a high-ranking officer in the CIA Directorate of Operations.”

      “Anything else? That’s it?” Ho asked.

      “There is nothing else.”

      “Really? Too bad. Will you kill her?”

      “No. We don’t do that,” Chen said.

      “Ah yes, professional courtesy. We do not have that in the narcotics trade, except for children, and even that is obeyed less often. In fact, our code is quite the opposite. The more enemies you eliminate, the stronger you are.”

      “Are you going to kill her?” Chen asked as he felt a gnawing anxiety fill his stomach.

      “I had not thought about it, but, if I did, my man is quite capable. I have not told you who it is, as I feared you would be upset for us taking one of your former employees.”

      “Oh? Who?” Chen’s stomach churned so much it hurt. 

      “His name is Li Chu.”

      Chen’s brain felt like it had melted down his spine. Emotions. Control. “Li Chu. Li Chu works for you. He is alive?”

      “Yes.”

      Ho hung up on Chen.

      Li Chu is alive! How is that possible?

      Chen pushed a dozen buttons on an electronic key control pad in the lower drawer of his desk. Then he placed his thumb on a sensor pad. The lock clicked, and a secret drawer rolled open. Inside were a dozen mobile phones of various types. He rummaged around until he found the one he was looking for.

      He powered it on, and when it was ready, he hit a button and placed it to his ear. In a few buzzes, it was answered by a deep voice.

      “Chen?”

      “Hello, Danny,” Chen said, unable to control the urgency in his voice.

      “This is certainly unexpected. How might the Danforth Chapel Group assist the leader of the MSS? Is something wrong?” Chapel asked.

      “Our mutual acquaintance, Charlie Ho, has a picture of our other mutual friend. She could be in danger.”

      “What?”

      Chen heard the alarm in Chapel’s voice.

      “In Amsterdam, meeting with the niece of the bomb maker. He asked me to identify her, which I had no choice but to do. I am not pleased that she has…made such an error. It is quite disconcerting.”

      “And she is in danger?”

      “I believe not, but Ho is dangerously erratic. I cannot warn her directly at this time.”

      “Which is why I am the conduit of last resort in that protocol—the very last resort,” Chapel said, but they both already knew that. “If you are concerned about her operational security with you, I can assure you she would—and has—done everything for your safety.”

      Of course he would say that.

      “I will accept your assurances. You are Danny Chapel.” 

      This is also why I will not accept your assurances.

      “I will contact her. Anything else?”

      “Did you know that Li Chu is alive?”

      “Alive? Really?”

      “I do not know how, but Li Chu took the photo of May. He is leading Ho’s dealings with Specter. If he is alive, he is also a threat to me.”

      “Well, Li Chu may have suspicions, but only that.”

      “All it takes is suspicion.”
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            APARTMENT IN BERLIN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Berlin, Germany

      

      

      

      Specter slipped his phone into his pocket and smiled. His plan was working better than he could have imagined. Henslow was so close to being terminated. Killing the leader of the Spy Devils would be an unexpected bonus.

      They would arrive tomorrow, and then it would be over.

      He didn’t need the Chinese anymore. He had their funds and had acquired the materials necessary to complete his mission. 

      Everything was ready inside his Berlin apartment hideaway.

      Specter had checked it three times but, after coming this far, making a mistake would be a failure he could not endure. He had planned missions within these spacious, bright walls or hidden here from their aftermath. After his home in the mountains of Switzerland, sadly now a pile of smoldering rubble, or his warm living area at Lena’s, which had been compromised, this old apartment was his last refuge.

      Years ago, he had rented this ground-level apartment in Berlin under the alias "Peter Mueller." The quiet street just north of the Tiergarten faced a loop of the Spree River. Walking areas ran across the tree-lined street, and people could rest on benches next to an elevated path that ran along the river. Not too busy. Quick access to escape.

      He would miss it.

      Specter made one final scan of the apartment to ensure he had not overlooked any small details.

      He heard his footsteps echo as he walked over the parquet floor, down a short hallway, into the sparely furnished main living area. He turned one light on. He closed the gray curtains hanging from the high ceiling to the floor, flanking each side of two large windows that overlooked the street.

      Specter walked to the table to reposition the one item he wanted Henslow to see just before he died—a map of Brussels with a circle around the European Union Headquarters. It was a shame he would not have long to ponder the meaning of the map, but the clue would be just enough. At that moment Henslow would realize he had failed, which would mean Specter was free to make his one last mark on the world.

      Specter would win again. One last time.

      He had visualized the events that would take place here in a few hours and knew what exactly would occur in those moments before their deaths.

      They would enter, making sure not to touch anything, including the light switch. Then the men would move slowly, perhaps crouching, worrying if they would step on a pressure plate or break a tripwire. Then, worrying about the remote detonation of a bomb or drones—which he had made sure they knew he possessed—they would carry a jammer to interfere with radio frequency and cellular signals.

      Do they really think I am that foolish?

      They would reach the table then notice the map. Maybe Henslow would pick it up. It didn't matter—nothing he did at that point would matter.

      Spaced along the entire edge of the table were extremely sensitive IR temperature sensors—similar to thermometers—each connected to a motion detector. If a sensor registered a change in temperature simultaneously with activation of the motion sensor, a switch would be activated. A signal would be sent to the detonator attached to the Semtex in the hollow pedestal of the table.

      Once triggered by the multiple signals, the table would explode.

      Then, after he witnessed the explosion for himself this time—unlike the miss in Leysin—he would return to Amsterdam, where the suitcase had been sent, and then to France and his real target—Interpol.

      Once he spread the radioactive material on the Interpol building, forcing it to close, he would spend his remaining years knowing Henslow was gone and that he was a legend again.

      He had control of every detail, except when they would assault the apartment. Andrzej’s call meant he had several hours until they arrived. It would be night. Even if they called in Interpol or others, he felt he had time.

      He lowered the thermostat, set the alarm, and locked the door behind him, taking one last look over his shoulder. Walking a few feet down the street, he pushed a remote inside his pocket. A net of mini security cameras he had hidden near the doors and windows was activated.

      He would spend the night at his emergency escape apartment a block away. He would wait for the camera alerts to tell him there was a breach. Then he would watch images from a pinhole camera in the wall above the front windows. It would provide a perfect view of the detonation.

      He was dozing in a chair at eight the next morning when a soft beep came from his phone. He startled awake.

      Adrenaline rushed to his brain as he sat up. This was the moment. The view from this window did not provide an angle on the apartment door, but he could see down the street in front of his apartment and the area along the river. No police or military. It was quiet. Just people on their early morning strolls by the river. Others walking their dogs.

      Gripping his laptop firmly with shaking hands, he brought it close to his face. Through blurry eyes, he looked at the high-resolution, low-angled live image of two men standing by the front door. One profile was certainly Henslow. He could not see the other, but it must be the Spy Devil.

      They were cautious as they searched around and then opened the door.

      Now they will disarm the security system.

      Clicking to the pinhole camera feed, a high-angled image showed the man named Bridger touching the security control panel to the right of the screen. Once he had finished, they stood and stared into the room for minutes, talking and pointing. Specter was on the edge of his chair.

      They slowly stepped to the center of the room and looked around again, talking. Henslow had a gun in his hand.

      Go to the table, Specter wanted to scream. Then he took a deep breath and regained his customary patience. These were clever men who would not easily be fooled.

      Finally, they started to move closer to the table. When they reached it, the optical sensors would see them, then the countdown to their deaths would begin.

      Eight feet. Six. Three. 

      Then they stopped. Bridger squatted, looked underneath the table, up at Henslow, then back at the table. He walked a quarter of the way around, then stopped again and squatted. He repeated this twice more as he walked its circumference.

      Specter was holding his breath.

      Then they took the fatal step to the edge of the table.

      Specter looked at the clock in the corner of his laptop. Twenty seconds was the most the sensors needed to register a significant temperature change and activate the detonator.

      At sixteen seconds, they bent over and eyed the map. Then Henslow pointed at the map and reached to pick it up. At eight seconds, Bridger grabbed his arm and pulled it back. At three seconds, they started to turn toward the door.

      Specter readied himself as the last second ticked, expecting the screen to show a flash and cease transmitting. A dull thud would be next, followed by debris flying out the windows into the street.

      But nothing came. The clock showed zeroes.

      Confused, Specter kept checking the clock. Thirty seconds past detonation.

      It was a perfect bomb. Its malfunction was impossible, wasn’t it? Did I forget something? No. Maybe?

      Then he realized they were going to get away. The chance to end Henslow’s miserable existence was now.

      From his bag Specter took a small pistol. He ran to the door and down the stairs. Gun at his side, he crossed the street, his eyes fixated on the corner of the building.

      Raising his gun, he rounded the corner—only to find a gun pointed at his chest.

      “Stop and drop the gun. Or die. Pick option two. Please,” the voice said with malice. Specter froze.

      Behind the man, he saw Henslow walking with short, quick strides toward them—his own gun up and pointed. “Stop, Demon. He is mine.”

      “Son of a bitch.” Demon dropped his arm as Henslow brushed past and put his gun on Specter’s forehead.

      “Finally, you rat bastard.”

      Specter saw the hatred in the eyes and prepared to be shot.

      “Stop, Wes.” Bridger gently placed his hand on Henslow’s outstretched arm and guided it down. “We need him alive. We have to find out what his plans are. Let’s go inside before the police show up.”

      Henslow did not give in immediately, but finally put his gun in his pocket. He balled his hand into a fist.

      Bridger clenched Henslow's arm before he could launch the punch. “I will buy you some very good scotch if you promise not to kill him.”
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            HELLO BRIDGER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Amsterdam, Netherlands

      

      

      

      “You told Henslow about Specter?” Hawkins asked over the speakerphone. “Is that what you are telling me?”

      “Yes, that is correct,” May said from her hotel room in Amsterdam.

      “On purpose?”

      “Yes.”

      “Care to explain why?”

      “Specter vanished—”

      “We can discuss that disaster after this one.” May heard Hawkins riffling some papers. “How did Henslow take the news that you recruited and were running his biggest failure?”

      “Like a professional. He understood.”

      “Like hell he did, and you should know that. You do, don’t you?”

      “I will find him,” she said, ignoring his direct question, but grasping its meaning. “As luck would have it, I have assets at my disposal to do exactly that. In fact, they were already in Europe with the exact same goal.”

      “Luck? Bridger and Henslow are there despite your explicit orders not to go—plus, getting Mossad agents killed if that means anything to your mis-calculations. That is still a pain in the neck.”

      “Bridger is close to getting him.”

      “Where?”

      “Andrzej. The one in Poland. They are in Berlin now. I expect to hear shortly.”

      “Andrzej!” An uncomfortable silence filled the line. “Are you telling me you have a killer terrorist bomb maker who is on the CIA payroll, in his eighties and probably losing his mind, roaming alone in Europe with radioactive dust?”

      “At the moment, that could be correct, but as I said, Bridger is on it and he never, ever, fails.” She purposely decided to ignore alerting Hawkins that Specter might have drones.

      “May…I…I really don’t know what to say. You have lost control of this. It’s—it’s shocking and could be a nightmare.”

      “I expect in a day or two this will be put to rest.”

      “This may never be put to rest.”

      He hung up.

      May looked at her phone. She took two breaths to calm her nerves. It marginally worked. Specter having cobalt-60 powder was disturbing, but on the positive side, they should be arriving in Berlin.

      Specter promised he told me everything in our debriefs. Yet he kept this location a secret.

      Through many rough times over many years, she avoided solo drinking while on a mission. This was no ordinary situation, though. She needed a drink.

      One glass of wine will not hurt.

      She picked up her large leather shoulder bag and made sure the narrow interior concealment area where she kept her alias docs and other classified papers was secure. She dropped her phone inside the bag and flung it over her shoulder.

      She slowly knelt—letting out a small moan—and stuck a small piece of paper in the gap between the door frame and the door a few inches above the floor. When closed, the door wedged the paper in place.

      Satisfied, she walked toward the elevator.
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        * * *

      

      The warm dark bread tasted delicious. Lena licked the butter off her fingers as she cleaned up the empty kitchen of her restaurant. Baking and cooking were always a tonic for her mind, and soothing was needed. The reaction to Lena’s being closed until further notice brought endless questions. Keeping her staff on payroll would be financially painful, but it was the right decision.

      Looking across the empty restaurant, she was surprised how much she missed the smells, bantering with the staff, and conversing with her guests—the new ones and the regulars. Now it was so quiet, especially after the rest of Bridger’s unusual crew left suddenly.

      Lena plucked up her glass and the remaining half-empty bottle of wine and climbed the steps to her apartment. One of the benefits of living above a restaurant were the smells that floated up from below and filled the room. A log tossed on the fire sent sparks flying. She sat in a chair that faced the window and poured a glass of wine. A steady mist swayed through the glow of the street lamps, making the brick street shine. A good night to be inside safe and warm.

      Uncle Remy. Was he in danger? Was there anything more she could do? Did she tell them enough? Was he safe and warm?

      The man called Bridger drifted into her thoughts. Lena had not met anyone that interesting in quite a while—perhaps ever. He seemed easy to talk to. Intelligent. A man of the world. Handsome. She would like to spend more time with him, but if he discovered her deception, he would probably not want to see her—or it would be worse.

      Once the bottle was empty, she had to concentrate to stand and climb the steps to her bedroom. On the top floor, she turned left down a narrow hall to Uncle Remy’s closed door. The door squeaked and creaked as she opened it and stepped into the small neat bedroom.

      To the right was an even smaller and neater sitting room where he worked. Tools, wire, and electronics were piled neatly on top of his workbench. Unopened boxes of drones were stacked in the corner. Those were a new element she hadn’t seen, but she supposed he had decided to move on with the times. Soon, she hoped, he would choose to stop altogether.

      In her bedroom, Lena got ready for the night. Slipping naked under a stack of heavy quilts, she hoped the wine would keep her from thinking anymore about her uncle—or Bridger, or terrorists, or Gretchen. The wine and heavy bread finally took effect and she fell asleep.

      It may have been the sense of movement, or a sound, but Lena’s eyes shot open. Sweating under her heavy bedcovers, she blinked through the fog of alcohol and deep sleep toward the street light coming through the gaps in the curtains.

      Lena heard breathing in the room. A hand slammed over her mouth. The smell of wet gloves filled her nose. A sting in her neck was followed by a warm sensation under her skin.

      Then she blacked out.
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        * * *

      

      May emptied her remaining glass of wine. She picked up the last slice of Esrom cheese from the plate and sniffed the pungent aroma.

      The waiter took the dish and waved off the bill, as he usually did for her.

      With unsteady legs, May headed from the bar into the hotel lobby. Her conversations with Hawkins were sloshing in her mind. Shocking. Nightmare. Disaster. Miscalculations. Those are words she had never heard directed to her in her entire career. She was the best and had proven it for more years than he had been around.

      I got you into that office, you ball-less prick, she laughed as she entered the elevator.

      But Bridger and Wes had hinted the same. Was she too old? Making too many mistakes? Taking too many chances with her assets?

      What she did know was she was more tired more often. She expected it as she aged. Yet what bothered her was that she was feeling more mental fatigue than usual.

      “It would be a mistake for anyone to doubt me,” she said aloud as she fumbled in her purse, looking for the electronic key. She found the key and unsteadily waved it at the lock a few times until it opened.

      She was sticking the key in the card slot when she realized she forgot to check for the little piece of paper in the door.

      It was too late.
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        * * *

      

      May’s head felt like someone had taped a watermelon inside her skull. With some effort, she pried her eyelids open. When she tried to move, she discovered straps binding her legs and chest to a barber chair. Lena was in an identical chair to her right, looking at her.

      The heavy metal door squeaked open. An Asian man with a malformed arm walked through. May’s head pulsated when it clanged shut.

      He stood calmly in front of Lena and assessed her for a minute. His demeanor was unnerving.

      “You are Lena. The niece of Specter.”

      May respected that Lena remained silent—either from the effects of drugs, fear, or defiance.

      “Where is he?” The man grinned when she didn’t answer. “Why were you meeting with the CIA?”

      A few steps brought him to within a few inches of May’s face. “Why are you meeting with her?” He pointed at Lena

      “Who are you?” May asked.

      “You are May Currier of the CIA, Directorate of Operations.” He held a photo in front of her face. “I photographed you meeting on the boat. Please don’t continue to deny it. I know who you are.”

      A beeping came from May’s phone, lying on the floor next to her.

      Li Chu picked it up and looked at it.

      The display read the letter “T.”

      “Who is T?” He held the display a few inches from her face.

      She puckered her lips in a faux kiss. Li Chu stepped back in shock. Someone had looked at him like that before. His deformed left arm started to itch.

      Something in his senses told Li Chu he needed to answer that call. Her cocked head told Li Chu that she was thinking—planning.

      The beeping stopped.

      “I won’t kill you. My employer would be upset,” he said to May. He pointed at Lena. “I am, however, allowed to kill her.”

      The last time he tried this, Bridger had told him that he didn’t care so he could go ahead and kill the person.

      “Go ahead. I don’t care. Kill her. She doesn’t mean anything to me,” May said.

      Li Chu jerked. He moved his face close to hers and stared.

      Is it possible?

      “Like what you see, whatever your name is? I think you are too young for me, sorry, I like a little more experience in my men.”

      The resemblance to the Spy Devil is unmistakable. She talks like him. Acts like him. It has to be.

      He stood up straight. “My name is Li Chu. I know your…son?”

      May could not stop the blood from draining from her face. Cold sweat leaked from her skin.

      “I very much hope to see him again soon.” The phone beeped again. “You want to live? Unlock it.”

      “Hold it up to my face. Then tap my thumb on the display,” she said, without hesitation. When he did, the lock screen disappeared.

      As he put the phone to his damaged ears, Li Chu pushed the volume up to the highest level.

      “May? May? Are you there?”

      It was a voice seared into the scars on Li Chu’s body.

      “Hello, Bridger. She is right here.”
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            HELLO LI CHU

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Berlin, Germany

      

      

      

      “Nothing on the police or emergency channels,” Imp said, sitting on the floor with his laptop. “Is there coffee here? A bagel?”

      “Good point. You got any food?” Bridger said to Specter from his spot on the couch. “Snake, check the fridge.”

      “Already did. Zilch,” Snake said from the kitchen. 

      The door to the patio opened, and Beatrice came in carrying some bags. Snake took them and placed them on the counter.

      “How did it look?”

      “All clear. I walked the neighborhood. Nothing. I went along the riverfront in the immediate area and chatted with some people. All good. Oh”—she indicated the bags—“I stopped by a market and picked up some Danishes. Bread and cheese. And coffee, freshly ground.”

      Imp jumped to his feet. “God bless you.” He darted to the kitchen like a thirsty animal to water. He tried to shove Snake aside, but he didn’t budge. “Excuse me, big guy?” Snake stepped back and leaned near the back door. “She deserves a raise.” He looked around at the counter and stove. Then, not seeing what he was looking for, he opened each cabinet and looked in. “Where’s the coffee maker? How do you make coffee without a coffee maker?”

       “Give me that.” Beatrice took the bag and grabbed a tea kettle from the top of the stove. She dropped scoops of grounds into the kettle, added water, and set the pot on a burner to boil.

