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Agent Zero - Book 11 Summary 


 


When Zero discovers his Swiss
neurologist dead and files about his patient history missing, Zero takes it
upon himself to find the murderer, leading him on an international manhunt that
ends in a shocking discovery: Stefan Krauss, the murderer of Zero’s wife, has
been implanted with a memory suppression chip, just like Zero had been five
years earlier. Zero must ascertain Krauss’s target as the mysterious figure
called Mr. Bright pulls the assassin’s strings behind the scenes. But Zero, now
retired, no longer has the backing of the CIA—and no protection for his family,
who he believes are also potential targets.


 


Agent
Zero: After finding Dr. Guyer dead in Zurich, Zero followed the murderer’s
trail and learned that Stefan Krauss had been implanted with a memory
suppression device. Furthermore, he discovered that the man responsible for it
is the elusive Mr. Bright, who acquired the tech directly from the CIA in
return for eliminating anyone with knowledge of the program. After tearing the
chip from Krauss’s head, the assassin went insane and took it upon himself to
assassinate the Vice President of the United States. Zero managed to stop him,
leading to a wild helicopter crash that claimed Krauss’s life, and left Zero
too injured to return to the US and his daughters.


 


Maya
Lawson: Unaware that the CIA was actively eliminating anyone who knew about the
memory suppression program, Maya accepted a mission to Paris, where she
narrowly avoided not one, but two assassination attempts. She and her partner
Trent Coleman went AWOL, rescuing Sara from a near-murder attempt. The three of
them fled to the Missouri wilderness, knowing that their lives were on the
line, and with no other recourse but to hide out and stay on the move until
Zero and Mischa could return.


 


Sara
Lawson: Already mentally fragile, an explosion that nearly killed her left Sara
in a state of shock, not caring if she lived or died—all while being pursued by
Bright’s people. She hid out in the local community center where her trauma
group met, leading her assailants there, and managed to take out five of them
before being rescued by Maya and Trent.


 


Mischa
Johansson: The preteen former operative fled the country with Zero and Alan to
Rome, and then on to Cairo, where she witnessed firsthand the bombing of an
Egyptian presidential palace. After helping Zero to ascertain who Krauss’s
final target was, she rescued Vice President Joanna Barkley and informed her
about Bright and his ties to the CIA. She was last seen in Egypt, fleeing Cairo
after helping Zero escape the hospital in the wake of his helicopter crash.


 


Alan
Reidigger: After taking a bullet to the shoulder in Rome, Alan opted to stay
behind while Zero and Mischa hurried to Cairo to stop Krauss. Knowing he had
reached the end of his usefulness, Reidigger turned himself in to Interpol in
an effort to call off the hunt for Zero. Ultimately he ended up in the hands of
Todd Strickland and EOT, a prisoner in the underground bowels of Langley, where
he is being held until he agrees to give up the information that he knows about
Mr. Bright—information that he knows is deadly to anyone who has it.


 


Todd
Strickland: Now the leader of the Executive Operations Team, Strickland was
tasked with handling security at the Cairo Accord, a Middle Eastern peace
summit of nine nations. The accord was interrupted by the bombing of the
Heliopolis Palace, which led Strickland in pursuit of Zero. He had Zero dead to
rights, but let him go to rescue the Vice President from Krauss. He is holding
Alan Reidigger in a secret holding cell in Langley until he can get more
information on the character known as Mr. Bright. 


 


Dr.
Penelope León: The protégé of the now-deceased Bixby, Penny León betrayed her
boyfriend, Todd Strickland, by secretly helping Zero in whatever way she could
as he pursued Stefan Krauss. But she found herself faced with the assassin in
Cairo and was badly injured in exchange for the whereabouts of the US Vice President.
Now laid up in the hospital, Penny has been fired from the CIA, and has ended
her relationship with Strickland.
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PROLOGUE


 


 


The
man behind the big desk wore many hats. Among them, that of entrepreneur.
Philanthropist. Arms dealer. Instigator. Terrorist, to some. Agent provocateur,
at the very least.


It
was the latter that he most wished  could be printed on a business card. The
thought brought a smile to his lips. The questions it would attract.


Not
that he spoke about his business to anyone outside a small circle.


He
called himself Mr. Bright.


Mr.
Bright was not his real name, of course. No, his true identity was dead, both
in the metaphorical sense of personal reinvention and in the almost-literal
sense that he had pulled some strings, paid the right people, and had himself
declared as such, years earlier.


There
had even been a funeral. Closed casket. His mother had not attended.


Ironic
then, in a way, that his former business partner, Mr. Shade, had found
residence at H-6, the Moroccan CIA black site in the desert where the worst
offenders of crimes against humanity, those Geneva Convention breakers, the
genocidal and the ultra-zealots, were thrown into pits and forgotten. Bright
had little doubt that the CIA had pronounced Shade dead for a second time in
his life, regardless of whether he was or not.


He
might as well be, to everyone that mattered, including Bright.


Mr.
Bright’s spacious office was on the forty-seventh floor of the Buchanan
Building in Midtown Manhattan, overlooking Central Park to the north. The
building was owned and managed by his company, or one of them, the only
legitimate one, in fact: Sunshine Realty. Hundreds of people lived and worked
on floors one through twenty-six without any knowledge of the goings-on on the
floors above them, particularly the second-highest floor of the building (the
forty-eighth floor was currently under renovation).


The
decor of Bright’s office could be described as classic, perhaps even
traditional, but certainly not chic or contemporary. Funny, despite his nom
de guerre, he did not care for clean white walls or floor-to-ceiling
windows. He preferred earthy tones, oak paneling. He liked paintings hung. He
liked being able to see flaws in the wood grain.


Opposite
his desk, mounted on the far wall, a flatscreen television was on but muted,
tuned to a European soccer match. Bright wasn’t even paying enough attention to
know who was playing; he was a casual fan. He mostly liked having something on
in the background, some form of movement in the office. He enjoyed the
fast-paced, frenetic, chaotic nature of the game. The almost nonstop back and
forth between two sides.


But
-- there were still rules. There must always be rules.


Every
now and then, a whistle would blow and a referee would pause the game long
enough to announce a foul. To award penalty shots or to deliver a damning card.


And
that’s just how it was. Battle your opponent, go all-out. But go too far, and
you must pay the penalty. And then -- as you were.


Historically,
Bright likened himself to such a referee. Give both sides whatever they need.
Let them battle it out. But one step over the line, and his people would be
there, over your shoulder, with a whisper of your offense and a
meaningfully-placed bullet.


Unfortunately,
it was not he who had dealt the last red card.


Funny
how most mistakes are only mistakes in hindsight; so many begin as seemingly
good ideas. Case in point: trying to manipulate Stefan Krauss with the memory
suppressor had been a mistake. Only six days ago, the helicopter Krauss had
stolen crashed into the still-burning Heliopolis Palace in Cairo. Krauss was
certainly dead. His passenger? Unknown.


And
until the unknown became known, Bright had to assume that Agent Zero was still
alive. All efforts to find him had failed. Attempts to locate his daughters,
equally fruitless.


To
Bright, the absence of evidence was (in this rare case) evidence. They were not
dead. He knew that. And until Zero was dead, Bright had to continue looking
over his shoulder for the referee, the red card. The whisper and the bullet
that could be waiting for him at any moment.


It
wasn’t right. He was supposed to be the bogeyman. Not Zero.


But
if that was true, Bright wouldn’t have been sleeping with a gun under his
pillow.


“Sir,”
said a pert female voice through an intercom built into the desk.


“Yes,
Michelle.” His assistant’s office was on the forty-fifth floor, some thirty
feet below him.


“I have Director Shaw on the line for
you.”


“Terrific,” said Bright. “Put him on
hold for three minutes, and then put him through.”


There was a pregnant pause before Michelle
asked, “Shall I have him call back?”


“No.” Bright smiled. “I just want to
make him wait.” Mr. Bright had waited six days for this call; Shaw could wait
three minutes. An inconsequential span by comparison, but still one that he
knew would irk Shaw just enough to put an edge to his voice.


Mr. Bright had never met CIA Director
Edward Shaw in person. Still, he knew what the man looked like. He knew that
the director formerly headed the NSA and gained the CIA spot by whatever the
version of nepotism that required ass-kissing was called. He knew Shaw’s height
and weight as of his last physical exam. He knew the route Shaw took to work.
He knew the coffee place where the director liked to stop twice a week and get
a latte.