      “Voila!” she said, raising her hands in the air.

      Imp looked at the pot. “It’s magic.”

      “Can I ask him how he coupled the heat and motion sensors with the detonator connection?” Milton asked from under the table in the main room. He had pried open the hollowed-out pedestal and closely examined Specter’s bomb.

      “No. You can’t,” Bridger said. Specter was dejectedly watching Milton playing with the deactivated bomb.

      “But, really…it is—” Milton ran his hand over some wires. “It is impressive. So many and so small. Wow.”

      Bridger rolled his eyes and turned to Specter. “As you can see, our normally stoic bomb maker is a fan, in a technical sense.” He laughed grimly, remembering their near miss with being blown up. “So, Uncle Remy, this is the part where the evil villain tells the hero what his plans were, so everyone knows. So think of me as the hero and yourself as the villain.”

      Specter’s eyes narrowed in confusion. “What? What do you want?”

      Bridger started flipping through the notebook he found in Specter’s coat. “Tell us your plan. You are dying to do it. Go ahead.”

      Sitting in a chair across from Specter, Henslow’s expression was a unique mixture of joy and hate. He looked at Bridger. “Is this how you always do this?”

      “Not exactly. We usually hit the bad guys with some of Milton’s gas, and after a while they just talk. Or, if that doesn’t work, I threaten to cut Demon loose with his rusty pliers. They usually talk pretty fast after that.”

      Specter’s eyes opened wide upon hearing that.

      “Did someone say pliers?” Demon said as he walked into the room from the bedroom hallway. He reached a hand into his back pocket and pulled the tool out.

      “Stand by. We might need you in a minute.”

      “Let Demon at him,” Henslow said. “I would love to see that.” His face suddenly turned red as he tried to stifle a cough.

      Bridger waved the journal at Specter. “You have a couple more names on this list. What are they?”

      Demon had his 1911 out and ready in one hand—pliers out in the other. He click-click-clicked them next to Specter’s ear.

      Specter’s head spun toward the sound and recoiled.

      “Okay, I get it. You have been staring at Milton over there. You can’t get over the fact that you didn’t blow us up. You want to know what happened. Come on, I’m right. Right?” Bridger nudged his elbow with some force into Specter’s ribs.

      “Jesus.” Henslow sat back.

      Specter grabbed his midsection and looked at Milton crawling around under the table. “Why did it not explode?”

      “Great question. I won’t get into the technical non-English explanation, but you can blame Milton. Milton, enlighten him.”

      Milton scrambled up and stood as if he were giving a presentation. “It is quite an ingenious setup. Your defenses were excellent, but we saw your cameras and put them to sleep.”

      “You’re welcome,” Imp said.

      “Yes, well, we neutralized your defenses and then snaked a camera in to look around. Then we sent in a Devilbot—our drone—to do a thermal check. The table lit up like Christmas lights. This is where the story gains a little pucker factor. I could see the thermal pinpoints, but I had to assume they were connected to something, or the place would explode if the heater went on. Right?”

      Specter nodded.

      “Thought so! The motion sensors you were using had to be small and directional, so I crawled to the pedestal, made a hole, and popped in some liquid nitrogen. Then opened it up and gave it a vasectomy. Snip. Snip. Neutered.”

      “Ingenious,” Specter said.

      “Coming from you—”

      “For god’s sake. Can you cut the admiration bullshit? This guy is a mass-murdering terrorist with no morals besides creating chaos and causing death. He did all this just so he could blow me up!”

      “Yes…um…that is true.” Milton went back under the table.

      “I also…I needed…” Specter stopped and shook his head. “Old.” He glanced at Henslow.

      Without warning, Henslow started a series of deep raspy coughs. His chest heaved, and his body spasms increased as the fit continued. When he was finally done, the room was silent. Henslow’s pale face was now a splotchy red. Tears rolled down his cheeks from the violence of the spell. He wiped them away with a bony back of his hand.

      “Yeah, old. I’m dying of cancer, so go ahead and gloat,” he said, looking at Specter.

      “I had heard. That is sad news. My sympathies.”

      “Yeah, right. Fuck you. Try to contain your emotions. I understand you are losing your mind. Too bad.” Henslow moved for his gun as he started a more violent coughing spell. “My last wish is to kill you,” he choked out. “I’m done with this nonsense. I’m going to kill him,” he announced.

      “Wes.” Bridger shook his head.

      “Let’s call May and ask her.” Henslow swallowed hard to clear some phlegm from his throat.

      “Soon.”

      Specter leered at Bridger. “I have nothing to say.”

      “Don’t worry. The hero will explain everything. Did you purposely leave your notebook for your niece to see? That feels a little risky. What if she didn’t find it or tell us?”

      “Lena is not part of this.”

      “I never said she was. Next, Andrzej didn’t try to get more money after I sent him a rather generous bribe. Andrzej always wants to negotiate a deal. It’s in his DNA. So when he just accepted it, I figured he had something going on the side—like you wanted us to find him and come here so you could blow us up.”

      “Gott im Himmel!”

      Bridger and the rest watched Imp walk out of the kitchen, a large mug of coffee clenched in one hand. A massive pastry in the other. “Sorry, but these Germans know their coffee.” He walked across the room and sat back on the floor by his laptop.

      “Do you not have any control over your children?” Henslow asked.

      “No.”

      “Want me to kill him now?” Demon asked.

      “No. As I was saying, during the drive from Lubin to Berlin, I updated the Spy Devils in Amsterdam on the situation. They flew in and beat us here and got on this place. We got our crack research guy on it. The name on the lease is Peter Muller, the same as saying John Smith in the U.S. I figured you really wanted us to be dead, and when it didn’t blow, you would come running to finish it off—as you did.”

      “After all these years, you captured yourself, dummy,” Henslow said. “We had heard you were losing your marbles.”

      “Marbles, I do not know about, but age, that I do.”

      Bridger took the map from the table. “Want to talk about this?” he said as he sat, placing the map in his lap.

      Specter pretended it was not there.

      “Let me try this one. I know how his twisted-shit mind works,” Henslow said.

      “Be my guest.” Bridger couldn’t control the smile on his face.

      “Uncle fucking Remy here wanted to show us what he would do with his nuke device. Look at me. I’m going to send off radioactive drones just so in your last seconds on earth, you would know I won, and you lost.” Henslow leaned forward to get as close to Specter as he could stand. “Then, in his quickly liquefying diseased excuse for a brain, he can secure the legacy of the worst human being ever to walk on Earth.”

      The aroma of coffee filled the silence.

      “That it? You only wanted to taunt us, or is the plan real? Is there a tungsten-lined suitcase with lead boxes filled with cobalt-60 dust somewhere?”

      Specter shrugged. “I’ve forgotten.”

      “My turn?” Demon asked. Specter recoiled.

      “Almost. How about the Chinese and the killings in Spain and Belgium?”

      “May I have some tea?”

      “No.” Henslow continued. “You needed a client to help let us know you were back—to get us on the scent. You used your trademark Semtex. Thinking the FBI would determine it was you is a stretch.”

      Specter nodded. “You are correct in all accounts. After Nasir was executed in Yemen by you and you freed Al-Megrahi from prison, I knew you were following my plan. I had hoped to kill you in Leysin. I sacrificed my house for that purpose.”

      “You killed four members of a Mossad hit team.”

      “Really? That makes the sacrifice of my home more satisfactory. Why did it take so long to talk to Al-Megrahi?”

      “Mossad.”

      “Ah. Meyer. How is he?”

      “Mad that I killed Megrahi.”

      Specter closed his eyes. “Inna Lillahi wa inna ilayhi raji'un.” 

      “Indeed we belong to Allah, and indeed to Him we will return,” Bridger translated.

      Specter nodded at him.

      “He was sick, too. So now it is just us.”

      “I could give a rat’s ass now that I have you.”

      “Back to the map. Dirty drones?” Bridger asked.

      “There was not going to be a bomb,” Specter whispered. “It was a ploy all made up to lure you here.” He frowned at how that turned out. “It is over now.”

      “Yes, it is. It’s time to let May know.”

      “May? Who is May?”

      “You know her as Gretchen.”

      “Yes. Gretchen has been very good to me. A very nice lady.”

      Henslow twisted in his chair.

      “And Lena will be happy to know you are safe,” Bridger said.

      He pulled out a phone and punched a key, then waited. The soft beeping could be heard in the silence of the room. Bridger looked at the phone, then disconnected the call.

      “She always answers.” He dialed again.

      After a few more rings, the phone’s screen changed. Bridger could hear breathing.

      “May? May? Are you there?”

      More silence, then a semi-familiar voice spoke.

      “Hello, Bridger.”

      Bridger closed his eyes, trying to place it. Then his eyes popped open. He rose to his feet.

      “Hello, Li Chu.”
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      Bridger was processing this unexpected development, trying to comprehend why Li Chu had answered May’s phone. 

      “Li Chu?” Milton asked. 

      “Did someone say Li Chu?” Beatrice walked in from the kitchen. 

      “What’s a Li Chu?” Henslow asked, looking at Demon.

      “Someone who is supposed to be dead.”

      Signaling with a flick of his wrist for silence, Bridger took a breath. “Hey, buddy! Good to hear your voice. I wondered what happened to you. Many people thought you were dead—well, no one has mentioned you at all.”

      “I survived.”

      “Yeah, how did that happen?”

      “We should meet, and I will explain it to your face, before I kill you,” Li Chu said.

      “Same old Li Chu, always joking around.” Bridger switched to speaker on the phone, as everyone else was listening. “So…um…you have the old lady's phone. Do you have her?”

      “Yes, and the niece, too.”

      “You have Lena, too?” Bridger looked at Specter, who rose to his feet—eyes wide. 

      Specter motioned for Bridger to hand him the phone and started to open his mouth to speak. Bridger held up his palm and shook his head.

      “My, you have been a busy boy. I don’t suppose I could speak to the nasty old one.”

      “No.”

      Bridger wrestled with a new sensation of moral conflict coupled with uncertainty. Obligations versus uncontrollable dangers.

      He kidnapped a CIA officer? Why? Is May dead? Does he know she is his mother? Would it help or hurt if he did? Why would he take Lena?

      This situation was a first. Bridger hated feeling like this. He did know the next few minutes could decide if his mother lived or died—and perhaps Lena as well.

      He could only guess at the mental state of the Chinese assassin he had blown up in Ukraine. Li Chu had proven time and again he was resilient. Revenge can do that to a person. As Bridger knew all too well. 

      “Her name is May.”

      “I know.”

      “Listen, Li Chu. I have always been honest with you, except that one time I forgot to tell you I was letting a case laced with C-4 explode in your face. But besides that, I’m an honest guy, I swear.”

      “You told me your name was Jack Nicklaus. That is not your name.”

      “Okay…you caught me there. I lied about that. But the rest of it is all good—I promise.”

      “It doesn’t matter. After I am done with your mother, finding all I want to know about you, I will give you what is left.”

      “Mother?”

      “Yes, I know she is your mother.”

      Bridger searched for a snappy response, but only one word came to mind. “Okay.”

      Bridger put his fingers to his lips. It was time for a new line of attack.

      “So you work for Chinese narcotics traffickers?”

      “Does it matter?”

      Bridger looked at Specter. “You were hired to—what—help them eliminate enemies?” Specter nodded. “No. Not just that. You are eliminating their potential competition in Europe. So The Enterprise is expanding its territory?” 

      Specter nodded and vigorously tapped his chest. 

      “To accomplish this feat…you hired an off-the-radar retired bomber?” 

      “The old man has disappeared.”

      “Yes, well, sort of. I’ll get to that. Specter went off your mission to complete his own personal goal—killing my friend. But he still had important things to do, if I read his notebook correctly. Charlie Ho really needs Specter to finish. Once that is done, I expect you will kill him. Am I close?”

      “Yes. Those were my orders.”

      Specter sank back into the couch.

      Bridger kept pushing. “Makes sense. Did I mention we found Specter? He is right here, listening, and he doesn’t seem too pleased to hear you were going to whack him.”

      “You have found him?” Lena’s shouting came over the connection. 

      “I do not believe you.”

      “Oh, man. I told you I don’t lie—well, not this time.” Bridger held the phone to Specter’s ear. “Say hello.”

      “Lena! Lena! Are you alright?” Specter shouted into the phone.

      “Uncle Rem—” The connection was cut.

      “Li Chu? Li Chu. You there?” Bridger said into the phone. He dropped his arm to his side in exasperation.

      “Now what, genius?” Henslow asked.

      “Just wait. He will call back.” 

      Bridger sat in the chair and waited until the phone rang. He smiled at Henslow.

      “I want Specter,” Li Chu said.

      “And I want Lena and the CIA dinosaur. Let’s trade.”

      “Why do you call her that? Her name is May. She is your mother.”

       “Yeah, I know and I know you can’t kill her.”

      “I will do what I want.”

      Bridger countered with, “I see some dates here in Specter’s little book, which seems to indicate you need those targets hit—like in days. I could care less about them. You want to blow them up yourself? Be my guest. But if you want that done by Specter, then let’s make a deal.”

      “I will keep the girl until Specter completes his mission. I will also keep your mother. I want to ask—I will find out all about you and let the world know too. After that I will kill her, then you.”

      “That is a viable plan, though I can’t say I am thrilled by it. Why would you kill her?”

      “Because she is your mother.” Click.

      Bridger looked at his phone. The call had been disconnected.

      “What a fucking mess,” Henslow said. “How did he capture May? How does he know?”

      “Lena. We must get Lena,” Specter said. “I will go.”

      “You aren’t going anywhere.” Henslow had his gun out and pointed it at Specter.

      “Again, Wes? Put it away.”

      “Are you going to let him grill May? And you know he will kill her. So we have to find her.”

      “And Lena,” Specter said.

      “Look at you two! Best buddies. Working together on the same mission. I think I will cry,” Bridger said, his arms out like he wanted to give them a hug. “Bring it in.”

      A look of disgust came over Henslow’s face as he realized his nemesis was now his colleague. “Fuck off. That psychopath will kill your mother. Don’t you care?”

      “Yes, I care,” Bridger said tightly. “Snake, tell Alan to get the plane ready. We are coming. We’ve got to fly to Amsterdam right away.”

      The room exploded into motion as the Spy Devils started to pack up.

      “You know what puzzles me? Who would know Li Chu was alive?” Demon asked.

       “I have to make some calls.”
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      “Li Chu, the former Dragon Fire assassin, has May,” Bridger said into his phone. “Thought you might want to know, Hawkins.”

      Bridger heard an object drop on a desk. The Spy Devils were scattered in the lounge and sitting areas of his plane. Most were sleeping. Henslow sat in the front section with wide-open eyes trained on Specter.

      “Are you sure?” Hawkins asked.

      “Yes. Absolutely.”

      “I am stunned May could be so sloppy.”

      “Me too,” Bridger said. “Maybe she is getting old and should retire?”

      “Ha!” Hawkins's laugh blasted into Bridger’s ear. “What do you plan to do?” 

      “We are heading back to Amsterdam now to figure that out. What do you plan to do? She works for you.”

      “She is your mother.”

      “Thanks for reminding me, Hawkins. I had forgotten that fact.” 

      “Is Henslow with you?” His voice hesitated. “Specter? You have him?”

      “Um…yes, yes, and yes.”

      “Hell has frozen over.”

      “You may want to send some people to May’s hotel room to look it over and clean it out.” 

      “Yes. Good idea.”

      Hawkins hung up. 

      “What an idiot.”

      Bridger dialed another number.

      “Hello, Bridger,” Chapel said. “I don’t think we have spoken since you attacked me at May’s.”

      “Not today, Danny. Li Chu has May.”

      “I see.” 

      “You don’t seem surprised. No, ‘Li Chu is alive?’”

      “No, and yes, I know about Li Chu because I am responsible for his rescue.”

      Bridger paused to think about that. “Why am I not surprised? Why would you do that? Just business, I assume?”

      “Exactly. You never know when a client might need someone with his skills. And as it turned out, at that time, I had a client in need of someone with his skills. After the incident in Ukraine, I sent my team back to find what might be left of him. Luckily, he had managed to avoid death, barely. He was in bad shape. I handed him to the client to care for him, and the rest is history. Happy client.”

      “Your client is Charlie Ho. You are working with the leader of one of the world’s most notorious narcotics traffickers.”

      “I can’t comment on the client—” 

      “Does Chen know?”

      “No comment.”

      “I suggest you do what you can to get May back, or he will. I land in an hour. Call me.”
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      When the Spy Devils landed in Amsterdam, they went to Lena’s restaurant. 

      “All clear upstairs,” Demon said as he came down the steps. He was carrying a bag. “Looks like they got her in bed. Her room is messed up. No blood.” 

      “Lena,” Specter said, his voice dripping with concern. He was at a corner table, looking exhausted, while Henslow had his cheek mashed against a wall and looked to be asleep.

      Demon looked down the hallway at the back entrance. “Not the smartest operationally safe decision.”

      “If Lena escapes from that monster, she will come here.”

      “And May, too,” Henslow said, his eyes opening halfway.

      “I love it,” Snake said, coming out of the kitchen with a large block of cheese. He took a bite.

      “Ever heard of a knife? Fork? Plate?” Beatrice asked as she walked out with a tray filled with meats and fruit. She took it to a table where Milton was waiting. 

      Snake pulled a Spyderco from his pocket, cut off a large chunk, and stuffed it in his mouth.

      “Lovely.”

      Demon handed Bridger a bag. “Look what I found.” He glared at Specter.

      Bridger set it down and looked in. Then one by one, he pulled out the bomb-making materials. “There are some drones in unopened boxes too. And other stuff.” 

      “No suitcase from Andrzej?”

      “No, but I didn’t look too closely yet. Nice stash, though.”

      Specter didn’t answer and barely moved.

      Bridger walked to the front windows and peered through the pulled floral-pattern curtains. A deep gray gloom filled the slit. “It’s raining, and my head is throbbing.”

      “Do you have a plan?”

      Bridger had dialed his phone. “No answer. Either it is out of battery, or Li Chu is ghosting me.” He put the phone in his pocket. “I’ll have to discuss that with him when I see him next.”

      A beep came from Bridger’s pocket, and he quickly grabbed it. The screen displayed “Chapel.” Bridger hit the answer button.

      “If you want to talk to my client, or if you are interested in knowing where he is right now and his schedule, then write this down.”
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      “It is a shame you must go so soon,” Vincente said as he handed Charlie Ho an Aguardiente—an anise-flavored drink made from sugarcane.

      “To our long relationship and mutual success. Gan bei!” Ho raised his glass.

      “Salud!” Vincente raised his also.

      They sipped the black licorice–flavored alcohol, and, with final comments of respect, Charlie departed for his afternoon flight to Europe.

      “Colombia is a beautiful country,” he said, looking out the window from the back seat of an armored SUV as it raced through a tree-filled valley. His two MMA bodyguards in the front only nodded.

      The two days of business meetings at the mountaintop villa with gorgeous views outside Bogota could not have gone better. Once the opposition’s production capability was destroyed, Ho’s floating laboratory and production ship would fill the void. Vincente would negotiate with distributors in the Netherlands, Greece, Czech Republic, Poland, and others. 