He knew a barista there that could be
convinced to slip a bit of arsenic into a latte, for the right price.


Bright smiled at the thought. Such a
measure would be far too extreme, even for him. But it was an amusing thought.
Shaw was a sycophant, a glorified yes-man who lorded over his underlings as if
his fist were iron and not arthritic. But as long as that meant he didn’t get
any ideas of grandiosity, such people were more than tolerable --and useful --
to Bright.


At last Michelle put the call through.
The phone on the desk rang. He let it ring four times before picking it up.


“Shaw,” he said by way of greeting.


The director sighed through the phone.
In his mind’s eye, Bright could see flared nostrils and tight lips below Shaw’s
hairless pate. “We have a problem.”


“I’m aware,” Bright agreed casually.
“I’m surprised it took you this long to acknowledge it.”


“Consultations were required,” Shaw said
vaguely. “Certain personnel needed to weigh in.”


“Bureaucracy,” said Bright, resisting
the urge to replace it with “bullshit.” “And was an amenable solution reached?”


“It was,” said Shaw. “You are being made
an enemy of the state.”


Bright’s fingers instinctively tightened
around the receiver. It was difficult to strike him speechless, and admittedly
shameful that it had come from the likes of Shaw.


“Not you personally, of course,” Shaw
continued after a moment. “Your identity is… well-protected. The CIA is in the
process of full disavowment, expunging all records and traces of our
cooperation from anywhere. The United States is well aware that Stefan Krauss
was not operating solo in Egypt, and is placing a ‘Suspect X’ at the top of the
most-wanted list to represent whoever was in cahoots with him. If it leads back
to you, there won’t be anything that I -- or anyone -- can do to help you. This
little experiment of ours is over.”


Experiment?


Bright’s face flushed with anger. It was
involuntary, elbowing its way to the front of his skull like an entitled VIP,
making demands of his brain. It was a foreign feeling, an alien one that he did
not feel often and had not in some time, and he did not at all like that it was
Shaw who elicited it.


He was not an experiment.


He wanted to remind Shaw that he had
thorough records of everything they had ever discussed, planned, condoned, and
executed. He wanted to remind the director that to cut him off could easily be
mutually-assured destruction. He wanted to remind the smug, bald man on the
other end of the phone call that he could have his entire family killed inside
an hour.


But threats would get him nowhere.
Outing Shaw at his own expense was, quite literally, worthless. And the
director knew that.


Mr. Bright forced himself to calm, to
swallow the anger that shouted its demands to be heard and felt.


At last he said, “That… was not the
problem I was expecting us to address.”


“No? What other problem would we be
discussing, Bright? You unleashed a psychopath outfitted with highly volatile
technology. You had him bomb an Egyptian palace. You attempted to disrupt a
global peace accord. What did you think was going to happen? That you could do
whatever you want and get away scot-free? That we’d just let bygones be
bygones?”


Again Bright found himself biting back
words of reprisal. Shaw was stepping over the line. Dangerously close to a red
card.


“The other problem,” Bright said.


“You’re deflecting,” Shaw scoffed.


And then it hit him.


Oh-ho.


Shaw didn’t know.


Mr. Bright smiled with one corner of his
mouth. “You have no idea, do you?”


“About what?” The director was beginning
to sound exasperated.


“You don’t know,” he said slowly, “that he
was there. In Egypt.”


To his credit, it only took Shaw a few
moments to pick up what he was suggesting. “He… Zero?” After a few more
moments: “No… no, it was my guys that stopped Krauss. They rescued Barkley.
They…” He trailed off, putting it together. 


Bright imagined there might have been
steam coming from Shaw’s ears.


“Oh, did they not tell you?” Bright said
in faux surprise. “Zero’s own former teammates didn’t bother to mention that he
was there? Did they claim to have saved the day themselves?” Now it was
Bright’s turn to scoff. “Come on, Shaw. He was there. He crashed the
helicopter. He killed Krauss. And he’s out there. Alive.”


“No one could have survived that.” Even
as he said it, it was clear Shaw didn’t believe it. He knew, just as Bright
knew, that they hadn’t found a body. And without a body, the agent formerly
known as Zero was most certainly alive.


“Are you looking over your shoulder all
of a sudden, Shaw? He was there, in Egypt, and now he has an advantage. We
don’t know where he is, how much he knows --”


“This changes nothing,” Shaw snapped
suddenly. “If Zero is out there, and alive, it’s the CIA’s responsibility to
find him and bring him in. We have specialists for this kind of job. Don’t
think you have leverage here; you’re still out, Bright.”


“It’s not your call to make,” Mr. Bright
said evenly. “You don’t have the authority --”


“This isn’t coming from me. The
powers-that-be have decided; I’m just the messenger. This call is over. And
Bright?” Shaw paused meaningfully. “Perhaps I’m not the one who needs to be
looking over their shoulder.”


The director of the CIA hung up.


Bright stood slowly. He unbuttoned the
topmost button of his shirt, a simple dark blue button-down number, only one
shirttail tucked in. Then he slammed the receiver of the phone against the desk
until it was broken into fifty pieces.


His hand was bleeding. He didn’t care. 


He
was not an experiment.


He was a broker. He was a referee. He
was necessary.


They didn’t realize, but they were
forcing his hand.


No way would he go back to sweat-soaked
desert arms deals with stinking, fly-ridden religious zealots, killing innocent
people and calling themselves God’s will. No way would he go back to supplying
self-proclaimed freedom fighters who toppled regimes only to become one that is
worse.


No way was he ever stepping foot again
in Mogadishu, or Baghdad, or Sarajevo, unless by some miracle they’d built a
five-star resort.


He had carved his niche and he had
planted himself within it. And goddammit, he was going to defend it.


Ironic, in a way, that his former
business partner, Mr. Shade, had found residence in a pit in the ground in the
Moroccan desert, since it was Shade -- née Michael Bancroft -- who had gotten
him into this business in the first place.


In
2002, Bright had been riding the tech bubble, having started a company whose
software processed online payments and automatically paid dividends to all
parties involved in the transactions. He sold the company for $140 million, and,
soon after, found himself falling into a state of depression. Was this as good
as life was going to get? Had he reached his peak in his mid-twenties? A few
bad investments later, plus the government’s cut (which, admittedly, was far
less than it should have been) and Bright had half of what he’d earned
remaining.


He’d
thought about retiring. It would have been more than enough to live in luxury
for whatever years he had remaining. But then came Bancroft, a young gun with
blue blood who had been shaking things up in venture capital since he was nineteen.


Bancroft
had a proposal. He’d heard that Bright was looking to invest, and Bancroft was
looking for capital. The sort of family from which Bancroft hailed did not
become rich and stay rich by spending their own money.


Bright
assumed that Bancroft’s endeavors would be based in Silicon Valley, at the
growing social media market, or perhaps new app-based technology.


But
no. The young mogul had his sights on the Euphrates River Valley.


Technology was fickle. Fortunes won and
lost daily. But conflict, that was forever. There was always, at some place in
the world, two sides fighting over something. The recipe was simple enough:
take a dash of political dissidence. Substitute for religious ideology, if
necessary. Sprinkle liberally with guns and ammunition. Et voilá -- insurrection.
Let rest for as long as it took to attempt a coup. If one was lucky, it would
become an all-out war.


But arms dealing by itself was bland. It
was Bright who had the idea to arm both sides. And thus they became Mr. Bright
and Mr. Shade, two sides of the same coin, each dealing to opposing factions
without the other being any the wiser.


The possibilities soon presented, and
they were boundless. It was controlled chaos theory: a terrorist attack in
Saudi Arabia, and the price of oil rises per barrel. A few US tourists gunned
down in the crossfire between Chinese gangs, and suddenly import tariffs are up
and everyone wants to buy American.


Embargos. Treaties. Tariffs. Terror.


Guns, Mr. Bright realized, were not the
commodity; they were the investment. Guns and bombs, missiles and RPGs,
assassinations and friendly fire -- they made the world turn. They weren’t war
machines. They were money machines.


Ask any economist how China profited off
of the terror attacks on September 11th, and they’ll tell you where 99% of
American flags are manufactured.


And yet -- Bright had slipped up. He’d
gotten overzealous by installing the memory suppressor in Krauss. Worse, the
bombing of the Heliopolis Palace had the opposite of the intended effect; not
only were the member countries of the Cairo Accord moving forward with their
peace agreement, they had since been joined in six short days by more than a
dozen other nations.


Bright did not believe in world peace.
That was a pipe dream, a canned response in a Miss America pageant. But this
Cairo Accord was getting uncomfortably close.


And now Shaw was cutting him off. His
arrangement with the CIA had been very lucrative.


And Zero was still at large.


These were all problems. Big ones. His
hand was being forced.


He was not an experiment.


Mr. Bright grabbed a small white towel
from the mini bar in the corner of his office and wrapped it around his
punctured palm. With the receiver thoroughly dead, he took out his cell phone
-- one of six currently active ones he had on rotation -- and called Michelle’s
desk.


“Sir.”


“Michelle,” he said, “I think we’re
going to have to relocate. We could do with a change of scenery. Some fresh
air… trees. A stream, maybe. Something peaceful.”


“Shall I have the compound prepared?” Michelle
asked promptly.


“Yes. Perfect. Thank you. Get Weisman on
the line for me, would you?”


“Of course, sir. One moment.”


He tapped his foot as he waited. The
soccer match was over; he wasn’t sure who won.


“Weisman,” came a breathless voice. His
chief engineer must have scurried to answer the call.


“Where are you?”


“Thirty-seven, sir.”


“I see. Weisman, we’ve found ourselves
in a bit of a pickle. I think we’re going to need some Fireworks.”


The engineer said nothing for a long
moment. Bright could imagine Weisman’s pale visage, his long brown hair pulled
into a ponytail as he pushed his nebbish, wire-framed glasses up the bridge of
his nose.


At last he said, “A-are you certain…?”


“I am.” Someone in his position had to
have a backup plan. One that no one would ever hope to have to use. The
proverbial doomsday device. The Great Reckoning.


The ultimate red card.


“I… I’ll get started.”


“Good. Thank you.” Mr. Bright ended the
call. He maneuvered to the window and looked out over Central Park.


An experiment? It was laughable. 


Peace? A fallacy. He saw the world as it
really was. Violent, dangerous, incendiary. A single fuse away, at any given
moment, from being a powder keg.


This is the way the world ends. Not with
a bang, but a phone call.


Peace was never an option.











CHAPTER ONE


 


 


“We
should move,” Zero told the girl. “I can do it. We can travel.”


“You
can, but you should not yet,” Mischa told him, softly and simply yet firmly, in
typical fashion.


“I
can,” he repeated, this time accompanied by a groan as he sat up. “And I will
--”


“And
I will restrain you,” Mischa stared at him, unblinking.


He
blinked first.


Anyone
else who was threatened by the girl might have laughed; she was thirteen, shy
of ninety pounds, wearing a blue Adventure Time t-shirt with her blonde
hair in a ponytail. But Zero knew she was raised by a former Russian sparrow,
trained by Chinese operatives, brought up to be a world-class assassin who
could kill a man in a hundred different ways and then insult his corpse in six
languages.


She
was also his adopted daughter.


“Fine,”
he relented as he sank back down to the pillow. And then, because he was still
the parental figure in this relationship, he felt the need to add, “But I’m
doing it because I want to. Not because you told me to.”


“Whatever
helps you sleep at night,” Mischa murmured.


Zero
frowned. “I don’t think I like you learning sarcasm. You’ve been spending way
too much time around Sara.”


He
regretted it as soon as he said it. The utterance of his younger daughter’s
name (or middle daughter now, with the addition of Mischa) sent a twinge
through his heart, an actual, physical palpitation manifesting out of the
heartache he felt from being away from his family while their lives were in
grave danger.


At
least he knew that Maya and Sara were alive and in hiding. At least, he did
when they last spoke two days ago.


Where
they were, Zero and Mischa, was Egypt. More specifically, they were hiding out
in Hurghada, a beach resort town on the Red Sea about a hundred miles southeast
of Cairo. Even more specifically, they were on the eighth floor of a beachfront
hotel, in a small room paid for by unwitting tourists that Mischa had easily
pickpocketed. They’d been there for two nights now and Zero didn’t want to risk
a third. The longer they stayed in one place, the easier it would be for
someone to find them.


Someone
like Bright, and his people. Or Todd Strickland. Or the CIA, presuming that
Todd had told his superiors that Zero had been in Cairo.


Their
situation was not exactly one amenable with being on the run. After crashing
the helicopter into the Heliopolis Palace and killing Stefan Krauss, Zero had
been found by rescue workers and rushed to a nearby hospital as a John Doe
(rather, Fulan Al Fulanyi, the transliterated placeholder name in Standard
Arabic) for a spinal cord contusion. Fortunately, his prognosis could have been
far worse; ultimately his spine was just bruised, not quite as badly as
initially thought.


Less
than twenty-four hours later, Mischa broke him out of the hospital (“broke out”
might have been a tad hyperbolic, given that he could have simply limped out of
there on his own if he’d wished, except that walking had still been somewhat
difficult). The escape plan had involved a small fire, an evacuation, a stolen
wheelchair, and one doctor eyewitness who probably hadn’t deserved to be
knocked unconscious with an IV pole.


Now,
five days later -- was it five? He’d lost track of exactly how long ago the
crash was. It felt like a month had passed. Some days later, he and Mischa were
holed up in the hotel, prepaid for three nights, while the swelling in his
spine went down and the basic function of walking became easier.


Their
plan, at the moment, was TBD. If they’d had Reidigger with them, he probably
could have made a call or two and arranged passage on a cargo plane or procured
them fake IDs. But Alan was not with them and, in fact, Zero had no idea what
had become of him. The last time they had seen Alan Reidigger, he was bleeding
on the floor of an apartment in Rome, shot in the shoulder, not fatal but too
risky for him to continue traveling with them. He’d insisted on staying behind
and said he’d make a call for an extraction.


Who
he had called, Zero had no idea. Where he’d been extracted to, equally unknown.


They
were scattered, the lot of them. Zero and Mischa. Sara and Maya. Alan. They had
proven more than once that, together, there was not a force on Earth that could
stop them. But now, separated, disjointed, injured, on the run and lacking
resources, they were vulnerable.


Mischa
gently placed a small hand on his chest. “Down,” she told him softly, with a
gentle shove. He hadn’t even realized he’d propped himself up to his elbows
again.


Tylenol
and ice from the machine down the hall, wrapped in hotel towels. That was his
treatment. And lying back for as long as possible without going insane.


At
least he had a view of the Red Sea.


Mischa
had a pistol, one that she’d gotten from Alan before they left him in Italy,
and about eight hundred Egyptian pounds, which amounted to roughly fifty bucks.
Those were their assets. And their skills, of course. And their brains -- one
of which was actively, albeit slowly, attempting to kill itself and the body
that carried it.


Even
now, as he laid in the bed looking out at the sea, a lightning-quick headache
gripped his skull, just for an instant, a sharp pain that came on as quickly as
it left. That had been happening with increasing frequency, and he worried that
it was further deterioration of his brain, a flash of a reminder that someday,
probably soon, it was going to kill him.


One
of the two men who might have been able to do something about it, Dr. Guyer,
was dead. The other, Dr. Eugene Dillard, was… somewhere. Zero had been able to
tip Dillard off in time to the CIA’s plot of killing anyone with knowledge of
the memory suppressor technology. Hopefully the doc had gotten to a safe place
and stayed there.


Guyer
was dead. Bixby was dead. Seth Connors, the other CIA agent who’d undergone the
experimental procedure, was dead. Maria Johansson, the second great love of
Zero’s life and his wife for all of two days, was dead.


But
he wasn’t. Not yet at least. Regardless of what he thought he deserved or how
many close calls he’d had, he was still drawing breath.


He
wondered who thought he was dead. Did Director Shaw? Did Todd Strickland? Did
Bright?


No
-- not the latter. Bright had proven himself haughty, but not stupid. He had
underestimated Zero once, and it wasn’t likely to happen a second time.


Mischa
slid the glass door open, the one that led to their small balcony overlooking
the beach, and allowed a warm breeze to blow inside. She took a seat on a
lounge chair and fiddled with the pistol.


Ordinarily
he’d warn children against playing with guns, but it was just as safe in her
hands as it was deadly.


Slink.
She
slid the magazine out. Ch-chink. She ejected the live round from the
chamber. Shiik. She pushed the magazine back in. Ch-chink. She
racked the slide and put a round in the chamber.


Slink.
Ch-chink. Shiik. Ch-chink.


He knew exactly what they needed to do.


Slink. Ch-chink. Shiik. Ch-chink.


Get back to the United States safely.