      No issues. According to Li Chu, it was smooth sailing—once his absent contract bomber was back on task, which should be soon.

      Ho’s phone started pulsating in his shirt pocket. He pulled it out and checked the screen. He didn’t recognize the number, which was strange, since he knew everyone who had his private number. Curious, he pushed the answer button.

      “Who is this?”

       “Hey, Chuck! How are you? How’s the weather in Colombia?”

      “Who is this?” Ho said more loudly, as if that would help him recollect the voice.

      “Oh, didn’t I tell you, Chuck? This is Bridger, the Devil of the Spy Devils. We are the ones who kicked your U.S. business in the teeth a few weeks back. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten already?”

      “Bridger?” Ho was stunned. “How…how did you get my number? How do you know where I am?”

      “That is secret stuff, you understand. Anyway, I thought I would call and say hello. I’ll give you an update on the situation and we can work on a deal.”

      “Update on what, and please call me Charlie.” The heat of irritation entered his bloodstream.

      “Sure, Chuck. You might have missed a few things while hobnobbing in Colombia with your fellow drug empire wizard Vincente. Did he mention the time we collapsed the financial—well, maybe later.”

      “I am not certain I understand. You mentioned a deal? What about?” Ho watched more jungle-covered hills flash by his window, trying to tamp down his annoyance.

      “Good. Good. Let’s talk business. Did you know your man Li Chu is holding a CIA officer named May? He also has your employee Specter’s niece Lena.”

      “Yes. I know. I told Li Chu to go ahead with that.”

      “You did? Why, you are a risk taker. I respect that. I really do. I consider myself a risk taker, too. Li Chu tell you I have Specter?”

      “No. You have Specter?” 

      “I wonder why he kept it from you.”

      The same thought had come to Ho. Low buildings replaced trees as they neared El Dorado Airport.

      “Why does any of this concern you?”

      “Li Chu and I go way back, to when I blew the crap out of him in Ukraine. We reconnected, and now he says he will interrogate May. If you know what I mean?”

      “No.” 

      “I would react unkindly if anything terminal happened to her—actually, anything. Same goes for Lena.” There was a pause. “Very unkindly.”

      “Threats are not useful during negations.” Drivers honked their horns in frustration with Avenida El Dorado's slow-moving traffic heading to the terminal.

      “Yes! Chuck, exactly right. Let’s do it. Li Chu is unreliable. I offered him a trade, two for one, but he said no. He used the Specter needs to finish the job, or I will kill them both cliché bluff.”

      “Li Chu is right. Specter must finish the job. Soon.”

      “I assumed that, but no Lena, no deal for Specter. For me, no May, no deal.”

      “So, where does this leave our negotiations?”

      “Simple solution. Specter has agreed to this. Release them. You get him. If not, your organization will get a greeting from the Spy Devils. As much as I might enjoy that, you don’t want to go to war with us. I promise it would be much worse than what I did to your Enterprise with Gan.”

      “More threats.”

      “Not a threat. Fact. Last chance.”

      Ho was over his annoyance with this man. Threatening him? The Enterprise? That made him mad. Ho built his empire on his business acumen. He wouldn’t start giving into threats now. On the other hand, destroying those locations was an essential part of the strategy. Specter could do it in a day or two. That was all the time Ho could afford. According to the online marine traffic tracker, his ship would arrive at Rotterdam soon.

      “I will call Li Chu and tell him to release them. It had nothing to do with your threat, understand that.”

      “Have it your way—whatever makes you sleep better. Actually, there was a part of me that wanted you to turn it down. Specter for the other two. Deal?”

      “Can I trust you?” 

      “Ah, Chuck, now you have gone and hurt my feelings. When you get to know me, you will discover I am a pretty honest guy. Just make certain he says yes, or woe unto all of you.”

      The screen went blank before he could reply, although Ho wasn’t entirely sure what he would have said. 
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      “You resisted the first and second drug treatments, but I expected as much for a trained professional.”

      May looked awful, strapped to the chair inside the shipping container. Sweat and dirt matted her hair to her head. Deep pink puffy rings ran under glassy eyes and mixed with splotched crimson patches on her cheeks. Blood had dried under her nose, and strands of saliva trickled from the corners of otherwise dry lips. Her dress was dirty and soaked with sweat and urine. A blood pressure cuff was wrapped around her left arm, and an intravenous needle was inserted in her right.

      “You possess an annoying level of stamina and willpower for someone your age. Your son was similar. Perhaps it is genetic?” He sniffed the air, saw the puddles, and made a face. “It smells in here.”

      Li Chu walked to the air conditioning and filtration system. He eyed the settings and made some adjustments. “Hopefully, that is better.”

      Li Chu checked the blood pressure and heart rate monitors. “Time for another round. Ready?” 

      He turned a knob on the IV line, starting a drip into the tube connected to the needle in her arm. Li Chu looked back at his watch and then at May.

      A guttural moan came from May. 

      “Lena was not as tough as you thought, although she did manage to withstand the first dose of the narcotic. On the second dose, she was more forthcoming. She says she does not know why her uncle aborted the rest of his mission. She has been spying on him for the CIA. She knew very little about his work with the Chinese. Which is good for her.”

      He rechecked his watch. He used his fingers to pry open May's eyelids, peered into her eyes, then stepped back. “The stimulants and the barbiturates should be working soon.” He sat on a stool next to May. “Why do you have Bridger’s phone number?”

      “I’m blessed. I’m cursed.”

      “Who is he?” 

      “Insufferable?”

      “Where can I find him?”

      She looked up at him with glassy eyes. “In hell.”

      “You are one very tough woman,” Li Chu said to his semi-conscious victim. 

      He felt his phone vibrate. A C.H. displayed on his screen. He touched the green button. 

      “I received a call from Bridger of the Spy Devils.”

      Li Chu was momentarily speechless. “He called you?”

      “He seems to know a great deal about my business strategies. He knew I was in Colombia. Any idea how that is?”

      “He has spies everywhere. I do not know how he does it. What did he want?”

      “He tells me you have spoken and that he offered to trade the hostages for Specter.”

      Li Chu’s face hardened, though his boss couldn’t see that. “Yes, I turned it down. We should know why the CIA is involved with the bomb maker and what they know about the operation. To do that, I need more time to interrogate them.”

      “Destroying the labs is the primary objective. You will call the Spy Devil immediately. I repeat, immediately, and make the trade. Once you have Specter, you will take direct supervision of him until all the locations are destroyed. Direct and personal.”

      As he listened to his employer’s order, Li Chu was filled with shock and disappointment. He really didn’t need to interrogate them anymore. Having them was his leverage over Bridger—and with Ho. 

      “I can still find out what they know about your operation. It will take a day or two at most.”

      “You have your orders. Make the trade.”

      The line went dead.

      Initially, Li Chu had needed to find out from the old lady—May—what the CIA was doing with the bomb maker. That changed when Bridger called her phone. Now, Li Chu wanted Bridger to suffer.

      Every day in the mirror, he saw scars caused by bullets from Bridger’s killer drones. The mixture of pain with numb flesh on his crooked left arm constantly reminded Li Chu of the exploding case that nearly killed him.

      He appreciated that Ho had saved him, although the man never explained how it happened. But that appreciation motivated Li Chu only so far.

      He was done caring about ships, labs, and the global narcotics syndicate. What difference did a few days make? Li Chu didn’t see it. He would interrogate the old lady and get Bridger at the same time. 

      Therefore, he had no intention of following Ho’s order.

      Li Chu took out May’s phone, put in the battery, powered it on, and called Bridger.

      “I was expecting your call, Li Chu,” Bridger said. “Talk to Ho?”

      “Yes. No deal.”

      He hung up and reversed the process to make the phone impossible to locate.

      He would destroy Bridger and the Spy Devils this time, starting with his mother.

      Li Chu removed the blood pressure cuff and pulled the needle from her arm thirty minutes later. Blood spurted from the puncture. He slapped a bandage on it, then unbuckled the straps that bound her wrists to the barber chair. Broken blood vessels created a purple-blue bracelet of color around them. Li Chu did the same to the straps around her ankles. 

      Without a sound, she slumped forward when he released the one across her chest. She slid out of the chair like it was greased onto the metal floor.

      Li Chu hit a button. Within seconds, the door clanged and swung open. Two of his men came in and grabbed her under her arms. 

      Like a predator, May suddenly lunged, grabbed Li Chu’s damaged left arm, and twisted it as she tumbled to the ground. Li Chu yowled with shrieks of pain as their bodies collapsed to the floor, with May still clutching his arm. He started to grab at her with his good hand. The other men grabbed her hair and slammed her head against the metal floor, knocking her unconscious.

      They helped the whimpering Li Chu to his feet, and he stumbled out the opening into the warehouse, doubled over in pain.

      Through teary eyes, Li Chu watched the men drag May out of the container toward the back of the warehouse. They unlocked a door and carried her through it.

      “I will kill them all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            40

          

          
            THE EASY PART

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Amsterdam, Netherlands

      

      

      

      “This is a lousy plan,” Demon said.

      “Why? Because it isn’t really a plan?” Beatrice said.

      “I disagree. There are multiple plans,” Snake said.

      “You mean the all hell could break loose plan? That one?” Milton said.

      “Exactly,” Beatrice answered.

      “You guys done?” Bridger asked.

      “Well, I would add—” Imp started.

      “Don’t. It will work because I have complete faith in you to make it work—as I always have.”

      No one spoke initially.

      “Okay, well, fine,” Demon said. 

      “I hope to avoid a room smash and grab, so I prefer taking him in the lobby.”

      “He is smart. He owns the place through a massive network of legit hotel operations. Waltzing in and taking him could be more difficult than if he was in the middle of China,” Angel said from the command post they had established at Lena’s.

      “China isn’t that difficult,” Snake said.

      “Imp. Do we control anything yet?” Bridger asked.

      “Cool your jets. Give me about two minutes.” 

      “Soon, please.”

      Bridger knew they were right—all hell could break loose. 

      The four-star XO Hotel Park West was a few kilometers’ train ride from the city's center. The converted office space, known locally as the “Pink Elephant,” was a modern concrete and glass building at a bend in the A10 motorway.

      “This place is a cavern,” Beatrice said. She and Milton were in their role as confused American tourists sitting and looking at sightseeing maps spread across a low square table off the lobby.

      “What do you guys see from your side?” Bridger asked. “I can see one guard.” 

      “I see two security-looking guys. One is by the front area, looking out to the street by the big circular glass doors,” Milton said. “Beatrice is right. It is a big place—like an airport terminal. The reception desk is thirty feet straight in from the door. The elevators are immediately to the left. We are to the right of reception in a huge sitting area outside the restaurant and bar. Not too many people milling around.”

      Bridger and Demon were down the hall on a bench against a wall of windows that provided a view of green gardens. Munching on snacks Demon had bought from the row of recessed vending machines next to reception, they wore caps with Amsterdam logos. A few shopping bags at their feet served as props. The lobby rest rooms were across from them.

      “He is getting into a car with two meaty-looking guys,” Snake said from his position in an arrival area of Schiphol airport. “It’s a minivan. Sort of teal.”

      “They are his former MMA fighter security team,” Angel said, looking at his laptop. “Traffic isn’t too bad. It’s about fifteen minutes from the airport to the hotel.”

      Bridger dialed Ho. “Chuck?”

      “Bridger. I assume he has called you?”

      “Yes. It was brief. Li Chu said no deal, then he hung up. I have to admit I was surprised and understandably disappointed.”

      “He disobeyed my order? I will call him now.”

      “Too late, and I doubt Mr. Li Chu is interested in anything we have to say at this point. He has a singular focus. So do I.”

      Bridger hung up and looked at Demon.

      “Li Chu ignored Ho. Mr. Ho was not pleased.”

      “I can only imagine. So what’s your plan? Hoping he has to take a leak?” Demon asked.

      “Exactly.”

      “That’s a big hope, even for you. What if he doesn’t?”

      “Then we need to use our renowned nimbleness and flexibility.”

      Milton’s voice cut in. “He must be close. Everybody is scurrying around, looking all nervous,” Milton said.

      “They have officially arrived,” Beatrice said a few minutes later when she saw the teal van come around the curve and pull onto the wide sidewalk near the front entrance. A hotel security guard opened the side glass door. Ho’s security jumped out. One opened the door for Ho, who stepped out and followed his men to the reception desk. 

      As he reached it, he turned, said something to one of them, and pointed in the direction of Bridger and Demon.

      “Uh-oh. Heading right for us,” Demon said. 

      Demon’s hand reached into the shopping bag where, among the T-shirts and boxes of cookies, were his Kimber 1911, knife, and Devil Stick.

      “Sit tight.” Bridger raised a chip to his mouth and whispered. 

      Ho’s appearance was underwhelming, Bridger thought upon seeing the drug lord for the first time. Short and kind of chubby. Hair that looked like his mother had cut it with a knife. His clothes looked off the rack. But Bridger also knew that looks can be deceiving—as it had to be in the case of Charlie Ho.

      “Snake?”

      “Two minutes.”

      “Imp?” Bridger asked.

      “Damn, Amsterdam has the best edibles!” Imp said, sitting at a table next to Angel.

      “Imp!”

      “What? Oh, did I say something? Yes, ready to party like it's 1999.”

      “Lovely,” Beatrice said.

      Ho walked past Bridger and Demon to a door marked with “WC” and the traditional figure signifying a male and female. He walked in, followed by the two MMA men.

      “Dumb luck,” Demon said. 

      “Here we go,” Bridger answered.

      Demon opened the door and stepped into an access space ten feet long and six feet wide. Padded chairs and a table with a vase filled with fresh flowers lined one wall. 

      A sign showing the outline of a man pointing left and a female pointing right was on the wall above the table. One guard leaned against the wall but straightened up when they entered and turned left. 

      “You must wait,” the MMA man said with a heavy Asian accent. He extended his arm toward Bridger.

      “Excuse me,” Bridger said, brushing the arm away before the guard could react. “He’s yours,” Bridger said as he grabbed the long silver door pull.

      As the guard turned to corral Bridger, Demon jumped and slammed his elbow into the man’s throat. Unprepared for the strike from the old man, the guard let out a muted gurgle and staggered back. To his credit, even with a damaged larynx, the guard threw a sidekick. Demon ducked under the leg and grabbed it with one hand as he launched his own leg at the exposed ankle of the MMA fighter. 

      A soft snap-crack signaled the fibula and tibia had broken off from the man’s foot. It collapsed at a right angle. A wheeze of pain came out of his destroyed windpipe. Demon simultaneously reared up, still holding the other leg, sending the man to the floor. With another quick kick, Demon struck the exposed neck with his foot, finishing him off.

      While Demon was busy, Bridger scanned the men’s rest room one more time. It was made of white and black marble and polished cherry woods. A marble counter featured three raised white bowl-shaped porcelain sinks with a wall of mirrors above that reflected the yellow light coming from sconces and overhead fixtures.

      Three closet toilets at the far end of the room had their cherry doors closed. Opposite them, separated by black marble dividers, were three urinals that matched the bowl-shaped sinks. In the mirror, Bridger saw the back of the other MMA guard making use of the closest urinal.

      Bridger sprang around the corner, grabbed the man by his ankles, and pulled. Totally preoccupied, the man could not brace himself as his head hit the edge of the bowl with a dropped-melon thud, bounced, then hit the floor face first. A fresh red splotch on the urinal contrasted with the bright white porcelain. 

      Bridger released the man’s ankles and straddled his torso. He grabbed the prone man by his shoulders and pile-drove his head into the rounded underside of the urinal with three hard thrusts. Then he dropped the body to the marble floor—dead or unconscious. It didn’t matter to Bridger.

      He stood up and turned toward the stalls.

      “Need any help?” Demon said as he came through the door. Then he saw the mashed head attached to a prone body under the bloody urinal. “Forget it.”

      Bridger stood in the middle of the rest room facing the stalls.

      “Greetings from the Devil, Chuck.”

      A smiling Charlie Ho stepped out with his hands raised in front of him. “Mr. Bridger. I must sincerely congratulate you on your outstanding accomplishment. I truly offer my hand as a token of respect and admiration.” He bowed and held out his hand.

      “Thanks.” Bridger shook the hand, then grabbed it and pulled Ho toward Demon. “Shall we go?”

      “There is no need for violence. However, there are quite a few people in the lobby. I wonder if this was a wise move.”

      Demon grabbed the man by his arm and held a knife to his neck. “Quiet.”

      Ho just smiled back. “Of course.” Yet he gasped at his fallen guard as they moved to the door and did the same when he saw his other man down. 

      Bridger stopped at the door. “Snake?”

      “Here.”

      “Imp. Now.”

      “Ya-ba-da-ba-doo-ya,” Imp said as he punched a few keys on the laptop.

      A rapid ear-splitting high-pitched beeping started. The power went off, followed by the emergency lights. Then the sprinkler system activated, adding a loud waterfall roar to the howling electronic beeps.

      “Keep up, asshole,” Demon shouted into Ho’s ear.

      Bridger opened the door, and they moved out and right toward the lobby in a quick trot. Bridger saw one guard lying on the floor as they passed the reception desk. Over the roar of noise, he could hear screaming nearby.

      Beatrice was standing over a man curled up at her feet, repeatedly stunning him in his chest with her Devil Stick. 

      “That’s enough. Let’s go.” Bridger tried to grab her arm, but she pulled away.

      “This is for May,” she said as she jammed the probe against the defenseless man’s neck.

      “Beatrice,” Bridger said.

      She looked up through soaked bands of hair matted over her eyes. “Done here.”

      They all moved out the door. Snake had backed the truck's rear to the entrance, and the cargo door was opened. Bridger took the front next to Snake. Milton and Beatrice were in the next row. Demon tossed Ho through the rear door opening, and he cried out as he rolled and smacked against the seats.

      “Oopsies.” 

      Demon got in and closed the door. 

      “Lena’s,” Bridger said.

      Snake pulled out into traffic. Panting and the sound of dripping water filled the otherwise silent vehicle. They were shivering in wet clothes made sodden by the chilled, misty air. 

      “Angel. We are on our way.”

      Bridger turned to the backseat and asked Beatrice, “What was that about?”

      “I was wondering the same thing,” Milton said.

      “I hardly ever get to beat the shit out of anyone. So I gave it to him…for May.”

      “Thanks.” Bridger winked at her partner. “Don’t piss her off, Milton.”

      “Good advice.” Milton reached over and took her hand. “Please, I’m begging you. Don’t knife me.”

      “I’ll make no promises.”

      The humor eased some of the stress.

      “Who are you people?” Ho asked from the back.

      “Shut up.” Demon pointed his Devil Stick at Ho and gave him a low blast of gas. Ho’s eyes rolled back, and he slumped over.

      Everyone was soaked, so Snake turned on the defrosters as the front window started to fog up with condensation. Bridger looked through the hazy window. “That was the easy part.”
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      Specter shoved his hanging clothes aside, exposing the back wall of the closet. Once his fingertips found the seam in the wood, he pried the section away. Then he pulled out a heavy rolling suitcase. 