Slink. Ch-chink. Shiik. Ch-chink.


Find Sara and Maya.


Slink. Ch-chink. Shiik. Ch-chink.


Get to Bright.


Slink. Ch-chink. Shiik. Ch-chink.


Kill Bright.


Slink. Ch-chink. Shiik. Ch-chink.


And then… 


Slink. Ch-chink. Shiik. Ch-chink.


Well. And then they would simply have to
go from there. He hadn’t made any plans beyond seeing Bright dead, and he
wouldn’t. Not until it was done. But he had made up his mind; the man had to
die. He could not be arrested, or allowed the slightest inch of leniency. He
had gotten away with atrocities. He had sent people after Zero, and his family,
and his friends. He had implanted the suppressor in Stefan Krauss. He funded
terrorism to manipulate economies.


Killing Bright would be for the good of
the nation and the entire world. But more than that, killing Bright would be
for his own good.


Through the glass, Mischa stared at the
small pile of bullets in her cupped hand. She tipped her palm and let them
fall, one by one, to the round glass top of an end table, tinking
against the surface.


Slink. Then she slid
the magazine out again and began pushing the rounds back in with the pad of her
thumb.


“Tomorrow,” he told her.


“Hmm?” She didn’t look up.


“Tomorrow. We move. We have to.”


She nodded once and did not argue. “To
where?”


There was only one place to go.
And Zero was pretty sure he’d burned a few bridges there on his last visit. But
still. They had to try. Maybe Sergeant Flagg was willing to let bygones be
bygones. He had seemed like a reasonable guy in the past.


“We go west. To Morocco.”


At that, Mischa looked up. It was the
first time in three days she had looked interested in anything.


She understood what he meant. They were
going to Hell Six.











CHAPTER TWO


 


 


“Just a simple grab-and-go,” Maya
murmured to Sara and Trent. “Just a few basics, and don’t get greedy. Got it?”


“Mm-hmm,” her sister nodded.


“Ten-four,” added Trent. He brushed hair
from his damp forehead as they approached the mini-mart. Even in the Missouri humidity
and days-old clothes, Trent was still desperately handsome. He looked like he
could have been a college quarterback, or perhaps a young actor in a teen drama
series…


Stop it. Stay focused.


Maya forced herself to look away. Trent
was twenty-two, two and a half years her senior, yet he and Sara still looked
to her as the leader of their trio. As they should; Maya had a take-charge
attitude and would do whatever was necessary. She chose her words before
speaking and considered the weight of her actions before following through.


Then why did he have you tongue-tied
twice in the last two days?


The relationship between Sara and Maya
was simple; they were sisters. They’d been through abductions, gunfights,
fires, and assassination attempts, both separately and together. Despite their
two years’ age gap and vast differences, they had each other’s backs no matter
what.


The relationship between Maya and Trent,
that was something else. Trent was… well, Trent was a friend. They’d began as
rivals in the CIA training program, and then resentful partners, hesitant
acquaintances, and eventual friends. He was there, both with her and for her
when the CIA sent them on an op that ended up being an attempt on her life. He
was there now, both with her and for her, on the run from authorities and
Bright and anyone else who might have been looking for them. He had found them
the place to hide out. He’d kept morale up when it was at its lowest.


And twice now he had met her behind the
rotting old shed on the overgrown Missouri property, where they’d made out
desperately, like teenagers, while Sara was showering or napping. Twice now
he’d left her speechless, and not said a word about it afterward.


It was infuriating not to know what was
going on in his head.


Stop it. Stay focused.


Trent was… her boyfriend? Maybe. Her
former partner? Yes. Her friend? Most assuredly. Her friend that she clearly
had feelings for and who clearly had feelings for her despite this not at all
being the time or place or head space to consider such things? Yes, yes, and
yes.


Trent Coleman. He was Trent Coleman, and
that’s all he needed to be right now.


Where they were, Maya and Sara and
Trent, was Missouri. More specifically, they were holing up on a
thirty-or-so-acre stretch of overgrown, humid woods that Trent’s family had
owned for decades though no one really wanted it, if they even remembered they
owned it. Even more specifically, they had spent the last four days in a
mildewy one-bedroom cabin on the property, half-falling over and complete with
all the amenities: ice-cold showers, a fickle generator, and a single twin-sized bed that smelled as if a geriatric dog had
spent its final days lying on it.


Their situation was
that their lives were in danger simply by knowing what they knew. The Central
Intelligence Agency wanted all evidence of the memory suppressor technology
eliminated, which (unfortunately) also included people who were aware of it,
which (tragically) also included the children of the agent formerly known as
Zero. They also knew about the war profiteer who called himself a businessman
and went by the ridiculous moniker “Mr. Bright.” Maya didn’t know half as much
as she would have liked to know about him, but what she did know was that
Bright was bright enough to know that if Zero knew about him, his two daughters
almost certainly knew as well, and that she would know that he knew, which made
her -- and Trent, and Sara -- his targets as well.


Their plan was TBD.
They knew that their dad and Mischa were alive, or at least they did know, two
days ago, when they last spoke. Her family, like many, had made careful plans
in the event of certain emergencies. One of those plans, unlike many families,
was that if they were separated from one another and had no traditional means
of communicating, they would check in via a Chinese messaging app that was
unregulated and afforded anonymity.


Sara had stolen a
burner phone when they’d stopped at the Missouri border and Maya checked the
app each morning and each evening before bed. They’d been contacted once, by
her dad and Mischa, to tell them they were alive and in Egypt. Her dad was
mildly injured, and they had to lay low until he was well enough to travel.


They hadn’t heard back
since. Maya could only hope that they were still lying low, and hadn’t been captured
or worse. In the meantime, until they heard something again from her dad and
Mischa, they could do little but sit tight and stay hidden.


The three of them had
only the clothes on their back and a meager amount of cash. Those were their
assets. And their skills, of course. And their brains.


They would need all of those assets for
this operation.


They stood just around the corner from
the Gas-N-Get, a squat, boxy convenience store attached to a gas station that
also happened to be the closest place to their stretch of woods and hidden
cabin where they could get food. There was nothing else around for a half mile
in either direction, and the woods behind the store would be easy to flee into
if necessary.


Maya didn’t especially like the idea of
stealing. It wasn’t that she was a particular stickler for the rules -- never
really had been -- but she had a strong moral compass.


Still, stealing was better than
starving, and their situation was a bit more dire and (daresay) more important
than twenty bucks’ worth of unaccounted-for product at a Missouri mini-mart.


“Just a simple grab-and-go,” Maya
murmured again. “Trent.”


Trent went first, rounding the corner
and strolling along with one hand in the pocket of his faded jeans with one
knee torn, as casually as if he were just out for an afternoon walk.


Maya had been the one who decided they
wouldn’t all go in at the same time, and would pretend they didn’t know each
other. She’d staked the place out herself and knew there was never more than
one clerk on at a time, and that there was only one security camera, mounted in
a corner behind the register and angled downward, likely with a partial view of
the front door, which shouldn’t be a problem so long as they kept their heads
down as they entered.


There was a slight chance she had over-planned.


“Hey,” said Sara before it was her turn.
“You good?” There was no frown on her face, no cause for concern; it was a
simple question, a sisterly check-in, perhaps even a self-reassurance that she
needed reflected in Maya’s expression.


Though the last one was unlikely. Sara
had been doing things like this since she was fifteen.


“I’m good,” Maya confirmed. “Thanks.
Your turn. See you in a few.”


Sara nodded and ducked around the
corner.


Maya waited a full minute before
following her sister around the corner and into the store. There was a woman
gassing up at one of the pumps, and a pickup truck was pulling in as she headed
for the door. But she wasn’t worried about other customers; if anything, they
would be a good distraction for the clerk.


Not that she needed it. As Maya entered,
her head bowed slightly, she saw that the clerk was a young woman just a couple
years older than she was, maybe Trent’s age, oblivious to the bell on the door
as she jabbed at a cell phone with a long, lacquered fingernail.


Maya saw Trent in her periphery poking
around one of the four stout aisles of the convenience store. Sara was on the
other side, pretending to find candy bars immensely interesting. Maya beelined
for the cooler at the rear.


She caught a glimpse of herself in the
frosted reflection of the glass and winced. Her chestnut-brown hair was growing
out, barely reaching her neck but far longer than the neat pixie cut she’d
maintained through her time as a cadet at West Point. It laid flat and limp on
her head, curling around each ear. She had bags under her eyes that might have
looked deeper in the dark reflection than they actually were, or so she could
hope. She hadn’t worn makeup in God-only-knew how long.


Is that how I really look?


She thought of Trent, and what he could
possibly find enticing about her.


Stop it. Stay focused.


She pulled open the cooler door and
retrieved a gallon jug of water. This was her alibi, so to speak -- not to
mention that the container was far too big to fit down her pants.


The bell on the door chimed again as the
woman from the gas pump entered.


“Hey now, Bonnie,” said the woman.


“Hiya, Claire.”


“Gas on three. How’s your dad?”


Maya maneuvered behind the customer,
apparently Claire, and waited in line, hoping that she blocked any potential
view of Trent behind her. Maya would not be stealing anything; that was up to
the other two. She was the distraction.


“Old and crotchety, thanks for asking.”


“Ha! You take ‘er easy, Bonnie.”


“You too, Claire.”


The woman left. The door chimed again.
From the corner of her eye, Maya saw Sara slip out right behind the customer.


Sneaky and practically unseen. But she’d
expect nothing less from Sara. At only seventeen, her sister had an
impressively heartbreaking and heartbreakingly impressive resume that included,
but certainly was not limited to, trafficking victim, emancipated minor,
recovered drug addict, GED recipient, and most recently, community center
ninja.


The latter, of course, was a joke, but
it was one born of avoiding the truth. Back in Virginia, when Maya and Trent
had finally located Sara at the local community center where she took art
classes and rushed there in the hopes of rescuing her, they had found that she
had rescued herself already -- by single-handedly killing five armed men, one
by one.


It was Trent (naturally) who had first
dubbed her with the term “ninja,” in an effort to lighten the mood after Sara
had told them what happened. But the truth was, Sara was a killer. Sure, she’d
killed in order to not be killed herself; but she’d killed, and enough to be
considered by most as a mass murderer.


Stop it. Stay focused.


Maya set her jug of water beside the
register.


The clerk -- Bonnie, she’d been called
-- smiled pleasantly at her. Her hair was a curly blonde, with a bouncy volume
that made Maya self-conscious and envious.


“Anything else?”


“That’s it, thanks.” Maya couldn’t see
Trent from where she was -- he was somewhere behind her, and she didn’t risk
looking over her shoulder or else she might give away that they knew each
other.


“Dollar forty-nine,” Bonnie told her.


Maya dug into the pocket of her jeans
and pulled out two crumpled singles.


In her mind, she shouted at Trent: Go,
you idiot. Get out of here while I have her distracted.


“Not from around here, are you?” Bonnie
asked her.


“Hm?” Maya looked up sharply. But the
girl behind the register was still smiling. Not suspicious. “No. Just visiting.
Um, why do you ask?”


“The water.” Bonnie handed her back two
quarters and a penny. “Figure you need a whole gallon, you’re probably not from
around here. Most out-of-towners can’t tolerate our tap water.”


“Oh.” Maya forced a chuckle. “Yup,
that’s it exactly.”


The door still hadn’t chimed. Trent
hadn’t left. What was he doing back there?


“They say there’s a taste. Like metal or
something? I don’t see it, but then again, I grew up here,” Bonnie prattled.
“Say, you want a bag for…” The clerk trailed off. Her pleasant expression
hardened to a scowl. Not at Maya; directed over her shoulder. “Hey! You there,
I saw that!”


Maya dared to look over her shoulder.
Trent was frozen like a deer in headlights, the fingers of one hand still in
his pocket from whatever he’d slipped in there when he thought the cashier
wasn’t looking.


“Stay right there, I’m calling the
cops!” the clerk threatened.


Trent’s gaze flitted to Maya, but she
didn’t react.


He bolted for the door. In three strides
he was there, yanking it open, making a dash for outside -- and then he
bounced, sprawled on his back like he’d hit a wall.


The confused man who was trying to enter
at the same time merely stood there and blinked. It didn’t look like the full
weight of Trent impacting him had fazed him at all; the man was broad,
six-three and an easy three hundred pounds. He wore overalls and a trucker’s
cap and frowned down at Trent.


“Carl, grab that kid!” Bonnie shouted.


The bear-sized man, apparently Carl,
just blinked again. “Say what now?”


“He’s a thief, grab him!”


Trent scrambled to his feet. He balled
his fists. He was CIA-trained in hand-to-hand combat. Despite the enormous size
and weight difference, Maya knew he should be able to incapacitate Carl fairly
easily.


Or so she thought.


But then he did the second-dumbest thing
he could have done (the first being getting caught shoplifting). He balled his
fist and he swung, the blow wide and sloppy. His knuckles connected with the
side of the large man’s head.


Carl barely reacted. His head swayed,
just a bit, but otherwise he glared down at Trent as if he’d just insulted him
rather than struck him in the side of the face.


She didn’t have to worry about him
making a third rash decision. Carl stepped forward, and he wrapped both of his
thick arms around Trent in a tight bear hug. He lifted the smaller man right
off his feet and held him there, glancing over at Bonnie as if he wasn’t sure
what to do next.


“Hold him there, Carl, I’m calling
Sheriff Joe.” Bonnie looked to Maya, a scowl still on her face. Maya froze for
a moment, afraid the clerk would make the connection between them.


But then the cashier forced a thin
smile. “So sorry you had to see that, hon. You get going now, I’m going to lock
the doors after you until the police get here.”


“Um…” She knew she could intervene. She
could try to take Carl down herself, especially since his arms were occupied.
But that would be a bad move. A young guy shoplifting from a convenience store
in the middle of nowhere wouldn’t land on anyone’s radar. But two young people,
a man and a woman that fit Maya and Trent’s descriptions, taking down a man the
size of Carl and fleeing? That might make a ping for whoever might be looking
closely enough.


So she swallowed her guilt, grabbed her
jug of water, murmured a “thank you,” and left the store. She sidled past Carl
without a second look at Trent. She forced herself to walk, one step at a time,
until she rounded the corner to the rear of the building where Sara was
waiting.


“What the hell was that?” Sara demanded.
“I heard shouting. Where’s Trent?”


“He got busted. Come on, the cops are
coming.” Maya bee-lined for the trees.


Sara didn’t move. “He got caught?
Amateur! Wait, where are you going?”


“Back to the cabin.”


“Hey!” Sara jogged past her and stopped
in her path. “We have to go back for him!”


“With pockets full of stolen stuff?
Admit we know him? Fight the cops? No, Sara, we have to keep going. Trent won’t
give up his real name and he’s not carrying ID.” Her mind raced as she worked
it out. “They’ll put him in a holding cell for now. In a day or two he’ll go
before a judge…”


And possibly get charged with assault.


We’ll have to get him out before that
happens.


And then she realized the fatal error
she’d made.


Sara and Trent had looked to her, Maya,
as their leader, because she was the one who chose her words before speaking
and considered the weight of her actions before following through. But she
hadn’t fully considered them in the moment. A fight would have been a bad look,
but not as bad as what they were now facing.


They would either have to leave Trent
behind, or spring him from a backwater Missouri jail. And considering that
Trent had already saved her life twice, leaving him behind was simply not an
option.


She had messed up, badly, and quite
possibly endangered all three of them in the process.


“Back to the cabin,” Maya said firmly.
She pushed past Sara and marched onward into the woods. “We have to make a
plan.”











CHAPTER THREE


 


 


Vice
President Joanna Barkley had given up on printing a hard copy of the list.
After seven times, she’d abandoned hope of maintaining an up-to-date sheet of
paper and instead switched to keeping the master list on a tablet.


Twenty-seven.
That’s what they were up to now. It was remarkable.


A
White House aide entered the Oval Office, pushing the door open gently with her
back as her hands were busy with a silver tray, laden with two white cups,
sugar, a small carafe of milk, and a plate of expensive-looking cookies that
Barkley already knew neither of them would touch.


The
aide wordlessly placed the tray on the oak coffee table in the center of the
office.


“Thank
you,” Joanna said.


The
aide nodded once to her, saying nothing but holding a tight, sympathetic smile.
Then she hurried out of the office.


The
vice president sighed silently through her nose. This was how it had been this
entire past week. Ever since she had almost been killed in Egypt by a maniac
assassin. Treated like a wounded puppy. Given sympathy and sad smiles and pats
on the hand and gentle questions of, “How are you really, Joanna?”