      He dragged the heavy case the few feet to his small worktable. With a firm grip he eased the case onto its side. He unlatched it and took out three rectangular lead boxes—each an inch wide and a few inches long—and placed them on the table. Andrzej had sealed the cobalt-60 powder inside the boxes.

      Specter needed to hurry. He could hear the voices of the men Bridger had left coming up from the restaurant below. He had measured Henslow’s closed eyes, hoping the old man would stay asleep. The illness, medications, fatigue, warm fire, comfortable chair, and copious amounts of wine were too much for him. Henslow had blinked his eyes several times in an attempt to stay awake but, like the coming of night, they closed.

      Specter had waited until he judged Henslow was deep into his nap, then slowly crept up the stairs to his room.

      Fearing that Henslow might wake up or the others might come upstairs, Specter’s hands shook as he used a knife he had stolen from the kitchen to slice three chunks off the end of his yellow brick of Semtex plastic explosives like he was cutting a block of cheese. He molded the slices neatly and firmly around each of the three boxes. When he was done, he applied strips of black electrical tape in straight rows around each box until they were completely sealed. 

      Specter didn’t have time to admire the neat and precise appearance of the three bundles. For Specter, neatness mattered, but he had to hurry.

      From a cloth bag by his feet, he took out a nylon shoulder harness and placed each box into a pouch attached to the belt of the harness. After inserting the red detonator cord through holes in the pouches, he daisy-chained the boxes with the detonator cord and black electrical tape. 

      He stopped and listened for any sounds from the floor below. The restaurant noises hadn’t changed in timbre.

      Quickly measuring out several feet of cord, he attached wire connectors to the end of each wire and soldered them to the contacts at the end of a hand-held push-button switch. Wiping nervous sweat from his eyes, he wrapped tape around the connections and down the cord a few inches. With everything secured, he gathered all the unused materials and placed them in the now-empty suitcase.

      Next, he walked into his bathroom. He removed a pile of towels from a shelf, then pressed against the back wall. It detached, exposing a void. He placed the harness in the space, secured the wall, and replaced the towels. Specter hurried to his room, grabbed his overcoat in still-shaking hands, and hung it on the hook behind the bathroom door.

      Specter gingerly descended the stairs. He saw Henslow breathing hard in a deep sleep. As Specter settled back into his chair, he felt the sweat-soaked shirt stick to his back.

      The bomb was ready. So was he. He decided to take a nap.
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        * * *

      

      “Ah, you are awake,” Bridger said. 

      Ho lay on the couch on the second floor of Lena’s house. His irritated eyes were red and glassy. “My eyes are painful.”

      “That’s from the gas. I suggest not rubbing them,” Bridger said, offering a sincere smile.

      Ho rolled on the soft couch until he sat, blinking his eyes rapidly. “I would like a cup of tea, please.”

      “Way ahead of you.” Bridger picked up a cup and saucer from the coffee table and handed them to Ho. “Green.”

      Still blinking, he took a sip. “Thank you for your generosity.”

      “Sorry about the behavior of Demon. I have given him a reprimand and placed a letter in his file. As a businessman, I thought you would appreciate that. Hey, Demon. Come over here and apologize to Mr. Ho.”

      “Fuck you. Fuck him.”

      Bridger shrugged. So much for the niceties. “You need to call Li Chu,” he said to Ho. “Tell him you need to talk to him.”

      “About what?”

      “Not killing my mother. Release her and Lena—understand?”

      Ho observed Bridger with a new curiosity. “You do not appear to be a cold-blooded killer. I know many.”

      “That’s what that fatso Jorge was thinking when Bridger tossed him into a pit of deadly snakes,” Demon said from a seat by the steps.

      “Don’t forget Marwan when he blew up that little Libyan double-crosser,” Snake said from his sentry location at the window.

      "Despite all that"—Bridger scowled at his men—"you are right. I am not a cold-blooded killer—unless provoked. Those men deserved death for the decisions they made. When you deal with bad people, they need to expect bad things can happen to them."

      But good people were dead, too, because they were inside Bridger’s Spy Devil orbit. Beast's death in Ukraine still gnawed at him in his sleep, as did Jaime’s in Bogota.

      The newest person in his circle was Lena, and now she was in danger. Who knew what Li Chu was doing to her? He needed to save her and wanted her close. May was a victim of her CIA affiliation, or so he rationalized until shame waved over him—she was his mother. Both were proof he was a bad influence on people’s lives.

      “We need to get May.”

      “And Lena,” Specter pointed out.

      Coughing came from the corner of the room, where Henslow, wrapped in his coat and blankets, had been dozing in a chair in the library area. 

      Specter sat quietly in his chair until Henslow finished.

      “Ho, this is Specter.”

      Unsure if the drugs might impact his balance, Ho deliberately planted his feet on the hardwood floor, stood, and cautiously bowed toward the man.

      “Mr. Specter. I have been waiting to meet you. Thank you for your efforts to date. They have been exemplary. I hope we can swiftly reach an agreement to finish your tasks.”

      “Everyone, sit and let’s get this done. Our time is limited. I will assume your people are looking for you and that they will end up here eventually, if not sooner.”

      “Yes, but I can ask them to wait. This is important.”

      Bridger could always appreciate a reasonable man, even if he was a drug lord.

      “Here we are working together, seeking mostly different results. I think we can do it! Chuck, this started because you and Vincente have expansion plans requiring you to dismantle your European competitors. The leadership, storage, transport, and drug production facilities. That was Specter’s job, but then he vanished.”

      Ho seemed surprised at Bridger’s remarks on The Enterprise business plan. “Yes. The two largest drug-producing laboratories are still in operation. Once they are removed, our partners will clean up the small labs in the Low Country. Then we can immediately fill the supply chain.”

      “How? What’s the rush?”

      Ho hesitated. “A large retrofitted tanker will soon drop anchor in Rotterdam. It will be the first of several floating laboratories and large production facilities. It carries several tons of finished products worth millions of dollars. The same in precursor chemicals. I would like to recoup my investment this quarter. It is a bottom-line issue, you see.”

      “Well, that’s news.” Bridger turned to Specter. “Why did you stop?"

      Henslow cut in. “Because he never intended to finish. The drug business was just a cover for his real purpose. Settling an old score with me. He used old-fashioned explosives, knowing we would connect them to him. He wanted us to find his house in the mountains. When he missed his chance to murder us there, his backup plan was Andrzej and then Berlin.”

      Specter nodded, only mildly paying attention.

      “Well, it didn’t work, did it? We got you.” Henslow sneered at Specter.

      “For the moment.” Specter smiled back.

      “Forever.” Henslow pulled his pistol from his coat pocket. “When we are done—” 

      “Enough. For now, you are partners working together.”

      “Let him kill the weasel,” Demon said from across the room.

      Bridger ignored the comment and looked back at Ho.

      “Li Chu?”

      “Was recommended and placed in charge of Specter.”

      “Chapel’s suggestion?”

      “Yes. I will assume that is how you had my number, knew I was in Colombia, my flight and location?”

      Bridger nodded. Bridger waited for the telltale signs of vengeance to radiate from Ho. It never came.

      “It is all about business for Danny. This CIA woman you are so eager to free?”

      “My mother.” 

      Ho nodded. “I understand.” 

      “So when Li Chu grabs Lena and May to find out what the hell is going on, he finds out, refuses the deal, and here we are.”

      “What is your ideal solution?” Ho asked.

      “Call him. We make a deal or die trying.”
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        * * *

      

      May’s sweat-soaked body started shivering violently as the blast of cold air assaulted her skin. But, after the initial shock, she recognized one positive side effect of the cold, fresh air. Her senses were starting to recover.

      Her head felt like it had been replaced by a boulder. She wished someone would remove the cotton from her ears so she could hear. The swelling in her eyelids made them tough to open, but with some concentration, they did.

      Where am I?

      Random images of excruciating pain rolled behind her eyes, reminding her she was a prisoner of Li Chu. She vaguely recalled flashes from the last interrogation. She was sure it was the worst of them all.

      Lena. Lena! Where is she? May commanded her head to turn and eyes to concentrate. The first command was denied—the second took its time to obey.

      Lena’s face came into focus. It was close. Worried. May saw her mouth moving, but her words were barely audible.

      “What did I tell him?” May said, her voice faint and weak.

      “You are awake. Thank goodness. Can you sit up? I have some tea.”

      “What did I tell him?” May repeated.

      “I do not know, but the sessions have stopped.”

      With a supreme effort, Lena got May to sit on the cot, using the wall for support. 

      Lena held the cup to her lips, and she sipped just a little.

      “This is awful. I thought you could cook,” May said. “But wonderful for waking up.” She took the cup from Lena with shaking hands and drank the rest. More sips brought her out of her daze.

      Lena smiled. “You are so much like Bridger.”

      “He is so much like me, you mean.” May took a deep breath, then remembered. “I heard him talking to someone about a trade.”

      “A trade? What are they trading?”

      “Your uncle for us, I would think.”

      Lena’s eyes widened. “Are you sure?”

      “No.”

      Lena’s eyes narrowed. “Bridger just can’t let that happen,” she said, more as a declaration than a plea.

      “Don’t worry. He won’t.”
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      “Everyone, be quiet,” Bridger said. He picked up the phone and hit the dial and speaker buttons, then placed it on the table closest to Ho.

      “Brid-ger?” Li Chu asked, his voice panting with pain.

      Quizzical looks passed between them. Bridger waved his hand for Ho to go on.

      “No, Li Chu. This is Charlie Ho. Are you well?”

      There was a pause

      “Mr. Ho? I am fine,” Li Chu said after a few heavy breaths. “You are with Bridger? Where are you?”

      “I have been taken as a hostage because of you.”

      “A hostage? Who? How?” After a second of silence he added, “Bridger found you?” 

      “We must meet immediately. You will turn over your prisoners unharmed, and they will free me. Do you understand?”

      The gap in the conversation was longer.

      “Did you hear me?” Ho repeated.

      “I will not do that.”

      “Yes, you will, or—”

      “My apologies for interrupting, but I know he will not harm you. If he does, he knows I will kill his mother. I will not trade you for her.”

      Bridger held up his hand to Ho as he leaned toward the phone. “You want me for her.”

      “Yes.”

      Bridger looked around at the others. Finally, he stopped at Specter, whose face said it all. “Deal, but I want Lena, too.”

      “Then I want Specter. He is there?”

      “Like hell he gets Specter,” Henslow said.

      “Who is that?” 

      “Don’t worry about him.” Bridger’s hazel eyes turned darker as he gave Henslow a Shut-up, I have this look. 

      “Why Specter?”

      “You have a relationship with his niece, so I want him.”

      “I don’t have anything with her.” Bridger felt something in his chest that told him he was lying. 

      “She said so during my interrogation. She was quite forthcoming.”

      The words broke into Bridger’s concentration. Relationship? Interrogation?

      Bridger's calculations had so many variables that they would have crashed the largest supercomputer. 

      “It is a deal,” Bridger said, to his own surprise, before he had reached the results of the options he was analyzing.

      “I will text you the location, but here are my demands.”

      “I was waiting for this. No guns, no gas, no anything.”

      “No bombs. No drones. No surprises or they will die before you ever see them again. That, I promise," Li Chu warned. 

      “It’s a deal.”

      “One hour.”

      “Hey, Li Chu.”

      “Yes?"

      "If anything happens to May—or Lena—you will regret it for what will be the few remaining seconds of your shitty life. I promise.”

      The line went dead.

      “Well, that went like a roller coaster missing some wheels,” Bridger said as he put down the phone.

      Ho looked at Specter then Bridger. “I was hoping that call would resolve any issues keeping Mr. Specter from destroying the laboratories. But, unfortunately, it did not seem to and time is of the essence.”

      “Don’t worry. Specter will not die today or end up with Li Chu—or at least that is not my plan. If the train goes off the tracks, we will blow up the labs. Consider it our money-back guarantee.”

      Henslow gripped the arms of his chair and pushed himself up faster than he probably had in years. “He is not being exchanged for anything.” 

      Bridger walked over to Henslow and patted his shoulder. “Don’t worry. I have this. I just need to borrow Specter when we meet Li Chu.”

      Henslow looked at Bridger’s face. “You had better not let me down on this. Specter is mine.”

      “I promise you can do what you want with him when I’m done.” Bridger squeezed Henslow’s shoulder. “When have I ever let you down?”

      Specter cut in, “She is my niece. Lena means everything to me."

      “Listen, you murdering son of a bitch." Henslow leaned closer. "Think about all the innocent people you killed who meant everything to their family and friends. What you want means nothing."

      Henslow broke into a long, uncontrollable coughing spell. When he was done, they looked at each other.

      "I love my niece."

      “Doesn’t make up for a lifetime of being a murdering terrorist.” He wiped some saliva from his chin.

      “You are very spiteful.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “I need to use my restroom,” Specter told Bridger. He nodded at Snake, who was by the windows with his eyes on the street.

      “It’s a good time for everyone to take a break. This could become tense,” Bridger said to Ho, “especially if your boy Li Chu makes things difficult. I’ve got to walk. I think better when I’m moving.”

      Snake escorted Specter upstairs and waited in the bedroom as Specter closed the bathroom door and slowly slid the lock in place. He took a deep breath to calm his nerves. He removed the section of the wall, took out the harness, and put it on.

      Specter pushed the metal lock and key buckle together and secured it with a snap-click. He stopped and listened for any reaction on the other side of the wall. Next, he inserted a key into the lock that protruded an inch from the buckle and locked it. Then, he took a tube of superglue from his overcoat pocket. 

      Specter took the cap off and stuck it into the lock's keyhole and pressed until the clear sticky glue dripped out. Then, quickly wiping the end of the tube with a cloth, he replaced the cap.

      “You okay in there?” Snake asked, rapping on the door with his knuckles.

      Specter froze. “I am sorry. I am an old man and sometimes these things take longer. I am almost done. You understand.”

      “Great. Yeah, right, just hurry it up.”

      Specter ran the detonator through the arm of his overcoat, put it on, and buttoned it. He tucked the switch into a slit in his sleeve. 

      He flushed the toilet and washed his hands in the sink.

      It was time.

      When they walked out of his room, Bridger was standing outside Lena’s room. “You better?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “Snake, take him down and tell everyone to get ready.”

      Snake trailed Specter down the stairs.

      Bridger went into Lena’s room and sat on her bed. Nothing would ever make up for what that man had done, Bridger thought. Ever.

      But…the terrorist did manage to have a pretty appealing niece.

      A slow inhale and slower exhale filled his nose and lungs with the scent of Chanel. Strangely, the fragrance made him think of his future. 

      Even if I don’t get killed by a mission, I can’t imagine a future beyond the Spy Devils.

      That thought brought Bridger back to the current mess he had.

      He picked up the phone and dialed. When it was answered, he didn’t wait.

      “Chapel. I need info in forty-five minutes. Get it, or people will die, including May.”
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      “We are here.”

      Bridger pulled the van into the parking lot outside the faded red-orange two-story building Li Chu had provided as his location. Ground-floor offices were visible through the large windows in the metal structure. 

      The drab warehouse in Amsterdam’s industrial Westpoort area was one of many buildings for trucking and storage companies. A line of motionless white wind turbines built along the railroad tracks stood like silent sentries behind the warehouses. Bending in the misty wind were perfectly spaced pine trees shading the train tracks on the other side of the building. A ditch and a high row of bushes rose beyond those tracks.

      Snake parked the SUV several buildings away, and Milton and Beatrice launched the Devilbots. Imp and Angel had remained at Lena’s, monitoring the meeting and keeping guard on their base.

      A street-side pink-shaded door provided access to the office. A large cargo door took up most of the rest of the wall.

      “Clear out here,” Snake said into Bridger’s earbud.

      “Clear in the air,” Beatrice and Milton reported from their Devilbot control location on the road nearby.

      “Almost out of coffee here,” Imp said.

      “He means we’re good,” Angel said to Bridger. “Tell Li Chu I miss him and that I’m downhearted he managed to survive.”

      Bridger, Ho, Specter, Demon, and Henslow got out of the van.

      Two men pointing rifles at them looked down from second-floor windows as they approached. 

      The office door opened, and they walked in. Two armed men with rifles were on alert and waiting. 

      “Stop. We check,” one said in broken, accented English. The other held back, still pointing his weapon at the group. 

      “As you wish, gentlemen,” Bridger said, raising his hands and prepping for a pat-down. Specter and Ho went next. Bridger banged on the door that he assumed led to the warehouse, then turned the knob.

      “We are unarmed as agreed. We are coming in.”

      Bridger went in, followed by Ho, then Specter. 

      Demon and Henslow came forward as well.

      “Only three,” one guard said, blocking them. 

      “Like hell.” “Like hell,” Demon and Henslow said one after the other.

      “Stop,” the guard shouted as he grabbed for Henslow and tried to block the door with his body and weapon.

      “I’m an old fucking man. Get your hands off me,” Henslow growled, forcing Li Chu’s guard away with extended skinny arms. 

      As Henslow passed through, the guard started to raise his gun. Demon stepped between them, grabbed the end of the rifle before he could get it level, and held it quivering in place. The guard tried to jerk it away, but it didn’t budge. Demon stepped as close as he could and looked at the shaken man with calm, clear eyes.

      “If you didn’t wake up this morning deciding that this is the day you wanted to die, I suggest backing the fuck off.” 

      Demon held the rifle as the guard twitched and glanced around, searching for help. When he saw his colleague was cowed as well, he relaxed, and Demon let go.

      Demon and Henslow walked through, letting the slight delay pass. 

      The warehouse's interior was bare except for a shipping container in the middle of the space. A catwalk lined the wall above the door, where the two second-story guards were spaced twenty feet apart with their rifles pointing downward. At the end of the container, facing them, was a man with a bandaged arm and scarred face. Two more armed guards loomed behind him.

      “Hey, Li Chu. I must say I was surprised to hear your voice,” Bridger said casually. “I wish I could say I was sorry about blowing you up back in Ukraine, but that is part of our business. Looks like you earned a bad flipper out of it anyway. Oh, hey, Peter sends his regards. You remember Peter, I am sure.”

      “I remember.”

      He walked directly to Li Chu, ignoring the guards’ raising their guns. He was joined by Ho.

      “I am very disappointed in your unprofessional handling of this situation. It is unworthy of my organization,” Ho said, like a manager in a performance review meeting.

      “I am sorry you think that, but I think it has been a success. Now step back, please, sir.”

      “Where is Lena?” Specter asked, his hands digging deep into the pockets of his overcoat.

      Li Chu glanced at a guard and nodded. The guard walked to a closed door at the rear of the warehouse. After he unlocked it and stepped in, a female voice cried from the room and echoed around the vast warehouse. Scuffling and grunts followed.

      “Lena!” Specter shouted.

      The cries stopped instantly. Lena ran out and, seeing her uncle, ran by Li Chu’s attempt to grab her. She flung her arms tight around her uncle’s neck.

      “Uncle Remy!” Her face buried into his shoulder, muffling her sobs.

      “It is okay, my dear. We are here to bring you home.”

      She looked up with tears streaking down her cheeks at Bridger.

      The electric jolt that flashed between them was outside his recent experience—or any experience, for that matter.

      Lena released her grasp on her uncle. She came to Bridger and hugged him around his neck just as hard. “Thank you. Thank you so much."