“Ah!
Coffee. Wonderful.” Jon Rutledge rose from behind the Resolute Desk and joined
her, choosing a dark-blue armchair across from the loveseat she was seated
upon. He unbuttoned his suit jacket before he sat, and then he folded his hands
and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees, a thoroughly paternal gesture
that foreshadowed what Barkley knew was about to come.


“How
are you, Joanna?” the president asked.


“I’m
well, Jon. Thank you. How are you?”


President
Jonathan Rutledge smiled. Thin-lipped, of course. The corners of his eyes
creased more than usual lately, she noticed. Much of his hair had gone gray in
the mere months since he’d taken office.


“How
are you really?” he asked.


She
smiled. It was not a thin-lipped smile nor a sad one. It was the type of smile
that people offer up when they’re holding back a scoff.


“Jon,
I think of all people, I can be honest with you.”


“Absolutely.”


“Then
I’ll tell you how I am. I’m tired. I’m tired of everyone treating me like
someone just died. Yes, I was nearly killed. Yes, it was traumatic. But I want
nothing more than to get back to business. If you called me in here today for a
pep talk or any sort of empty sentiment, I have real work to do.”


Rutledge
smiled, genuinely this time. “Noted.”


“Also?
I’m angry.” Barkley wasn’t finished. “I’m angry that our efforts were
interrupted by a lunatic with a gun and a few bombs. I’m angry that someone truly
believed they could undo all of our hard work with violence and terror.”


Rutledge
nodded. “Anything else?”


“Yes,
as a matter of fact. I’m eager. Eager to get this --” she gestured to the
tablet, “finished and signed. To prove to the world that we will not bend,
break, or kowtow to this sort of behavior, ever.”


Rutledge
chuckled softly. “See? That’s why I named you VP. You don’t give in and you
don’t give up.” Then he added, “Anything else on your mind before we get
started?”


Yes.


“No,
sir.”


But
there was.


“Okay.
Then, tell me what we’re up to.” The president leaned back in the armchair.


She
wanted to say more. She wanted to relay to him the same words that were told to
her, by an enigmatic preteen girl who had not only saved her life but had
claimed to be one of the daughters of Agent Zero.


“Don’t talk; just listen. There is a man
who calls himself Mr. Bright…”


“…works in cooperation with the CIA, or
at the very least, its director…”


“…very dangerous. But none are in quite
as much danger as you. You represent a direct threat to his endeavors.”


“…tell no one. Absolutely no one. I am
only telling you this because of what it might mean for you. Because you will
be a target again; I am certain.”


She
wanted to tell Jon what she had been told, and that though she had attempted to
look further into it for herself, it had yielded no results.


She
wanted to look him in the eye and ask, does he know about this? Is he involved?
She didn’t want to believe that he was. She wanted to trust him.


But
she also wanted to ask.


Yet
she couldn’t. Not if the girl and Zero were to be believed. If Jon knew, then
asking would be informing him that she knows now as well. If he didn’t know,
then she could be putting the president in unnecessary danger by clueing him
in.


“Jo?”


Barkley
blinked. “Sorry.” She cleared her throat. “Got lost in thought for a moment
there.” She picked up the tablet with her recently updated list of countries
and names. “So as you know, there were twelve member nations of the original
Cairo Accord prepared to sign the treaty. In the wake of the bombing of the
Heliopolis Palace, all twelve have remained stalwart in moving forward with the
accord, and have agreed to a virtual signing in lieu of a physical summit.”


This
was, after all, the twenty-first century. In-person meetings were only
advantageous for handshakes and photo-ops.


“However,”
Barkley continued, “since the attack in Egypt, more countries have come forward
in a show of solidarity and expressed interest in joining the accord. New ones
every day. We are currently up to twenty-seven.”


“Incredible.”
Rutledge sighed. “The insurgent plot not only backfired but became our
advantage.”


Insofar
as any loss of life could be seen as an advantage. She wanted to
say it but held her tongue. “The trouble with more countries expressing the
desire to join the accord is that I don’t want to push back our current
timeline.” As it was, they had been planning to finalize the accord three days
from then. “Furthermore, all of the countries involved are members of the
United Nations, with the notable exception of Palestine, who has a non-member
status but still has access to the General Assembly. The UN has expressed
interest in putting ‘gentle pressure’ on Palestine to join the Assembly
formally as a member -- in which case the UN itself wants to broker the
treaty.”


“I
see.” Rutledge stroked his chin. “Double-edged sword there, isn’t it?”


Indeed
it was; on the one hand, putting undue pressure on Palestine to join the UN,
especially if it was implied as conditional to being a member of the accord,
could create backlash and accusation of underhanded political motivation. Not
to mention that they risked facing significant delays if the UN was to take
over as broker.


On
the other hand, the UN would be a powerful ally in convincing other nations to
join the accord. Their target, when Barkley and the administration began their
efforts, was to reach peace in the Middle East. But world peace, or the closest
approximation humanity had experienced in close to a thousand years, now didn’t
seem so inconceivable. With the UN acting as universal agent to the Cairo
Accord, who was to say that North Korea wouldn’t join? Or Sudan? Somalia?


Barkley
was not one to be overzealous or overly optimistic. But to paraphrase what
Browning said, should a woman’s reach not exceed her grasp?


Well,”
said Rutledge, “this has been your baby from the beginning. What do you think?”


If
there was one thing that she appreciated about Jon above all others, it was
that he listened, and he heeded. He respected her opinion. Ordinarily there
would be others present in a meeting like this -- the Secretaries of State and
Defense, for starters. The White House Chief of Staff, Tabitha Halpern, who was
undoubtedly stalking the halls of the West Wing at that very moment. Perhaps it
was the perception of Barkley’s fragile state that had caused Jon to call such
a private meeting (after all, she couldn’t recall a time he’d had coffee and
cookies delivered during one). And if that was the case, then perhaps she
should use the opportunity, and the lack of talking heads, to her own
advantage.


“I
believe,” she said, “that the benefits of having the United Nations step in and
broker the treaty will ultimately outweigh the potential negatives. It would
certainly help to inspire others, and perhaps even dispel any notions that the
accord is a US-led crusade. The only problem, as I see it, is the timetable. We
want this done quickly. As the idiom goes, we want this done yesterday.”


“What
do you propose?” Jon leaned forward and reached for the sugar spoon, though the
coffee was almost certainly lukewarm by now.


“The
simplest solution,” she replied. “A deadline. If we put this in their hands,
it’s under the condition that it is signed by the date and time we’ve already
established -- three days from now.”


Jon
dropped the spoon in his coffee cup. “Three days is quite a tight window.”


Joanna
shrugged. “We’re already six days past our original date, and we were going to
sign with those eleven countries three days from now anyhow. Not to mention
that recent studies have shown people have a short attention span these days;
the average time for almost any event, even major world news, to remain
relevant is about two weeks. Beyond that, people start to forget. And if the
Cairo Accord doesn’t stay relevant, people will start to lose faith. We need to
prove that we’re serious about this, and that it’s not going to flounder under
legislation and bureaucracy as so many other policies and promises have.”


Rutledge
chuckled again. “Pretty sure I’ve said it before, but you’re going to make a
hell of a president someday. Alright, three days it is. At the specified time
and date, all leaders involved will sign on the dotted line.”


“At
the same time,” Barkley said suddenly. That hadn’t been part of her initial
plan, but it seemed a good idea. “Regardless of time zone. Signing virtually
means everyone can sign simultaneously. Instant peace around the world.”


“Yes…”
Jon stroked his chin. “At the same time. I could see it… perhaps on a live
feed?”


“They’ll
still get their photo ops,” Barkley added. “Each country can handle their own
media, so long as they’re on the live stream.”


The
president nodded deeply. “Yes. Yes, I like that. Okay -- then we have a plan.
I’ll have Tabby mock up a memo to the entire cabinet. We’ll hold a meeting this
afternoon to share the plan, discuss, draft a release to the other current
member nations, and conference with the Secretary-General.” He sipped his
coffee and made a face that suggested it had cooled more than Joanna thought.
“You… don’t have to be present at the cabinet meeting, if you don’t want to.”


“Jon.”
She gave him a flat look.


“Okay,
okay. You’re fine. And tired. And angry, and eager.” He flashed a smile.


Despite
herself, she did too.


“My
door is always open to you,” he reminded her. “Always.”


“Thank
you, sir. I’ll see you this afternoon.” She rose, instinctively smoothed her
pencil skirt with both palms, and headed towards the door of the Oval Office.


But
she paused. It nagged at her, almost too much to bear.


She
wanted to trust him. She wanted to believe that he knew nothing about this Mr.
Bright character, or any collusion with the CIA.


“Sir?
Jon.”


“Yes,
Joanna?”


“Um…”



But
if he didn’t, then she’d be telling him, and that could be dangerous. Too
dangerous.


“Never
mind. We’ll speak later.”


She
pushed out of the office. She would trust him, she decided -- unless he gave
her a reason not to.


 


*


 


The
home of the vice president was Number One Observatory Circle, a lavish yet
admittedly cozy house -- more of a compound, really -- located on the northeast
grounds of the US Naval Observatory in Washington, D.C., approximately three
miles from 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.


Barkley
nodded to the guards at the gate as the car rolled through. The driver
deposited her directly in front of the house, where two Secret Service agents
were posted. There were, she knew, two more posted at the rear of the building,
and another team of two patrolling the observatory grounds at any given time,
additional detail assigned to her in the wake of the attempt on her life.


She
was unwed, had no children, but never really alone.


“Ma’am,”
one of the agents nodded to her as she entered.


“Frank,
John,” she greeted in turn, wondering for the first time if those were even
their real names.


She
was very much looking forward to burning off some energy before the cabinet
meeting. Perhaps put on some Mozart and spend some time on the elliptical in
the home gym.


She
chuckled to herself. Mozart? It was more likely to be Taylor Dane. Even
vice-president-at-age-thirty-seven Joanna Barkley had her guilty pleasures.


And
perhaps she would have, had she not first noticed the young woman sitting at
the breakfast nook in her kitchen.


“Please,”
said the woman. “Do not scream or shout, Madam Vice President.”


Barkley’s
brain did a hard reset. This young woman didn’t look a day over twenty-five,
with a dark skin tone and darker brown eyes. She wore a black t-shirt that said
ROXY in hot-pink, with green corduroys and a studded black belt. One arm was
wrapped in a lime-green cast. Her cheeks held evidence of fading bruises and
the corner of one cornea was red.


Yet
her voice, she spoke with a proper Oxford accent, which was somehow
simultaneously disarming and disquieting. And… familiar.


“Technically,”
Barkley said slowly, “it should be ‘Miss.’ Madam is typically reserved for
married women.”


“I’m
English,” said the woman with a smile, “I’m well aware of the proper
honorifics. But ‘madam’ feels a bit more distinguished, doesn’t it?”


“I
know you…” She was struggling to place this odd young woman.


“Yes,
we’ve had the pleasure. My name is Dr. Penelope León. Up until a week ago, I
was the lead research and development engineer with the CIA. Specifically, the
Executive Operations Team.”


“Dr.
León. Yes… you were part of the security planning for the Cairo Accord.”
Barkley only then realized how tense her shoulders were at the sight of a
bizarre stranger in her kitchen. She relaxed a bit. “What do you mean, up until
last week?”


“I
was fired after the attack on Egypt. Let’s just say I offered some aid to a mutual
friend of ours that was seen by my superiors as undue.”


Barkley
knew immediately who she meant. And she realized: this woman must have played a
part in how Zero knew where to find her, and that an attempt on her life was
imminent.


“If
you were with EOT, the CIA shouldn’t have had authority to fire you,” Barkley
said indignantly. “That would be up to President Rutledge, or the DNI.”


“I
would have left anyway,” Dr. León admitted. “And they could have done worse.”


Barkley
frowned deeply at that. “They didn’t…?” She gestured vaguely to the young
woman’s injuries. 


“No,
no,” she said quickly. “This was not the CIA’s doing. This was the work of a
madman.” Her gaze fell to the floor. “Stefan Krauss. He found me in Egypt. He…
hurt me, for information.” The engineer’s voice lowered to a whisper. “Your
location.”


My
God. This
woman was beaten and broken all so that an assassin could find out where
Barkley was. Her heart broke for her.


“I
assure you, Dr. León,” said Joanna, “if you’ve come to apologize, you have this
backwards.”


The
woman smiled. “Forgive me, but that’s not why. And you can call me Penny.”


“You
may call me Joanna. How did you get in here, anyway?”


Penny
shrugged one shoulder. “There’s a bunker, seven stories beneath us.”


“Yes,
I’m aware.” Barkley had toured the underground bunker just before her term
began, was shown how to get into it in the event of an emergency, and then had
never thought a second time on it. “But the only way in is the…”


“Tunnel,”
Penny finished. “It goes under the Potomac and has a point of egress
three-point-four miles from here, a three-inch-thick steel door set with a
four-digit code that you established yourself at the start of your term. The
numbers you chose correlate to the letters L-O-L-A on a standard touch-tone
phone. The name of a childhood pet -- a rabbit, I believe.”


Barkley
scoffed gently. “Okay. So you know things about me. Why are you here, Penny?”


“Because
if I know things about you, so do others.” Penny León suddenly dropped her
pleasant demeanor, her face stone-cold somber, the fading purple bruises only
further shadowing her features. “For example, Miss Vice President, I know that
you’ve been looking into a figure who calls himself Mr. Bright --”


“That’s
a personal computer,” Barkley interrupted brusquely. Monitoring her personal
life was a gross invasion of privacy, even for a CIA engineer.


“Yes.
And as I said, I know about it. Who else do you think knows?” Penny shook her
head. “Stop pulling at that thread, Joanna. People will notice. All the wrong
types. And if I can get to you here as easily as I did today, others can as
well.”


“I
just want the truth,” Barkley admitted.


“As
do I. Here.” Penny reached into her back pocket and produced a small black box.
It was a flip phone, the ancient kind that Joanna Barkley hadn’t seen since her
first year in college. “A burner. Untraceable, so long as you don’t get sloppy.
There’s a number in there where you can reach me. Stop digging on your own. If
you want to know more, call me, and we’ll arrange a meeting.”


“We’re
meeting right now,” Barkley said pointedly.


“Yes,
and I’ve only temporarily scrambled the A/V equipment hidden in your home.”


“My
house is bugged?” Joanna looked left and right suddenly, as if she might
spot a hidden camera. “How… who?”


But
Penny only put up a hand. “Call me. Not from this house, and only from that
phone. Leave your own cell phone behind. No guard or detail.”


“That’ll
be… difficult.”


“You’re
smart. You’ll figure it out. Until then.” Penny headed towards the foyer and
the place that Barkley knew the hidden elevator was, that would take her back
down seven levels underground. She walked with a slight limp, and Barkley
wondered just how much pain she’d endured at the hands of that man. “And
Joanna? I’m a big fan. Keep up the good work.”


And
then she was gone. Barkley didn’t try to follow her, or ask any more questions.
She hid the burner phone, and then she hugged her elbows and resisted the urge
to search for hidden cameras and microphones. One thing was certain: she was
only dressing under blankets from now on.


Actually,
two things were certain. This character, Mr. Bright, was real. There was indeed
a plot, and she had done the right thing not confronting Jon. The girl, Mischa,
was right; if Barkley was being watched, it meant that she was still a target.











CHAPTER FOUR


 


 


“Penny,
I… I’m sorry. I don’t know what else to say. I know I’ve left you, like, ten
voicemails by now. I don’t mean to harass you or anything, I… I just want to
talk. If that’s okay. I know I overreacted. Please. I’d like to see you. Call
me.”


Todd
Strickland ended the call, and then he leaned his forehead against the wall of
the dark, empty conference room he’d ducked into. There was a scent in there,
an odor he couldn’t quite place. It was like… it was like the smell of an
office that just had new carpet installed. New-carpet smell, but all the time,
everywhere.


He
was really starting to dislike Langley.


Why
am I even still coming here?


He
was the senior agent of the Executive Operations Team. He reported to President
Rutledge, Vice President Barkley, and David Barren, the Director of National
Intelligence. He didn’t answer to Shaw anymore. So why was he still expected to
report to Langley?


Of
course, he knew why, or at least suspected it.


So
the CIA can keep its eye on you.


He
was starting to sound like Zero, or Reidigger. Paranoid that eyes were on him
all the time. And maybe they were.


He
wished Penny would call him back. He refused to think of her as his ex-fiancée.
Not yet. Not until they had a chance to talk, to really hear each other.


Not
until he had the chance to apologize.


The
last time he saw her, she was being loaded into an ambulance in Cairo after
Krauss had tortured her for the whereabouts of Joanna Barkley. Last time they
had talked, Penny had called from her hospital room to tell him that the CIA
had fired her.