      Bridger felt her tear-soaked cheek against his neck. “It’s okay. You look like a mess. Are you alright?"

      She released her arms, sniffled, and let Bridger guide her behind him.

      “She can go,” Li Chu said.

      “Where is May?” Henslow asked as Bridger was opening his mouth to ask the same question.

      Li Chu mumbled to the guard, who grabbed the container's handles and rotated them up to release the door lock rods. He pulled the handles and swung the right door open. He mimicked the process on the left door. 

      Inside, May was strapped to a chair that was bolted to the floor. Bridger’s hands balled when he saw her—she looked dead. Various straps and chains were hanging from soundproofed walls and floors. Tables were littered with tools. A clear tube from an IV bottle hung from a stand next to her arm.

      “May? May?”

      Bridger stepped toward her but stopped when the guards pointed their weapons directly at him. 

      Li Chu stepped into the box. “She is not dead.”

      “Kill him,” Henslow muttered, his hands buried in his coat. 

      “I second that,” Demon said.

      “If I turn this valve here,” Li Chu said, pinching his finger on a valve where the IV bottle and tube connected, “she will be dead in seconds.” 

      The composed expression on Li Chu’s face and the lack of any wavering in his hands told Bridger he was serious.

      “You seem to hold all the cards, Li Chu. Tell me what you want,” Bridger said.

      “Our deal was you for her, but I think I will take you and keep her. I was going to take Specter only.” Li Chu looked at him. “But I must thank him for leading me to your mother and then you.”

      “Like hell.” Henslow stepped forward until the guard aimed at him.

      “I don’t think that is a good idea,” Bridger said, his voice tranquil and clear. “Chuck, you are the big boss here. Got any ideas?”

      “I…perhaps…no,” Ho stammered.

      “Well, I have one counter-proposal," Bridger said. "Li Chu, I figured you would pull some pig shit like this. You know pig shit, right?”

      “What…what are you talking about?" Li Chu's face wrinkled with a confused expression.

      “Come on! You know exactly what I am talking about.”

      Bridger saw Li Chu's face change from a look of confusion to understanding. “Pigs? I…I—” Nerves seemed to choke Li Chu’s throat.

      “Okay, let’s discuss the former Captain Zhen Jingping of the People’s Liberation Army turned military intelligence assassin. Know him?” 

      The color in Li Chu’s face evaporated, leaving behind chalk-white skin.

      “Little boy Zhen grew up in a dull speck of a village buried in eastern China's Shandong Province. His father, Qi, is a pig farmer. His mother, Huan, grows vegetables which she barters for essentials at the local market. His sister is quite an accomplished musician—violin, I believe—who tours with a classical chamber orchestra. She is in Shanghai this week. Good so far?”

      Li Chu blinked in bafflement at the question.

      “Nothing? Then I will continue with the story of little boy Zhen. Every day for little Zhen was work, study, more work, pigs, and more pigs. Then he joined the army and, as the poets say, the rest is history.”

      Li Chu finally regained control of his thoughts. “I know about you too, Trowbridge Hall. I know a lot more, and I plan to tell the world.”

      “Which is relevant and irrelevant. It is irrelevant because the only people I care about in the entire world are mostly in this room.” He looked at May, then at Lena, who smiled when she saw the glance. “On the other hand, your parents, who are still alive and kicking, and your wonderfully talented sister, are not here—but I know where they are and don’t think I can’t, or won’t, get to them. That you do know.” 

      “I will expose you.”

      “That is the relevant part. I have been thinking of retiring, so exposure will mean little. Go ahead and tell the world. I mean it. Go ahead.” Bridger’s foot crushed a small dirt clod. He pushed the dust around with the toe of his shoe. “I have had it up to my horns dealing with people like you, Chuck, and Specter.” 

      “What?” Demon said, surprised by this announcement.

      “You don’t mean that. You are bluffing,” Li Chu said.

      “I mean it. And if you still doubt me, do what you want to do. By the way, did you know your sister is coming to New York next week? I looked her up. Talented and lovely woman.”

      For no apparent reason—which annoyed him—his internal danger center started to ding its version of Danger. Warning, Will Robinson. He glanced around, but nothing seemed out of place. But the bells in his head were still ding-dinging.

      “On the short list of my last activities will be to live up to my deal with Chuck and take out those labs. I don’t care. Let Ho and Vincente run the drug business in Europe. There is much worse parasitic scum in the world.”

      “Thank you,” Ho said.

      “So, what do you think of my counteroffer?”

      “No.” Li Chu’s fingers gripped the valve.

      The muffled sound of shots being fired was followed by guards' bodies falling from the catwalk and landing hard on the warehouse floor. Four new men took up firing positions on the catwalk, pointing their weapons at the group. 

      Seeing his advantage, Bridger started toward the guard nearest him. Yet before he took two steps, a dot appeared on the guard’s forehead. Bridger saw the blank stare of dead eyes as the guard crumpled to the floor. At the container door, a hole appeared above the other guard's right ear, followed by the blast of a large portion of his head out onto the container’s metal wall. 

      The sounds of more running came from the office area. Ten more men ran in, split into groups, and took flanking positions on both sides of the warehouse.

      Bridger hesitated no longer. In three large strides he entered the box and jerked a stunned Li Chu by his bandaged arm and neck. Bridger let his momentum and body weight drive Li Chu against the wall. A thump was followed by a snap, then a breath-filled ugh. Li Chu slid to the floor, unconscious. 

      Bridger hurried to May as Snake walked through the warehouse door, followed by a man with a gun in his back. Snake raised his palms and shrugged. Beatrice and Milton followed. 

      “Hello, Bridger,” said a familiar voice.

      A smiling Meyer Epstein ambled through the door next.
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      Bridger pulled the IV needle from May’s arm. Blood leaked from the puncture, so he found a roll of gauze and taped over the wound. He saw the tracks of other punctures under the deep purple bruises inside her elbow.

      “Come on.” Bridger undid the straps. “Put your arms around my neck.”

      “I don’t know what—I—don’t remember what—” she babbled. 

      “Shut up. Try to stand.” 

      When that effort failed, she wordlessly put her arms around his neck. She swayed, trying to find her balance.

      “You stink,” he said, holding her around the waist and guiding her to the container entrance.

      “In–suf-ferable.” Emotion choked her throat. “But thank you.” She kissed his cheek. "You are a good boy."

      His heart skipped from the unexpected jolt of maternal affection. A flash of a child’s longing winked past before he could catch it.

      Henslow took her hand as she wobbled on the steps down to the floor. An office chair appeared, and they sat her in it.

      “Here.” Beatrice handed her a cup of water, which she gulped down.

      “Hang in there, May,” Demon said, patting her on the arm. “I’m going to chew some Li Chu.” He removed a Ka-Bar Becker knife concealed in his boot and moved to the container. 

      “Don’t kill him—yet," Bridger said.

      “Son of a bitch.” Demon stood at the open doors, glaring at the unconscious man.

      “Chuck. You okay?” 

      A placid Ho walked over and bowed in front of May. “I would like to apologize for the harm done to you by a man in my employment. He has brought me great shame. I hope the time will come when you can forgive us.”

      May just looked, mystified, at Ho, who stood awkwardly waiting for a response. When it didn't come, he walked away.

      “May, you have been through quite an ordeal, I see,” Epstein said, his Israeli-accented voice soothing as he took her hand in both of his and caressed them softly.

      “Meyer? What are you doing here?” She looked around the warehouse, now filled with armed Mossad agents and dead Chinese.

      “I was going to ask that, too,” Bridger said. “Although I appreciate your timing. Couldn’t have scripted it any better than that. You saved the day.” 

      They shook hands.

      “I am on a mission of great importance to the fabric of our relationship.”

      “Hawkins,” Bridger realized. “He gave you Specter’s address. Told you we were there. You followed us here.”

      “And that was quite an undertaking not to be spotted, I tell you. But, yes, Hawkins informed me, hoping to repair the damage caused by the tragedy in Switzerland, and”—a frown darkened his face as he looked at Henslow—“the killing of our former agent and dropping his body into the sea” Epstein pointed across the room at Specter. “Him. I get him.”

      Bridger’s phone rang. 

      “Great timing, Hawkins,” Bridger said, seeing the number on the screen. “Meyer is here, and I think Wes is about to punch him. That would be amusing if not for the magnitude of the situation.” 

      “How is May?”

      “Lousy, but alive.”

      “I will assume Meyer has told you of our agreement.”

      “We were discussing that when you called.”

      “He…ain’t getting him,” Henslow shouted so Hawkins could hear, his phlegm-coated words catching partially in his cancerous throat. 

      Bridger put the phone on speaker. 

      “Wes. Go home. Rest. It is over.”

      Henslow took his gun from his pocket, walked over to Specter, and placed the end against his head. “The hell it is. He is mine.”

      Specter did not flinch in fear or move away. Instead, he opened his coat to reveal the suicide vest. He raised his hand to show a thumb firmly depressing the detonator button.

      “I will not go with anyone.”

      “Hawkins, we have a situation here. Wes has a gun to Specter’s temple and it looks like Specter has a suicide vest on. Bye.” Bridger put the phone in his pocket.

      Specter took a few cautious steps back, so the container was at his back. Henslow stayed at Specter's side, keeping the gun pressed to the terrorist's head. 

      At first no one moved. Then some of the Israeli team looked at each other and started to shuffle toward the exits. 

      “In case anyone was wondering, I am guessing that under those blocks of tape-wrapped plastic explosives are lead boxes filled with cobalt-60 powder. Am I right?” Bridger asked.

      “Yes," Specter said.

      “Uncle Remy!” Lena ran toward her uncle.

      “Do not worry, my dear.” He raised a hand for her to stop. “Stay there.”

      “I can’t believe your plan is to blow yourself up and poison everyone here with radiation," Bridger said. “That is beneath a mass-murdering terrorist of your pedigree. So the Interpol thing was a ruse?”

      “Yes, or no. I had hoped you would follow my trail—as you have. But once you survived Leysin and Berlin, I had few options left.” He turned his head to look at Wes, an arm’s-length away. The end of the pistol scraped across Specter’s scalp until it was pointed between his eyes.

      “So you wanted to poison me. I’m dying of cancer, and you wanted to poison me.”

      “Uncle?” Lena said, “what are you doing?”

      “I’ve survived chemo. You think that crap you have on you scares me?” Henslow looked at Bridger. “I’m going to shoot him and get this over with.”

      “Then he lets go of the button, and we all get blown to bits or contaminated,” Bridger said mildly. “Let’s think of a better plan.”

      “I am interested in any ideas you might have,” Meyer said, his voice more distant. The Mossad team had continued their imperceptibly slow retreat toward the back wall. Their weapons were still pointed at Specter.

      As if an extra twenty feet will make a difference, Bridger thought. 

      “Get your guys to lower their weapons. We don’t want any itchy-fingered accident to be the death of us all.”

      “Yes. Good thought.” Meyer made the signal, and they did.

      “May, go back there with them.”

      “I will not.”

      “May, listen to your son,” Henslow said. “Meyer, want to lend a hand?”

      Epstein cautiously came over to May, helped her up, and took her toward the back of the warehouse.

      Bridger assessed the positions of Snake, Beatrice, and Milton, and the retreating Mossad. Demon remained by the container door.

      “I ain’t going anywhere.”

      “Did I say anything?” Bridger said, still calculating odds. “You okay over there, Chuck?”

      Charlie Ho looked petrified. “I would rather not be here, with any of you. You people are crazy.”

      Li Chu groaned as he rose to his feet and started to wobble out of the container, holding his arm, apparently unaware of the drama unfolding a few feet from him.

      “That’s far enough, Li Chu.” Snake cut off his retreat.

      “Hey, Specter, I have one question. You wore the belt here. Were you planning to do this? I mean, I can’t believe you would put your niece's life at risk.” Specter looked unhappy and uncertain. “Hold the phone,” Bridger said. “I got it. Meyer back there messed it up. He wasn’t part of your equation.” Bridger regarded the Mossad agents. “As a matter of fact, he wasn’t a part of mine, either.”

      “I will not go with him,” Specter said, not hiding his disdain for the Israeli spy. “Lena, you must go.”

      “I will not!”

      “You must.”

      “Could be a good idea,” Bridger said. 

      A face wracked with fear and determination turned to look at him. “No.” She came to Bridger’s side, then sidled closer to her uncle, who stepped back until his heels were squared against the base of the container. 

      “Lena, listen to him.” Bridger wanted to ease her pain in any way he could. He also needed to stay focused to make sure they survived the next few minutes. “They will figure it out.” He tilted his head toward Henslow and her uncle.

      She considered his words, then edged away. “What do you mean?” 

      “Just wait.”

      The only sound to be heard was the heavy breathing of people frightened of the unknowns about to become known. Everyone's eyes were fixed on Henslow and Specter, who glared at each other in pure hatred.

      From his spot less than ten feet away, Bridger read the signals their eyes were transmitting as thoughts. 

      After what seemed like forever, Bridger sensed a decrease in the red-hot tension. The two old foes appeared to nod in agreement, but neither said a word. They stepped into the container together.

      “They figured it out,” he whispered to Lena.

      “What?”

      Henslow turned toward May, who slowly stood.

      “Goodbye, May. Get out of this business. Don’t end up like me. I’m just a broken-down bag of bones. Spend time with your boy. I wish I could have.”

      “Wes,” she said softly, pouring years of love and respect into one word.

      Henslow shifted to Epstein. “Meyer, my dear friend. I am sorry for the problems I have caused you.”

      The Mossad legend could not muster a sound, but his lips started quivering. May and Meyer locked arms, and she patted his.

      “Lena. It is time for you to live your life to the fullest without the burden of an old man’s countless sins,” Specter said.

      Lena moved before he could react. She hurried into the box and threw her hands around her uncle’s neck, kissing him on the cheek. Then she retreated until she was standing by Bridger again. A wet, shaking hand found its way into his.

      “Trowbridge, you piece of shit. Start listening to your mom—and get out and live a little."

      “I will.” Bridger was surprised by the moisture that slowly rolled out of the corner of his eyes. He let it flow as he gripped Lena’s hand.

      “Duke, close the damn doors,” Henslow said.

      Demon’s etched face was as still as stone. For the only time in Bridger’s memory, his old friend looked fragile. 

      “Fuck you, you son of a bitch.” The old friends shared a laugh.

      Demon grabbed the locking handles of the left door and swung it closed. He engaged the cams and keepers, then rotated the catches down. Then, infinitesimally more slowly, he did the same on the right side. Finally, he stood with his hands on the door, then turned.

      “We should get the hell out of here,” he said to Bridger.
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        * * *

      

      Neither of the men in the box moved for a moment. Henslow wiped his eyes with the back of his bony hand. Then he started to cough uncontrollably. Leaning on the chair for support with his free hand, he managed to keep the gun aimed at Specter until the coughing stopped.

      When Henslow caught his breath, he used his hand to wipe the spittle and phlegm from his lips and nose. “You happy? You get to see at last what a sick old fucker I am. Laugh it up.”

      “I am not laughing, Wes. Your illness is dreadful.”

      “Oh, don’t go pitying me. I couldn’t stand that to be one of my last thoughts. What about you? You are going dopey, right?”

      “Dopey?”

      “Geez. Dementia.”

      “No, I am just more forgetful.”

      “A liar to the end.”

      Specter smiled. “That may be so.”

      They stopped talking as the low hum of the air conditioner filled the container. Each alone in their thoughts.

      “You have been a worthy adversary,” Specter said.

      “You are a murdering piece of shit. Fuck you.”

      Henslow’s bullet hit Specter under his left eye.
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        * * *

      

      Outside the warehouse, a muffled boom was followed by a rumble, and the warehouse and the ground all around them shook.

      Meyer and his Mossad team were already speeding away. Snake, Beatrice, and Milton got in their vehicle and motored out of the parking lot.

      Bridger grabbed Ho before he could get in the van. “Where is Li Chu?”

      Ho ignored him and scrambled into the back of the van.

      “Bridger. Get in!” Demon shouted from the driver’s seat.

      Bridger saw the look of grief on Lena’s face.

      Demon had the van moving before Bridger could close his door. 

      “Goodbye, Wes,” he said softly.
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      “Hello, Trowbridge,” May said, seated at a white cloth-covered round table in her suite at the Waldorf. Gleaming silver trays and bowls, serving spoons, and porcelain plates and cups were laid out in a spread. The smells of eggs, bacon, and shampoo filled the room. “Are you hungry?”

      Bridger saw more food on her plate than he had ever seen her eat.

      “Actually, I am,” he said as he walked in. The CIA officer standing guard outside pocketed the key card and closed the door behind him.

      “How is your team?”

      “If not sleeping it off, then suffering a killer hangover.”

      When Bridger arrived at Lena's after the events in the warehouse, the Spy Devils were sitting in the dining room at tables loaded with wine bottles. Opened cartons of wine were lined up on a table against the wall. The team from the warehouse was sprinting to catch up with Angel and Imp’s binge-drinking head start. Demon headed to a corner table with a full glass of wine in his hand.

      Bridger had sent May to the Waldorf.

      “You look better—a little,” Bridger said.

      Dark wrinkles and creases still cut deep into her bruised face. Her shoulders stooped more than Bridger had noticed before, and uncontrolled tremors made her hands shake.

      “A bath. Fresh clothes. Hot tea to wash down the painkillers. It was an ordeal, but I will recover.” 

      “I’m sure.” Yet Li Chu’s interrogation, coupled with the death of Henslow, had taken a spark out of her. For the first time he felt…concern. She was not the immortal super-spy. She was an old woman, beaten down and tired. “Everything squared away with getting back to DC?”

      “Yes, Hawkins has taken care of it. Thank you for that and this.” She gestured around the room and waved her knife in circles like a magic wand.

      “You are welcome.” 

      “I have decided to retire. Effective immediately. I called Hawkins and told him last night,” she said.

      “You? Retire? I will believe that when I see it.”

      She gently placed her fork down, a bit of egg still uneaten. “Believe it. My time…Wes’s death…the choices…the terrible mistakes. The whole notion that I could make any real difference after….” She grimaced at her incoherence. “I’m being pathetic, I know. I just want to go to my home and do…whatever I can. Garden.”

      “Garden?” Bridger said, amazed. “So you made a mistake. Big deal. We all make mistakes.”

      She shook her head slowly with a wince of pain. "Time to go."

      Bridger knew May had not made a knee-jerk decision. He would never be able to talk her out of it, even if he wanted to. Yet he didn’t want to see her like this. He wanted to get out of there.

      Bridger checked his watch, slid back from the table, and grabbed a croissant. Awkwardness always accompanied their parting banter. He usually made a glib or sarcastic remark, followed by a retort of her displeasure with him. 

      Does this moment require something more…something familial? A squeeze of her shoulder? Kiss on the cheek? Some expression of…love?

      The tugging of her finger revealed she was dealing with the same quandary. Words failed them both in the endless seconds after Bridger stood.

      “I'd like to come to the ranch when you return, if that is all right. We can talk about…choices,” May said. She looked more maternal than he could ever remember—although he was not quite sure he knew what that looked like.

      “Um, yeah. Okay.” The words clanked off his tongue. He rechecked his watch. “Team meeting. Got to prepare.”

      “Be careful.”

      “I have other plans.”

      He smirked and walked to the door. He heard one word before the door closed as he stepped into the hallway.

      “Insufferable.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun flooded through the floor-to-ceiling, cantilevered windows that provided a panoramic view of Rotterdam’s skyline. Bridger enjoyed it while savoring his plate of beef carpaccio.

      “I am glad you could make it, Mr. Bridger,” Ho said as he walked down the steps to the smaller lower dining area of the Euromast Brasserie. Ho took a chair across the bright white–clothed table from Bridger. The other tables in the section were empty until four bulky men accompanying Ho sat, one at each table. Bridger saw the bulges at waist level under their black leather jackets. Up on the main dining tier, four more men were seated at tables, resting their arms on the railing and looking down at him.

      “As you can see, I have improved my security.”

      “Hey, how are the other guys?"

      A quizzical look appeared on Ho’s face. Then he understood. “They will take many months and surgeries to get better, I am afraid.”

      “Sorry about that.” Bridger picked up thin slices of the beef with his fingers and popped them into his mouth. “This is good. Want some?” He slid the plate over. “Wine?” He held up his glass of red.

      “No, thank you.”

      “Probably a good idea. It is almost time.” He checked his watch. “Interesting place to meet. A tourist attraction a hundred and eighty-five meters high. The observation decks and this restaurant are only accessible by elevator, providing not much leeway in case of an…issue.”

      “Perhaps, and we have control of the access points. It affords me some safety from your Spy Devils.”

      “Don’t be too sure.” Bridger motioned outside. “If I wanted to kill you, I would have Milton fly a drone outside this window right here—aim and fire.” Bridger took a finger and placed it between his own eyes. “Bang. You are dead.” 

      Ho twitched away from the table.

      “Don’t worry, Chuck. You are safe. Scout’s honor.” Bridger said, raising his hand in the three-finger salute. “You look better today.”

      “The events in the warehouse were quite…challenging. The rest and my work have reinvigorated me. Which is why I asked you to meet. I have a proposition for you.”

      “Oh, what is that?”

      “I would like you to come and work for me.” 

      “Really? A job offer? That’s flattering. What would I do?”

      “A man of your skills is highly valued in an organization like mine. I would make you vice-president of intelligence and security. You would oversee the entire global operation to keep it safe—from people like you.”

      “VP? Wow. What about the Spy Devils?”

      “The whole team as well. Just work for me this time, not the CIA. You would have carte blanche control of all operations. It would be a lucrative new adventure for all of you.”

      Bridger couldn’t argue with Ho’s observation. “New” was the least of his issues.

      “Good timing, Chuck. I am working through a period of introspection. I can’t speak for the rest, but maybe it is time for something new. Let me think about it and get back to you.”

      “Excellent. You know how to reach me.” Ho looked southwest across the Nieuwe River to the sprawling Rotterdam Harbor. “Another reason I chose this location is it is very near the harbor. I wanted you to see what will replace the facilities you remove for me.” 

      Ho reached his hand back, and a guard handed him binoculars. Ho looked through them and scanned.

      “There.” He handed Bridger the binoculars and pointed. “Near us. Blue and white cargo ship by itself in the second inlet. To the left of all those cranes. You see it?”

      Bridger adjusted the focus and swept the area he had described. “Yes, I do. My, that is a big one.” Bridger handed the optical device back.

      “It is one of a kind,” Ho said with pride. “It’s a cargo ship, retrofitted from bow to stern with multiple production laboratories to manufacture and synthesize billions of dollars worth of MDMA, ecstasy, or Molly, as it is known, every year at the lowest production costs. The holds are swollen with a month’s worth of meth chemical precursors like PMK and BMK, which can also be used to manufacture amphetamines, this market’s most-wanted product.” 

      “Im-pressive.”

      “Vincente has provided men with the expertise needed to make the product. In addition, we installed new meth manufacturing processes that Vincente’s chemists in Mexico have perfected to recycle the voluminous waste for greater output. It is very environmentally friendly.”

      “The world thanks you.”

      “Fentanyl precursor chemicals and all the other required materials needed for self-contained synthetic opioid production, using the Janssen Method—more difficult, but we have streamlined and simplified production, reaching purities consistently over ninety percent.”

      “How nice.” 

      “Large quantities of these chemicals do raise suspicion. It is labeled as delivering shipments of washing powder or chemicals that have legal applications for other products on the paperwork. Perfume and such. We offload the finished pills and powders here and ship them to Vincente’s warehouses, where he and our European partners will distribute them to the sellers and buyers. Our relationship is now symbiotic.”

      “No security concerns that port authorities might notice a ship offloading drugs or the smell of the drugs being cooked?”

      Ho smiled. “I installed recirculating air and water purification systems. State of the art. And as for nosey onlookers? I have obtained complete control over the authorities.”

      “Money and power have their uses in illegal business operations,” Bridger said, pushing his empty plate away.

      “Yes, they do. Also, the ship and docks employ security systems of all types, the same used to protect many heads of state. Cameras and drones. Acoustic systems for the water. A ten-man security team that will never leave the ship. Impenetrable.”

      “Is anything really impenetrable?”

      “When there are millions upon millions of doses of narcotics—pills and powder—and pallets of cash to protect—yes. No one onboard can leave the ship, ever. I added movie theaters. Restaurants. Shops. Casinos. Women.”

      “It is like the Las Vegas of meth labs.”

      “What happens there better stay there.” Ho laughed at his own joke.

      Bridger grinned. “And the pallets of money will require your firm’s money-laundering expertise, I assume?”

      “I estimate one billion dollars in first-year profits from the start of the Netherlands operation, most coming out of that ship, with exponential growth year over year.” Ho’s normally placid demeanor had been energized, and he bounced in his seat like a kid getting his birthday presents. “Think of it. We are the Chinese Amazon of drugs—offering convenient, ubiquitous, competitively priced quality products with money-back guarantees. I am the Jeff Bezos of drugs. I could go on—”

      “Please don’t.” Bridger’s phone beeped. “No time anyway.”

      Bridger pulled a tablet from a bag on the floor, pushed a few buttons, and set it on the table so only he and Ho could see. 

      Ho leaned forward to get a clear view of the screen, divided into two color video feeds. The left screen was labeled Utrecht and showed a barn surrounded by woods. The right screen was identified as Moerdijk and had a distant view of a barge moored at the dock.

      They waited. Bridger with his arms folded and eyes closed. His head was resting back against the window.

      Ho fidgeted with impatience. “Is anything going to happen?”

      “Just wait.” Bridger cocked his head and opened his eyes. “Here it comes.”

      In Utrecht, a fleet of cars rushed into view. Police, tactical teams in full combat gear, men wearing DEA jackets, and other official-looking people jumped out and ran into the barn out of their view.

      “What is this?”

      Bridger spread his arms like a proud father. “Hang on, we aren’t done yet.”

      In Moerdijk, a similar event occurred as vans and cars, lights flashing, drove onto the dock and ran up the gangplank. Then on both screens, they came out escorting beleaguered men, heads down, arms zip-tied behind them.

      “What? I don’t…who are they? What have you done?”

      “I forgot about the explosions. How could I do that?”

      Hesitantly, Ho took the binoculars Bridger held out to him.

      “Wait for it.” 

      The ship appeared to shimmy, rise a bit, and rock port to starboard. Waves radiating from the boat were accompanied by shock waves thudding against the restaurant windows. The ship started a slow-motion list to the starboard side. As the list became more pronounced, men appeared on deck and ran frantically for the gangway steps. As the plank rose, men jumped, flapping their arms like flocks of scared birds suddenly taking flight.

      Bridger finished his wine. “How are your fire- and flood-control systems on the boat?”

      “What have you done?” Ho said, jumping to his feet and banging his palms against the window with a fleshy smack.

      “When you see a ship sinking so fast like that, doesn’t a Celine Dion song pop into your head?” 

      Police cars and other vehicles came speeding down the dock and slid to abrupt stops. Similarly clad assault teams, local police, DEA, and federal officials jumped out and began to arrest the fleeing crew.

      “Our man Milton beefed up the explosive firepower in our Devilbots, making projectiles capable of blowing a hole in a ship’s hull. I wanted to blow the hell out of the whole thing, but I thought that might be a bad idea considering the amount of crap on board. The drugs and the chemicals, like you explained. So, sending it to the bottom of the harbor seemed the next best option.”

      A gaze of shock, mixed with disbelief, admiration, and hate, flamed from Ho’s eyes. He reached his hands toward Bridger. 

      Bridger ignored him. “Don’t. Please. I would hate for our budding relationship to turn violent.”

      Loud shouting and screaming came from the upper level of the restaurant. Ho’s men reached for their weapons. Before they could aim, more squads of assault teams rushed to the rails and down the steps to the lower level. Their weapons were shouldered and ready to shoot. 

      People with DEA jackets approached the Chinese criminal. “Charles Ho. You are under arrest.” They turned him and handcuffed his hands.

      Ho tried to hide it, but Bridger saw the look spread on Ho’s face as he came to grips with what had been done to him—to his operation. The look on his face when he realized he was beaten.

      All because of Bridger and the Spy Devils.

      Bridger loved that look. It made all—well, most—of it worthwhile. Bridger stood, controlling the wave of satisfaction he felt. 

      “Congratulations, Mr. Bridger. I am impressed again with your skills and planning,” Ho said. 

      “Thanks, Chuck. That might mean a lot to me someday. Oh, that reminds me. About the job offer. Unfortunately, I have to decline.”
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            REVENGE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Amsterdam, Netherlands

      

      

      

      When dawn came in Beijing, Chen received the call Chapel had promised would come. It was brief, no more than fifteen seconds.

      “Ho is in jail,” Chapel said.

      Chen put the phone down and welcomed the immediate sense of relief. A layer of fear and paranoia that came with living the life of a double agent peeled off him. Then, just as quickly, it vanished.

      Chen took another phone from a locked drawer and dialed.

      “Yes?” Zhang said.

      “It is done. Ho has been arrested.”

      “Yes, I heard, but you said he would be dead.”

      “I said he would be eliminated. He has been. The Enterprise is yours, as we agreed. Continue to pass information to me as you have been doing.”

      “He can run this organization from whatever prison he is in, unless it is one of those super-maximum-security prisons in America—and even then, I would not rule out his abilities.”

      "That is your issue to deal with if you want."

      Pause.

      “Thank you.”

      Chen hoped he had gotten rid of the immediate danger Ho presented. Chapel had delivered, and all it took was some information on Li Chu for Bridger. But he couldn’t ignore the fear that, at some point, someone else might discover his secret. Either by mistake or a leak in U.S. intelligence. 

      Chen dropped the phone into his drawer with the satisfaction that his greatest threat had been removed—for now.
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        * * *

      

      “Minister Chen.”

      For the second time in days his heart rate soared with uncontrolled fear. “Li Chu? Why—why have you called?” 

      Chen immediately regretted the pathetic weakness of hesitancy in his voice.

      “We both know the answer to that, don’t we?”

      “I am quite certain I do not know.”

      “I am quite certain you do.” 

      “I am quite certain I am busy and need to end this call.”

      “You may do that, but you will force me to publicize that you are an American spy. I am certain you do not want that known.”

      Upon hearing the dreaded words, Chen felt sweat beginning to trickle down his chest. “That is ridiculous.”

      “Shut your mouth, Chen!” Li Chu replied in a fury. “Don’t dishonor yourself any further, if that is possible. You have lost the privilege of pretending to care about the pain you have caused me and the lives lost of my teams.”

      “Tell me what you want.”

      “I had suspicions about you in Ukraine when I was located by the man Chapel with those worthless radios—the ones you provided. Then Bridger said he had good intelligence to hunt the team, but the treachery and betrayal of such an enormous magnitude would be unthinkable, so I chose not to believe what my mind told me was the obvious reason. Then just days ago, in Amsterdam, Bridger knew all about my family. My history. My name. Only one person in the world could have provided that.”

      “What do you plan to do with your…suspicions, as that is all they are. You have no proof of any of this. Why would anyone listen to obviously false allegations against someone as highly respected as me? You are a failure that has caused the deaths of many valiant MSS men and brought embarrassment to the country.”

      “When does it take evidence to raise suspicions in China?”

      Chen’s fortitude buckled like hot asphalt when he heard the exact words he had spoken to Chapel.

      Li Chu went on. “Uncertainties about your loyalty whispered to someone like Foreign Minister Yi would be more than enough for you to be imprisoned immediately and forever unless, after they find the proof, you are just shot, which might be your best option.”

      “Minister Yi?”

      “Yes, he is in Rome. I am here meeting a colleague who is on the minister’s team. In fact, I see him now walking toward me. I will explain the detailed notes I have in this folder in my hand. I am sure he will call the minister directly, then he will call the president, and well, after that, you will know the rest.”

      “You are lying.”

      “Cavaleri Hilton. Rome. I am sure you can verify the location. I will wait.”

      Chen called his assistant and asked him to locate and call Minister Yi.

      “He is in Rome,” he said a minute later. “On the line.”

      Chen tensed as he put the mobile call with Li Chu on his desk and activated his desk phone speaker. “Minister Yi. I am sorry for the intrusion.”

      “Chen. How may I help you?”

      “I am sure you are busy.”

      “Yes, I am meeting a group of Americans in several minutes.”

      “May I ask where is that?”

      “The Cavaleri Hilton in Rome. Why? Is there an issue?”

      “No, Minister, not at all. Just a routine MSS status check of my service. Enjoy your stay. Please call when you return.”

      Chen disconnected. His hand shook as he reached for the mobile.

      “What is it that you want, Li Chu?”

      “Many things.” The arrogance of victory infused his voice, irritating Chen, but he had no options. “First, you will provide me resources of any kind at my request, starting with money, identity papers, and protection from the MSS. If I call, you will answer, and you will provide what I require. I know what you are thinking. When we are done, you will signal your CIA handlers to come and rescue you. Or, if you are braver than I think you are and decide to stay, you will have me hunted and killed. Either decision is a mistake for you.”

      “Is there anything else you need?”

      “Revenge.”
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        * * *

      

      Charlie Ho was incarcerated in the high-security section of Nieuw Vosseveld prison. The number of countries seeking his extradition would require many visits from his lawyer, and Ho could pass messages through him.

      “Zhang has taken control of all operations,” the three-piece-suited lawyer told Ho. They were meeting inside a small bare room furnished with a metal table and two chairs.

      “That is good. Zhang is capable and loyal,” Ho said calmly. If not for his hands being shackled to a ring welded to the top of the metal desk, his gray- and white-striped baggy pants and pullover top, and the shadow of a beard, Ho looked as businesslike as ever.

      “We have to discuss the extradition issues.” The lawyer opened several folders he had placed on the table and slid them to Ho. Between a few pages Ho removed a small scrap of tissue-thin paper. The chains rattled as he picked it up with his manacled hands and held it close to his eyes.

      When Ho was done reading, he slid it back to the lawyer, who picked it up and put it in his mouth. His jaws clenched as he held it between his tongue and the roof of his mouth. It dissolved in seconds.

      Ho leaned forward. “I need you to take a message to Vincente immediately. Write nothing down. Deliver it personally. He has to clearly understand what he needs to do.”

      Ho whispered the message to the lawyer, who stood when he was done.

      “You understand.”

      “Yes.” The lawyer knocked on the door. Clangs and clacks reverberated into the room as the heavy metal door was unlocked. The lawyer stepped outside. A guard came in and unlocked Ho’s shackles from the table and relocked them to a metal ring attached to the chains around his waist and ankles.

      As he shuffled down the hall to his solitary confinement cell, he knew they might have him locked in this cage, but that didn’t mean much.

      Nothing is outside my reach. I can do anything.
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            EVERYTHING BAGEL

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CIA Headquarters / Abaddon Ranch

      

      

      

      The black SUV pulled off of Highway 123 and stopped in a line of cars at the guard station.

      “Morning rush,” the driver said.

      When the Security Protective Officer, known as an SPO, waved them through, they continued straight through a funnel of tall trees swaying in the late fall breeze. The driver followed the slight bend and emerged in front of the famous façade of the CIA’s Old Headquarters Building.

      “Have you been here before, sir? Quite an impressive building, don’t you think?” the driver asked.

      “Yes.” Bridger did not connect his concise answer to either of the man’s unwanted questions.

      May’s call had woken Bridger from a deep sleep somewhere over the Atlantic.

      “Hawkins wants to talk to you.”

      “He knows how to reach me.”

      “In person. At headquarters.”

      “Headquarters? I’ve never been there in my life. That’s against the rules.” Bridger thought for a moment. “Is he scared of me and wants to meet on his turf if I go all Devil on him? Coward.”

      “I told him I am retiring.”

      “Really? How did he take it?”

      “Fine. Have you made your decision?”

      Bridger thought of Hawkins’s betrayals and the damage they caused. “I’ve got nothing to talk about.”

      “Just go and listen to what he has to say. Try to be pleasant.”

      Bridger knew he had to face Hawkins about his betrayal of the Spy Devils. Maybe meeting Hawkins wasn’t a bad idea. “You know what? Good idea. Get it over with,” he said.

      She didn’t respond immediately. “Bridger, what are you thinking?”

      “See you at the ranch.”

      Bridger had disconnected and told Alan to divert from Austin to Washington, then went back to sleep.

      The driver steered the SUV to the left down a slope. Double-wide metal doors rolled up, and the vehicle entered an underground parking garage. The SUV pulled up to a set of elevators surrounded by glass walls, where two SPOs waited, dressed in suits tailored to hide the weapons under their jackets. One of the men opened Bridger’s door.

      “Welcome, sir. Come with us, please. The DDO is waiting.”

      Bridger was amused by Hawkins sending two men to escort him. Was the influential leader of the world's best clandestine operations afraid of him?

      I hope so.

      After the elevator ride up to the seventh floor, he exited into a long, brown-carpeted hallway flanked by rows of windows and 1970s wood paneling.

      “Who did the decorating here? What do you call this brownish color? Dirty mushroom?” Bridger asked.

      “Taupe,” the SPO replied without missing a beat.

      Bridger liked this guy.

      They led Bridger through an open administrative assistant area, then stopped and motioned him through a door simply labeled Deputy Director of Operations.

      Hawkins stood at a window, looking through binoculars over the wooded area beyond the security perimeter fencing. The spacious office was similar to the hallway. Brown. Mahogany paneling. Large desk. Guest chairs. Sitting area. Coffee table with a tray of sliced bagels, coffee cakes, and fruit. Coffee, water, and juice.

      “Come in, Bridger.” Hawkins never stopped scanning the trees.

      Bridger stopped next to him and, without a word, held his hand out palm up. Hawkins ignored him at first. Finally, he handed Bridger the binoculars, and he looked through them in the same direction as Hawkins.

      “I saw a Painted Bunting once at Great Falls Park,” Hawkins said. “Not far from your mother’s house.”

      “Rare bird.”

      “It is. You watch birds?”

      Bridger lowered the glasses. “I watch everything.”

      Hawkins took the binoculars from Bridger and returned them to their spot in his desk. He picked up a plate and started to slather an everything bagel with cream cheese.

      “I love bagels. Real bagels. Hard on the outside. Good texture in the dough. And none of those fruit or trendy crap bagels. Sit. Have one.”

      Bridger sat but didn’t eat. Instead, he watched Hawkins sandwich the bagel halves together and devour a quarter of the bagel in a bite that would make a shark jealous. Cream cheese dripped out onto the plate.

      “So you have never been here? Ever? Never once visited May?” Hawkins asked as he chewed his prey.

      “No.”

      “I find that—I don’t know—strange, I guess.”

      “Why would I come here?”

      “Still, it is odd.” Another quarter of the bagel disappeared into Hawkins’s mouth.

      “Why? The Spy Devils are not associated with the CIA.”

      “So why did you come now? Did May force you?” When he laughed, Bridger saw poppy seeds stuck between Hawkins's teeth.

      “No, she didn’t force me but said I should. I don't see the harm—just this once.”

      “Let’s talk about that.” Another monstrous bite required Hawkins to wipe the cream cheese droppings from his chin. “Damn.” He wiped another clump that made its way to his lap. “First, I want you to know how sad I am, we all are, about Wes. A true legend and the original spymaster. Knowing him, he would hate for anything big, but I am planning a memorial on the grounds. We will plant a tree with a plaque honoring him. It is a rare honor. I hope you can make it for that.”

      “That is a nice tribute.” Bridger knew he wouldn’t go.

      “I also want you to comment on the situation in Amsterdam concerning Meyer and the Mossad. Meyer was quite upset about everything.” He sat back, crossing one leg over the other. “Our relationship with the Israelis is always tenuous.”

      “Fine.”

      “I thought letting him have Specter was a token of our appreciation for his help. I am sorry if that caused you any inconvenience.”

      Bridger tried to stay calm.

      “If you mean almost getting us poisoned with cobalt-60 dust and killing Wes, then, yes, I guess we were inconvenienced. But that was then. I get it. I’m used to being used.”

      “Meaning May, I am assuming, which brings me to this meeting. First, with her retirement, I plan a gathering in the executive dining room. I will let you know the day—I expect you will want to attend.”

      “Have your person call my person,” Bridger said with thick sarcasm.

      “Oh? Okay, sure.”

      “Is that it? Is that why I had to be here?”

      “No. Also, with May's departure, you will now report to me directly. You will still have operational control of the group—with some fine tuning. You will be based here, in the building, to handle the internal Agency logistical issues and any inter-agency discussions that need to take place. Additionally—”

      “Can I make a comment before you go to the additional points?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “I quit. I am done.” Bridger stood and turned toward the door.

      “Relax.” Hawkins waved his cream cheese–smeared fingers at Bridger. “May said you would react like this.”

      “She was right.”

      “Is that the feeling of the rest of the Spy Devils? Maybe should you ask.”

      “They can do what they want. They are grown-ups.”

      “Sit down!” Hawkins yelled as he jammed the last morsel of bagel into his mouth and frisbeed his empty plate onto the table with a crash. “Cool your ass, kid. Think about this.”

      “There is nothing to think about.” Bridger walked toward the door and grabbed the handle.

      “Don’t make me say cliché shit like we can make your life miserable.” Hawkins's voice went soft but not entirely threatening. “But I will make your life miserable. You are not walking away. Time to grow up, son. Mommy ain’t here to protect you.”

      Bridger smiled at the guard outside, then shut and locked the door. “Don’t make yourself regret contacting me again.”

      “Don’t threaten me.” Hawkins stood, raising his imposingly large frame as tall as possible.

      Bridger had taken all he could take. “Go fuck yourself.” He lunged toward Hawkins and jammed his forearm into the man’s throat. Hawkins gagged, staggered back, lost his footing, and dropped against the sliding windows. Bridger fell on top of him, and he wedged his arm to hold Hawkins’s throat tight.

      Hawkins's eyes went wide when he saw a mini Devil Stick pointed a few inches from his face. Hawkins prepared a counter move, but Bridger was ready and jammed his arm tighter into his windpipe. A red-faced Hawkins gasped for air.

      All the pent-up emotions flowed out of Bridger’s forearm into Hawkins’s throat. The murder of Jaime. The deaths of Specter and Henslow. May and Lena’s interrogation by Li Chu. The multiple near-deaths of the Spy Devils by drones, bombs, human traffickers, and radioactive materials. Betrayals by Marwan, Epstein, and Hawkins.

      “Once again,” he said steadily, “I quit. Stay away from me, or you will regret it. My last promise as the Devil.” Bridger released a jet of gas into Hawkins’s face. Then Bridger freed his grip on the man and stood up.

      Hawkins’s mouth gaped as his hands jerked toward his face. A few grunts and guttural sounds later, he was unconscious.

      Bridger calmly grabbed a bagel from the table, then walked to the door and stepped into the reception area.

      “He doesn’t want to be disturbed,” Bridger said as he closed the door behind him. “Can you give me a lift?”
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        * * *

      

      “My god, Trowbridge! Did you really attack Hawkins?” May asked from the top of the veranda steps.

      “Yes.” Bridger climbed the steps to the front porch and dropped his bag. 

      “You gassed the DDO of the CIA in his office?”

      “I didn’t like his restructuring plans.” Bridger sat in a rocking chair next to her. 

      “He can have you arrested.”

      “He won’t.” Bridger picked up a cup and filled it with hot tea. 

      “Why not?”

      “If I retire, I don’t have to protect the Spy Devils and their CIA cover from the public. He knows that.”

      “You would never…never do that!”

      “I don’t know, but neither does he.”

      “You may not like him, but he is not a man to take lightly.”

      “Me either.”

      “Yes, but you don’t have the full force of the Central Intelligence Agency and U.S. government at your disposal. He does.”

      “I file that fact into my advantage category.” He tried the tea. It was too hot, so he set it down to cool.

      “You should call and apologize before it is too late.” 

      “I will send him a fruit basket if that makes you feel better.”

      “Don’t jest. I will call Hawkins to see if I can calm him down.”

      “Do what you want.”

      May sipped her tea as she looked toward the setting sun. “Nice view.”

      “It is.” Bridger wanted to do more than look at the sunset. “I need some R&R. See you later.”

      He picked up his bag and walked into the house.

      “Oh, Trowbridge. You have no idea what you have done, again.”
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        Abaddon Ranch, West Texas Hill Country

      

      

      

      Lena and Bridger sat silently in the west lounge of his ranch, watching the sunset.

      “I am glad you came,” he said

      “Me, too. I am glad you invited me.”

      After the deaths of Specter and Henslow in the warehouse, a shared sense of loss drove Bridger to convince Lena to come to his ranch. She hesitated at first, but over wine at her house, she had agreed.

      “I am tired,” she said with a yawn.

      “Jet-lag. It is a killer, especially if you are not used to it. Go upstairs. I will be up in a minute.”

      After checking that the security systems were operating properly, he wearily climbed the steps to his bedroom. Bridger found Lena wrapped in a thick robe, standing by the window. Moonlight penetrating the gaps in the curtains etched dim orange trails across her. A fire crackled in the stone fireplace.

      As he approached, the smell of wet hair and the scent of lavender soap grazed his nose. Bridger stood next to her and, without a word, she grabbed him and put her wet lips to his—her damp hair brushed against his forehead. He did not resist. Neither did he pull away.

      Bridger felt the heat coming through her robe. She was warm to the touch.

      She released first, took his hand, and led him to the bed where they sat side-by-side. She put her head on his shoulder.

      “I know he was a bad man who killed many people,” she said, pulling on the belt of her robe, “but he was a good uncle.”

      “He was worse than bad. Your uncle was a mass-murdering terrorist.” He saw hurt in her eyes. “Yet he spent his later life protecting you from his past. That says something.”

      A flash of anger sparked in her wide brown eyes. Then she nodded and blinked the anger away. “But you lost someone close to you, too. I am sorry. You can share your pain with me.”

      “Maybe later. This is a lot to process. I need to focus on the things left to do.”

      “Not tonight.”

      She curled up in a soft chair near the fire, sitting with her legs tucked underneath her, as Bridger had noticed was her habit. He sat on the end of his bed.

      They looked at each other, letting the stillness do the talking.

      “Tell me about Lena.”

      “Me? Why?”

      “I want to know.”

      “I will if you tell me about Trowbridge Hall.”

      Immediately, Bridger felt fear and anxiety constrict his muscles. “I’m not sure I can or even know how to do that.”

      “Yes, you can. I will go first. I was born in Beirut.” She spoke of her childhood, parents, and love of cooking. Then she talked about Specter. “I knew I had an Uncle Remy, but all my questions about him were met with silence. My parents were killed when I was eight. He showed up and took me to Europe. Only years later did I discover his profession. I foolishly tried to ignore it, then begged him to retire. Finally, I reported on him after many years. He was my last living relative. I knew people were trying to find him. He was aging, and I wanted him to grow old with me. That is where I met Gretchen—May, your mother.”

      “And you kept that a secret from him for years.”

      She nodded.

      Bridger had never met anyone like her. They didn’t look anything alike, but he had already detected many of the same characteristics that May possessed. Intelligent. Strong-willed. Talented. Passionate about her craft. Quick-witted. But Lena was also carefree, passionate, and spirited. 

      “Now you,” she said, bringing him out of his thoughts.

      With trepidation, Bridger started.

      “I was born in the U.S. but raised…everywhere. My father, Stanley, died when I was seven.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a worn blue metal golf ball marker. He handed it to her. “He gave me this.”

      She looked at it quizzically, then handed it back. “So you and your mother are not close? That is a shame.”

      “Things might change. Who knows?”

      "Who knows?" she repeated as she walked toward him. “The biggest mistake we make in life is thinking we have enough time.”

      Her robe slipped off her shoulders and formed a white cloud on the floor at her feet. She silently brushed past and crawled under the quilt cover.

      They made love like their future depended on it until they fell asleep, content and exhausted.
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        * * *

      

      Bridger’s pilot, Alan, brought Milton, Beatrice, Angel, and his wife Janelle aboard Bridger’s Gulfstream V from Austin-Bergstrom International Airport the next morning. A few hours later, Alan piloted Snake, Imp, and Demon in Bridger’s Bell 505 helicopter.

      Before he left Amsterdam, Bridger had invited them to come relax at the ranch. He wanted to talk to them together.

      May and Demon were the only outsiders who had been to the ranch and stayed in suites in the main house. Luis gave each guest a Gator and escorted them to their guest cabins a quarter mile up a road from the main house. 

      Bridger was sure they would all be suspicious but, first, he invited them to relax and enjoy the ranch. As luck would have it, the late October weather was accommodating. Warm dry days. Cold nights.

      He enjoyed seeing his team out of Spy Devils mode and just being…normal. 

      Snake and Demon spent their time at the range, then tried not to destroy the Foosball table in the game room. Angel and Janelle rode horses and hiked the trails. Milton and Beatrice tried out the heated pool and hot tub. May sat in the library and read. Imp was nowhere to be seen.

      Bridger patiently tried to teach Lena about golf but failed.

      Finally, he asked the team to gather in the lounge for drinks. Bridger planned to tell them of his decision to retire.

      That gathering didn’t happen.

      At noon, Imp alerted Bridger of a dox attack against him in social media. Thousands of Twitter accounts simultaneously posted the same tweet:

      
        
        #TrowbridgeHall is real name of the famed Bridger—the Devil of the Spy Devils. #SpyDevils #Bridger #CIA

      

      

      The same message appeared on Facebook, Instagram, China’s Weibo, WeChat, WhatsApp, 4Chan, and Reddit. 

      The troll, conspiracy, and doxing internet subcultures took over immediately. Spy Devils fandom sleuths were enthusiastic to follow up and probe the revelation. But by evening they were disappointed that so little could be uncovered. No bios. No pictures. No social media. 

      From the operations control center, Bridger watched Imp manage the counter-attack. He had left Lena and May talking, drinking, and eating lunch on the veranda.

      “Can you handle this?” Bridger asked Imp.

      “I wish it was a challenge,” Imp said without looking up.

      “I’m glad I had you wiping away the existence of Trowbridge over the years.”

      “You mean you’re lucky to have us,” Imp said as he sat on the center desk chair of the central operations console. “Nice place, by the way.” Imp briefly looked around the room. “I am pleased to see you installed all my network and security suggestions. Good boy.” 

      Imp picked up a mug and emptied it of the remaining coffee. He waved the mug at Bridger and placed it back on the desk.

      All of the screens bracketed to the walls around the room were scrolling lines of data and flashing alerts. One screen was a matrix of twelve windows of teens to twenty-somethings working just like Imp. Most were dressed in T-shirts with uncombed hair and red eyes. The men were unshaven. Most of them were smoking something. Fast food wrappers, cups, bottles, and other litter surrounded them. 

      They were Imp’s army of computer geeks known as “The Unemployables.”

      “I’m glad we plugged the Hubbard Park Investment hole,” Bridger said. “This would have been worse if I hadn’t cut connections after Li Chu’s threats in Ukraine.”

      “Uh-huh.” Imp scanned the monitors. “Everyone is a little pissed this isn’t really a sophisticated dox. Disappointingly haphazard. Especially for the Chinese. I expected better from them.” 

      “You are certain this is from China?”

      Imp’s eye roll told Bridger not to doubt him in hacking matters.

      “Yes…I am sure. Harder to tell the source from the surface, though. Hang on. Sit.” Imp pointed at the desk chair next to him. “But we are experts. They aren’t.”

      Bridger rolled the chair over and sat as ordered. 

      Imp pushed a button, changing the matrix windows to a full screen of the live feed of a young woman furiously typing on her computer. She was dressed in a T-shirt with her blonde-haired ponytail stuck out the back of a baseball cap with #MYVAGINA printed across the crown. 

      A beep accompanied an indication light that Imp had turned on the sound.

      “Jelly Bean. What do you have?”

      “Jelly Bean?” Bridger asked.

      “She likes jelly beans.”

      “I got this for you.” Jelly Bean looked at Imp and gave him the finger. 

      “Thanks, but the boss is here.”

      “Hi…Jelly Bean,” Bridger said as he rolled into view.

      “Hi. Imp is an asshole,” she said, without hesitation or awkwardness. She never took her eyes off her screen as she spoke. Then one hand kept its staccato pace on the keyboard while the other reached over to a ripped open bag of the candy. Jelly Bean tossed a few in her mouth and devoured them with a vengeance.

      “He is. Can’t argue with that. He says you think this is from China?”

      Jelly Bean stopped typing, then made a few clicks. She scanned her screen. “The Chinese. APT10 or 31, 41. They keep reshuffling the structure and their targets all the f-ing time. MSS is definitely written all over it. The hubs, gateways, and accounts are all known MSS. Poorly done.”

      “Thank you.”

      Leads poured in all evening on social media from people who swore they went to school with Bridger in Wyoming, North Dakota, Alaska, Iowa, Okinawa, and a dozen other states and countries. Some had dated him. Others were his ex-wife. Mothers. Fathers and relatives of all kinds emerged. None had proof, but that didn’t matter to the conspiracy believers.

      That only fueled the intensity of the hunt for Trowbridge Hall.

      By late afternoon, #whoisbridger appeared in the top ten trending topics worldwide. Then, at 3 a.m., rumors started that the Trowbridge Hall messages were disappearing off social media worldwide, and the chum was in the water. 

      Someone, or the government, had to scrub him from existence.

      Who doesn’t have any social media accounts? 

      I am filing a Freedom of Information Request with the CIA.

      Of course, we can’t find him! He is an undercover spy!

      “Nothing else besides the name? No location of the ranch?” Bridger asked.

      “Nothing. But we’ll beef up the existing scrub programs to keep an eye out for that.”

      “Thanks, Imp.” Bridger gave him a pat on the shoulder.

      “No charge,” Imp said, not showing any wear from the many hours glued to his computer. He tapped his empty mug. “But I could use a refill.”
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      Bridger called for another late-afternoon happy hour in the west lounge. The sun was setting, tossing pinks off wisps of white clouds, and reflecting them into the room. When the Spy Devils gathered, Bridger stood in the middle of the room.

      He started with Hawkins’s announcement of his restructuring plans for the Spy Devils. “Hawkins wanted us to report to him with me working inside the CIA.”

      “Inside? That’s dumb,” Milton said.

      “I thought so, so I beat the crap out of him.” Bridger gave the details of the altercation in Hawkins’s office.

      “Son of a bitch. I wish I was there to help,” Demon said.

      “I will give it to you straight. I have retired. Or quit. Or was fired. All of the above. Whichever, I am—”

      “Retiring,” Snake said.

      “Yes.”

      “What about us?” Snake asked.

      “For now, consider yourselves on hiatus.”

      “A hi-what?” Imp asked.

      “I need a break. I think you all need a break. We have been moving nonstop for years. We lost Beast and didn’t have time to mourn. Now…Wes.”

      Bridger looked at Demon, who sat motionless in his chair, staring into space. 

      “I have transferred two million to each of your accounts.”

      “Severance?” Angel asked.

      “As a bonus for jobs well done.”

      “Only two? That won’t be enough for me,” Imp said.

      “Spoiled brat,” Beatrice said.

      “Hey, I am planning on living a lavish lifestyle.”

      “Your cover jobs and backstopping will remain in place. In addition, the media, research, travel, and all other Spy Devil support companies will not be closed.”

      “May? What about you?” Demon asked. “Do you support this?”

      All eyes turned toward May, who sat on a small loveseat in a corner of the lounge. Lena was sitting next to her.

      “I have retired, too.”

      Bridger walked around and shook the hand of each Spy Devil.

      Bridger saw Beatrice give Milton the Do it, or I will never sleep with you again look.

      “Well…er…um….” Milton sputtered. “We…you see—”

      “Oh, good lord,” Beatrice said, shaking her head in disbelief, “Mr. Eloquence is trying to say that this change is fortuitous timing. He proposed. We are getting married.”

      “Yes, that,” Milton said, as his cheeks turned red.  

      Handshakes, hugs, and shouts of congratulations and “drinks all around” were shared. May, Janelle, and Beatrice huddled in the corner. Others needled Milton with the traditional idiotic male banter about being engaged and the shackles of marriage—although Angel was the only married man in the bunch. Lena walked up to Bridger and slid her hand into his and gave it a light squeeze. Bridger looked at her and then returned the squeeze.

      Luciana entered in her white apron, now a food-stained modern work of art. “Dinner, Mr. Trow.” She led the team to the dining room.

      “I am going back to my room,” May said. “Lena can take my place.”

      Bridger watched her slowly climb the stairs to the second level.

      “Is she better?” Lena asked.

      “Marginally. Let’s go.”

      The Spy Devils sat around a long table in the large room. Plates overloaded with Luciana’s homemade Mexican specialties were placed down the middle. Spice-filled aromas thickened the air. Luis had pitchers of margaritas ready at the corner bar.

      “Luciana, you have outdone yourself,” Bridger said as he looked over the heaps of food. “Your homemade chips and guacamole?”

      Eye-rolling was her response.

      Janelle joined her husband. 

      “Tacos!” Imp shouted.

      “I like him,” Luciana said.

      The Spy Devils spent hours eating, toasting their engaged colleagues, and reminiscing about past missions. Then Luciana lugged a medium-sized banker’s box into the room.

      “Mr. Trow. You have a package.”

      “Thanks. Let me take that.” Bridger cleared the table in front of him, took the package, and placed it on the table.

      “Watch out. It might be a bomb!” Imp said, laughing, but no one else did. Eyes flicked to Lena.

      “You are an idiot,” Beatrice whispered at Imp, who sat back in his chair with the look of a scolded child.

      Pulling a Buck knife from his pocket, Bridger carefully started to slice his way through the layers of tape. When he had the top flaps free, he pushed them back and tossed the first layer of crumpled pages of the Washington Post on the floor. He found a note in Henslow’s slightly shaky, but still readable script. 

      “Kid. If you are reading this, I am fucking dead. These are yours. Wes.”

      Bridger pulled out more paper. Under it was the set of first edition James Bond books with dust jackets. He pulled out Casino Royale and opened it to admire Ian Fleming’s signature.

      “Books?” Angel asked.

      “A gift from Wes.”

      “Book? What’s a book?” Imp asked.

      They all laughed and the drinking began again.

      Bridger watched it all through a red wine–induced sense of melancholy. Trading the Spy Devils for a new life was a good move—a great one if he could build something with Lena, but it wouldn’t come without the occasional doubt or regret. 

      This was the end of the Spy Devils.
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        * * *

      

      Alarms sounded in Bridger’s bedroom just after 4:30 a.m., sparking him immediately into action.

      He tapped his television controls and thumbed through the keys until a digital map of the Abaddon Ranch appeared. The perimeter was lined with green status lights. One red light was blinking on the fence south of the golf course. It could just be a coyote triggering the fence sensors. It had happened a few times before. Usually, they ran after a quick jolt from the electrified fence.

      Then a light switched from green to red on the north side beyond the airfield. Then some more on the edge of the west pastures and hills. 

      Those aren’t coyotes.

      Shit.

      Lena was looking at him, blinking.

      “Get some clothes on. Now.”

      She jumped out of bed, looking frantically for something. Then she found her shorts and a top.

      Bridger tossed on some jeans, a wrinkled polo off the floor, and some Converse Chuck Taylor All-Stars. He grabbed his phone, then hit a red button on the wall on the way out of the door. The house filled with rapid shrieks, like a fire alarm. The main lights went on, and red emergency lights started to blink.

      “Intruders,” he yelled as he hopped down the stairs a few at a time, then ran back to the south hall and into the gym. He jabbed his finger against his phone.

      “Luis. Intruders,” he yelled. “Anyone come back unexpectedly to the bunkhouse?” He listened. “Yeah, that’s right. Okay. Send Luciana to me. The alarms should be on in the guest houses, but get up there and make sure they come over.”

      Crossing the gym, he slapped his hand against the paneled wall, activating the palm reader. A numeric pad glowed, and he punched a series of buttons. The wall slid back and a bullet- and blast-proof door slid open next. Lights flicked on, illuminating the operations center.

      He punched a button, lighting a section of the console. The same map he viewed in his room appeared. More red lights. He flipped a few switches and grabbed a joystick.

      “What do you want me to do,” Lena asked.

      “For now, sit over there,” he said, pointing at one of the recliners in the sitting area.

      “Son of a bitch,” Demon said as he came up behind Bridger with his Kimber 1911. He was dressed similarly to Bridger in jeans and a T-shirt. May came in, clutching a flower-patterned robe to her neck.

      “Bridger?”

      “Just sit with Lena,” he said without looking back at her.

      Bridger pushed a command on his computer screen. Maps and aerial images appeared on the wall monitors in front of them. Imp staggered forward, looking like five miles of bad road, and collapsed in a chair next to Bridger.

      “Imp? That was fast.”

      “I found some tequila. Never made it home,” Imp replied. His face was white, his bloodshot eyes were glazed over, and his cheeks puffed in and out like a bellows.

      “This is a surveillance drone. It just went up. I flipped on the IR. Take over, and don’t barf in my ops room.” 

      White images were coming closer from every direction.

      “I count…about twenty-five,” Demon said as he scanned the screens.

      Milton and Beatrice, dressed and armed for battle, arrived surprisingly quickly from their cabin.

      “Milton, help out Imp. The defense control systems are right there.” Bridger pointed at the computer screen. “Sunday morning attack. They knew the crew is in Austin,” Bridger said.

      “Three cars coming toward the gate,” Milton said. “I’ll zoom in.”

      A closer image showed three SUV-size vehicles nearing the site.

      Bridger hit some buttons. Displayed across more screens were CCTV images, each labeled with a region of the ranch. White light reflected off outlines of bodies creeping forward. Each was armed and dressed in combat gear.

      “Six from the north.”

      “I see six south moving toward the golf course. Six to the west coming over the hill.”

      “The cars are getting closer.”

      “I can’t believe you don’t have any perimeter defense besides a fence,” Demon said. His hand with the Kimber bounced up and down as if it was looking for something to do.

      “I do, and soon these guys will be introduced to a whole new reality. You see the controls, Milton?”

      “Got them.”

      “Let them rip.”

      The images on the monitors filled with bright flashes and dozens of lines bursting from spots. When the CCTV feeds cleared, the six intruders on the south screen were left motionless on the ground. To the west, three went down, and one was being tended to by another. Another assumed a sentry position.

      “Programmable sector surveillance remote weapon stations. 5.56-millimeter light machine gun turrets. Sensors. Fire-control software for target acquisition and first-burst target engagement. I have above a dozen spaced around the ranch.”

      “That will do,” Snake said.

      Snake, Angel, and Janelle hurried down the stairs, dressed in various jeans, sweats, shoes, or flip-flops. Luciana followed, gripping a massive kitchen knife. Luis, brandishing a sawed-off shotgun, was right behind her.

      “I am ready, Mr. Trow.”

      “Thanks, Luciana. You stay here for now.”

      “You have any real weapons here, besides pistols and meat cleavers, so we can get in the fight?” Snake asked.

      Bridger moved to a nearby wall. He grabbed a seam in the paneling and slid it apart to reveal a wall of rifles, pistols, ammunition, grenades, rocket launchers, knives, and night-vision goggles. A row of radios in chargers was blinking green.

      Snake looked on in admiration. “I love you, man.”

      “Grab what you want. Everyone get on comms.” They each jammed an earbud into their ears.

      “Snake. Grab a sniper rifle. There is a tower on the roof. Take these stairs.” Bridger opened another panel to the right of the gun locker. Metal stairs spiraled up. 

      Snake ran his hands up over imaginary sleeves, snatched an M24, ammo, and night-vision goggles, and flew up the staircase with the clatter of boots hitting steps. 

      “Beatrice, Milton. There are Devilbots in there. Get up there with Snake. Go hunting.”

      They grabbed the cases and headed up the stairs.

      “They are ramming through the gate,” Imp said.

      They saw the first vehicle on the CCTV of the gate just as it crashed through. Then something moved across the road. The SUV crashed into it and flipped over, landing on its roof. 

      “PAS 68 hydraulic road barriers.” Bridger looked at Demon, who nodded back.

      The SUVs behind jerked left and right, sideswiping the barriers and flipping on their sides. A remote machine gun turret activated and riddled the vehicles. On the screen, they saw something fired from behind a burning SUV. The turret exploded.

      “Um, they have rockets,” Imp said matter-of-factly.

      “Demon,” Bridger said. “Go up. The windows and doors are blast- and bullet-resistant. The halls have been sealed on either end. The external walls are reinforced, but they could blow a hole through them.”

      Demon tucked his 1911 into his waistband, snatched an MP5 and extra ammo off the wall, and ran up the steps. 

      When a person on a screen stood up, a crack came from above them. From his sniper position, Snake dropped the attacker with a head shot.

      “North. Coming along the runway,” Imp announced. The intruders were advancing in a line, one in front of the other along the side of the hangar.

      Bridger pulled out his phone and called Alan, the pilot, who lived in an apartment above the hangar. 

      “Alan!”

      “I see them. I’m already on the plane. It will be ready.”

      Bridger cut the connection and stuffed the phone into his pocket. “Up top. Take out the guys by the hangar,” Bridger said. 

      The heat image of the Devilbots appeared on the monitor, and the four remaining men stalking toward the house along the hangar started to fall. Then a flash came from above, and the front person stopped short and collapsed. 

      Flashes scrambled the signal from the overhead drone. The screen flickered, then went dead. 

      “The drone is not responding.” Imp pushed the touch screen and wiggled the controls. “I think they killed it. Not fair.”

      Bridger handed Lena and May Glocks. “May, I know you know how to use these. Lena?” Without hesitation, she racked the slide to the chamber. “Okay.”

      Bridger ran across the room, flipped open a panel, then pressed a code into the touchscreen. Another blast door slid open. 

      “This tunnel goes to the hangar. May, Lena, and Janelle go with Luciana and Luis.” Bridger turned to Luis. “Go down and wait. Anyone who comes through this door that isn’t one of us, kill them. Code is 51415."

      “We can help,” Lena said.

      “Down!”

      Luis led them down steep concrete steps with his Remington shotgun at the ready. 

      An explosion upstairs shook the house—then another. The lights blinked. Dust fell. 

      “Shit.” He looked at the dust billowing out of the spiral stairs, then at Angel. “Check them.” The three came down before Angel got to the stairs, coughing and covered with dust and blood.

      “Look them over.”

      “I’m fine,” Snake said.

      “Reinforce Demon. He’s at the front door.”

      Snake took an M4 carbine from the wall and went out the door. 

      Milton and Beatrice staggered toward Bridger. “The Devilbots are up.” They waved the controllers at him.

      “Can you control them from here?”

      “Back up there.” Milton pointed toward the stairs. 

      “You sure?”

      They disappeared up the stairs without looking back.

      A third explosion struck the house, shaking everything in the room and sending a shower of dust down on them. The power went off, and red emergency lights came on a few seconds later. 

      “Imp, get a gun.” Bridger went to the wall and grabbed another pistol.

      “Gun?” Imp asked, looking even paler.

      Bridger handed it to him. “If someone comes—”

      “Yeah, I know. Shoot them.”

      Imp went back to the console. “The north guys are almost here.”

      “When they get to twenty feet,” Bridger pointed at the screen, “push that.”

      “What is it?”

      “Push it,” Bridger said as he went up the stairs to the gym, an AR-15 at his shoulder.

      The hallway side of the gym had partially collapsed. However, the fire-suppression system had activated and had put out most of the fires. 

      “Milton. Get control of the bots. Have them ready,” Bridger shouted into his comms as he turned into the dim, smoky hallway. He peeked around the corner into the foyer. The front blast door had held, but a large section of the wall had been blown away. Snake was under the partially collapsed stairs that led to the next level, frantically removing debris off Demon.

      Bridger crouched and ran to help. “Demon. You okay?”

      “Son of a bitch.” He pushed his way out of the pile. “Get away from me.” Blood rolled down the left side of his dirt-smeared face. “Why the hell is everyone still trying to blow me up?”

      “Can you get to the ops center?”

      “I’m staying.”

      Demon felt for his 1911, which was still there, then took a position behind the rubble.

      Bridger moved to the gap in the wall, flipped down the goggles, and peered into the darkness. Snake took a position on the other side of the hole.

      Explosions, flashes, and screams came from the other side of the house.

      “Claymores?” Snake looked at Bridger, who nodded.

      “That means they’re close,” Bridger said.

      “Imp, who is left?” 

      “Five or six are in the south field coming toward you.”

      Then gunfire came from that direction, spraying the house.

      “Who are these guys?” Snake asked.

      “That’s what I want to find out.”

      “Trucks coming. Three of them,” Imp reported.

      “Milton. Beatrice. Trucks coming. Drop the bots on the guys in the field and go to the tunnel. Get to the plane.”

      In seconds, two explosions flashed less than a hundred yards away.

      “Into the tunnel. Everyone.”

      “What about you?” Demon asked. 

      “I will be right there.” 

      “Then I’m staying here.” Demon pointed his weapon toward the door.

      Snake pointed his M4 out the hole.

      Bridger ran through the foyer and entered the library. The red emergency light reflected off the dust, casting an eerie glow in the otherwise dark room. It was enough for him to see the lawyer’s case where he had placed the books. It was still intact. Bridger scrambled across the room as he heard Snake firing. He opened the glass door of the top shelf.

      “Where are you?” May’s voice screamed into his ear. “Trowbridge! Trowbridge!”

      His hand wavered, tracking back and forth across the row of James Bond books.

      “I can’t take them all,” he said, not realizing he had spoken aloud.

      “What? What are you doing?”

      Bridger stopped—his hand wavered once more—then he grabbed a book and ran out. “Demon. Snake. Move it.”

      Bridger waited for them to pass, then tossed a flash bang grenade toward the front door. Bridger closed the security doors behind him when he reached the ops center.

      Demon had his gun up, patches of blood-soaked clothes sticking to his body. Snake was at the tunnel entrance.

      “What are you waiting for?”

      “You,” Demon said.

      Bridger could tell his old friend was exhausted and hurting. Then, on a monitor, he saw men moving down the hall on a still-functioning CCTV camera.

      “Let’s get out of here.”

      Once they were through, Bridger closed the tunnel security door and ran down the steps.

      “We need to go. Snake?” He nodded to Demon.

      Snake tossed Demon’s right arm over his shoulder and helped him down the long tunnel. Demon didn’t protest.

      “Get on the plane,” Bridger said. As they moved away, he ripped the plastic cover off a box that looked like a fire alarm and slammed a red lever down. Red warning lights on the tunnel ceiling lit up and started to spin.

      When he emerged into the hangar, the plane was revving its engines. Bridger checked his watch, then peered out the hangar door. Trucks surrounded the house, and a dozen more attackers were scrambling into position.

      A rocket struck the side of the house—then another. A fireball of flame and debris exploded in all directions. 

      When the plane engines revved again, Bridger sprinted up the stairs and jumped on as it started to roll. The steps began to retract as he climbed up. The door closed as Alan accelerated, jerking the plane out of the hangar. He turned onto the runway and slammed the throttle. The Gulfstream V took off like a slingshot.

      .
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      Panting, Bridger braced himself against the bulkhead. Alan pulled the plane into a near-vertical takeoff as Bridger struggled against the G-forces to get an angle to look out a window. The house was burning, then exploded like a firework display, scattering flaming debris in every direction.

      "Holy crap!" Imp shouted, his face glued to the window. The rest struggled to get a view.

      The G-5 banked hard in an evasive turn away from the explosion. Then it went back to a vertical climb. Finally, the dim sunlight of dawn came through the windows as the plane leveled off above the clouds.

      The plane's various sitting areas were crammed full of dirty, sweating, and bleeding people. The smells that filled the interior were mixed with gunpowder. 

      No one talked as each found a place to shake off the stress and adrenaline. Only the sound of the roaring engines could be heard. Bridger checked on them as he walked toward the back.

      Snake was sitting, elbows on knees, staring at the floor. Bridger squeezed his shoulder as he passed. Luis and Luciana sat on a couch on the other side of the plane. Bridger shook Luis’s hand.

      “Where will we go?” Luciana asked, looking teary-eyed at Bridger.

      “I have a ranch in New Mexico. Okay for now?”

      They nodded.

      Milton and Beatrice held hands, staring blankly out the window. Angel and Janelle were across from them, doing the same. Imp was lying on one of the couches. Somewhere, he had found a bag of peanuts and was absentmindedly munching them one at a time.

      Lena crouched next to Demon, applying bandages to his head with shaking hands. May sat across from Demon, still clutching her pistol to her flowered robe.

      “Let me take that."

      May handed Bridger her weapon. He took Lena’s gun off the seat next to May. He checked the safeties, then dropped them in a magazine cubby.

      Bridger sat next to Demon with a heavy sigh as he looked out the window. He was bone-tired, both mentally and physically.

      When Lena was done with Demon, she stood.

      “Thanks. Nice job,” Demon said, feeling the bandage. He glanced up at Lena who looked down at him.

      “Demon.” Bridger nodded his head toward the empty seat across from him.

      “What? Oh. Fine.” Demon rolled his eyes at Bridger as he vacated the seat and sat in the spot across from Bridger.

      “Everyone okay?” Lena asked as she took the seat next to Bridger. “I—I…” she stammered then clutched her hand in his.

      Bridger nodded. “Don’t worry.”

      He looked at May’s exhausted face.

      “Hawkins?” Bridger asked.

      “I don’t know. What are you going to do, Trowbridge?”

      “Get some sleep,” he said.

      “No one seems to be too hurt, except for you,” Bridger said to Demon. “Of course.”

      “If not Hawkins, then the Chinese? Cartels?” Demon asked.

      “Don’t know and don't know."

      Both May and Demon were asking the question. Who were those guys? 

      Whoever it was, they had attacked his sanctuary—meaning they knew about it. Few people did. They had risked the lives of everyone he cared about. Was that on purpose? Did the attackers know they were all there, or were they just after him?

      Demon yawned several times and closed his eyes as he settled into the seat.

      “So, you still planning on retiring, you dumb son of a bitch?” 

      Bridger remained silent. They both knew the answer to that. They all did.

      All along the plane's length, everyone was falling asleep.

      Bridger looked out the window at the early morning hues in the sky.

      Lena grabbed his arm and pulled it close as she rested her head on his shoulder. Her breathing got deeper. He could tell she was asleep in a minute.

      Bridger carefully pulled the book out from the back of his belt and rubbed his hand over the torn dust jacket. It was tacky with his sweat, and he used his dirty shirt to try to dry it. Then he blew on it and waved the crumpled pages in the air. It didn’t help. 

      Finally, he gave up and sat back. The only surviving first edition book from his now-destroyed collection. He opened to the first page of Casino Royale and started to read.

      
        
        The scent and smoke and sweat of a casino…

      

      

      He couldn't continue. He put the book down and thought of what had happened and what it meant.

      A few hours ago, he told them he was leaving them, and then they fought as Spy Devils and survived. Milton and Beatrice were getting married. Angel and Janelle had a young son at home. He examined Demon's haggard, age-creased face, his oldest and only real friend. His mind recalled Wes’s eyes as he told Bridger to get out and live.

      May’s age and frailness were evident to him now. And he saw Lena's face and wondered what she meant to the life he imagined he could have.

      He didn’t feel sad or guilty and no tears of sorrow or regret dripped down his face. Instead, he felt one singular emotion.

      Cold, calculated vengeance.
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      Alan Warren (author and radio/podcast host who trusts me to co-host at times). Dave Temple (author and host of The Thriller Zone). The Crews Review gang: Mike Houtz, Chris Albanese, and Sean Cameron. Andy and Arlene Houk, who performed real-time, in-country research for me on Netherlands media.

      My biggest fan, Marilyn, the mother of a friend, died while I was writing this book. Marilyn was small but spunky. Also, she loved WW2 and spy movies and books. She was a big fan of my books. I gave her the very first draft of The Spy Devils to read. I named a character after her. RIP, Marilyn.

      Finally, my family. I will end with the dedication of my first book, Secret Wars: To Lynda. Jessica. Sarah. Benjamin. Without you, there is nothing. 

      Still true.

      

      
        
        Joe Goldberg

        November 2022
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