She
had helped Zero and betrayed national security. He, stupidly, had agreed with
the CIA’s decision. She had been fired. He had come home and been lauded as a
hero.


But
in the wake of the palace bombing, he’d been a hypocrite of enormous
proportions. He hadn’t told Shaw, or Rutledge, or anyone, that Zero had been
there in Egypt. The only other person who knew was Preston McMahon, his
right-hand man on EOT. McMahon had kept quiet as well. He and Strickland had not
even spoken of it.


He
was guilty of the very same thing that Penny had been accused of.


For
most of his life he’d been trained to be a good soldier. To follow orders. From
ROTC in junior high, through boot camp and basic training, during his ascent in
the military up to the Rangers. He’d been good at it. He’d been loyal. Good and
bad, right and wrong were objective, because there was always someone else
telling him what to think and how to think it.


Then
came Agent Zero and his team. Maria, Alan, even the late Chip Foxworth. When he
began to question everything. When he started to realize that the people
telling him what to think and how to think it often knew just as little or even
less than he did.


The
best and worst day of his entire life was the day he met Zero.


Strickland
sighed. He straightened his tie and buttoned the top button of his blazer.


His
phone rang. He scrambled to answer it, nearly fumbling it to the floor. The
number was one he didn’t recognize. One of Penny’s burners?


“Hello?”
He tried not to sound too eager.


“Agent
Strickland?” The voice was male, hushed, older. “It’s Ben.”


“Ben…?”
It took him a moment to place the name. Ben was the security guard on sublevel
four, several stories below his feet, beneath the George Bush Center for Intelligence,
the very same place where…


“Ben!
Yes. Of course. What is it?” he asked urgently.


“Well,
I just thought I should give you the heads-up.” The guard spoke quickly and
quietly. “Roundabout twenty minutes ago, a guy comes down here, in a suit,
dressed like an agent. Asked to see ‘the prisoner.’ I told him he had to show
ID and sign in. He didn’t like that. He left… but I saw him talking into a
radio just before he got into the elevator. You know anything about this?”


Todd
did not.


He
remembered vividly what Alan Reidigger had told him.


As
it is, I’m already dead.


To
which Todd had said, No. No one knows you’re here but me and Ben, and he
doesn’t even know who you are. Everyone believes you’re in a hole at H-6.


And if they find out, Alan had
argued, it’ll be easy picking.


Someone,
it seemed, was coming to pick.


But
how could they have known?


“Ben,
listen to me, okay? Release the prisoner.”


“Say
what now?”


“Release
the prisoner,” Strickland repeated. He was already jogging down the corridor.
“He’s not a danger. Well… not to you. Let him out. Tell him I’m on my way. I’ll
be there in a minute.”


“I…
I’m not sure about this, Agent Strickland. I just do the sign-ins…”


“Ben.
This is a matter of national security.” Todd punched at the down button at the
elevator bank. “Do you understand? Do it. I’ll be there.”


He
hung up and practically jumped into the elevator. He swiped his keycard,
punched in a code, and the car began its slow descent to the subterranean
levels of Langley.


“Come
on,” he muttered. “Come on, come on…” 


Finally
the bell dinged and the doors opened to a white, cinder-blocked hall.
Strickland ran, dashing down the windowless, claustrophobic corridor to another
door, another swipe, another code. The electronic lock hissed open and he
shoved the steel door out of his way. 


Beyond
it was a beige desk with a copy of The Washington Post spread face-down
upon its surface. Past that was another set of doors, leading to a holding
area, six cells total, three on each side, twelve-by-twelve with walls made of
two-inch reinforced glass. 


At
the far end, just outside the last cell on the left, was Ben the security
guard. He eyed the other man warily, his right hand resting on the taser at his
belt.


The
other man, in this case, was a burly guy with a sizable paunch, unruly brown
hair graying at the roots, and a beard that suggested he’d spent a few years
living off the grid. All of that was almost made comical by the powder-blue
scrubs he was wearing, his prison uniform, as it was, and his bare feet. His
left arm was still in a sling from the bullet he’d taken to the shoulder in
Rome.


“Change
of heart, Todd?” Alan Reidigger called to him. “I knew you’d come around,
eventually. Deep down, you’re a big softie --”


Strickland
strode to him, and shoved him with both hands against the glass wall of the
cell.


“Ah!
Shoulder,” Alan winced.


“You
told me,” Todd said quickly, “that if the CIA found out you were here, you’d be
dead. I need to know the truth, Alan, before I do something incredibly stupid.”


“I
don’t see why you doing something stupid is reliant on me telling the truth --
ow!”


Todd
shook him again.


“Okay,
okay.” Alan looked him right in the eye. “Yes, Todd. It’s the truth. They will
kill me for what I’ve learned about…” Alan trailed off and shot a glance
towards the guard, clearly not wanting to say Bright’s name in front of Ben.
“I’m talking on-sight, shoot to kill. Just like they will with Zero. And his
kids. And you, if you help me.”


Todd
released him. “Of course I’m going to help you,” he muttered. “We’re friends.”


Alan
sighed with relief. “Thank God. For a moment there I thought you might hang me
out to dry.”


“Ben,
his things?” Todd asked.


“Locker
behind the desk.” The old security guard had relaxed a little since Strickland
had showed up.


“Thanks.
You’re the best.” Todd jogged back towards the double doors, Alan on his heels.
“And Ben?”


“I
didn’t see nothing,” the guard said dutifully.


“You’re
the best. I owe you lunch.” Todd pushed the doors open. “Make that ten
lunches!”


The
small duffel bag containing Alan’s clothes, shoes, and trademark trucker cap
was right where Ben said it’d be, in a small foot locker behind the desk.


“I
don’t suppose I have time to change --”


“No,
let’s go, Alan.” Todd pushed open the second door, the thick steel one, and
peered down the corridor. The coast was clear, a straight shot to the elevator.


He
led the way, walking briskly. “You can put your clothes on in the elevator if
you’re quick,” Todd said hastily. “Then we walk right out, and hope no one
stops us and asks --”


The
elevator dinged. Todd skidded to a halt. The doors began to slide open. He
grabbed Reidigger by the arm and backpedaled. “This way!” They made a dash for
the opposite direction.


“Hey!
Stop!” a man called.


Todd
glanced over his shoulder. There were four of them in all, two men in suits,
dressed as agents would, and two others in the uniforms and black hats of
Langley security.


The
suited agent at the lead reached into his jacket as they gave chase.


“Isn’t
this a dead end?” Alan protested even as they sprinted towards the far end,
past the steel door and cell block, which appeared to end in a cinder block
wall.


“Door,
left, up there!” 


A
shot rang out behind them. Todd ducked instinctively. Still he felt the breeze
of the bullet as it whistled past his left ear and pounded the cement ahead of
them.


His
own agency was open-firing. They were willing to let Todd get caught in the
crossfire to eliminate Reidigger.


Alan
turned left and crashed through a security door recessed in a nook. Todd almost
fell through it behind him.


“Stairs?”
Alan said incredulously as they ran up the first flight of steps. “There are
stairs to the sublevels?”


“Of
course there are stairs! What if there was a fire?”


“I
don’t know, I never thought about it before!” Another shot cracked behind and
below them, echoing and thunderous in the confines of the underground
stairwell.


“Stop
now!” shouted the voice.


“Why,
so you can shoot at us more?” Alan shouted back down at them. 


Todd
panted. Below them, four sets of shoes pounded the stairs. Reidigger’s bare
feet slapped concrete. Two more flights, and they’d be on the ground floor of
Langley. From there… 


“Listen,”
Strickland said between breaths, “we probably have about thirty seconds or so
before they start locking this place down. So we get out, we make a left, and
we make a dash for outside. Got it?”


“And
if we don’t make it?” Alan wheezed. 


Todd
didn’t have a good answer for that. “Take this.” He reached into his blazer, as
they vaulted ever upward, and pushed his Glock 19 into Reidigger’s hands.


“Why
are you giving me this?”


“Because
I can’t shoot at the CIA, and you’re already a wanted man.”


“Yeah,
okay.” Alan paused briefly, just long enough to lean over the railing and fire
four clapping rounds downward. The feet below them stopped abruptly as their
pursuers took cover.


His
lungs burned. His calves ached. He was only thirty-one, for Christ sake, and
supposedly in good shape. Certainly good enough to run up four flights of
stairs. Maybe he was getting soft in his training.


They
reached a door and shoved through it and immediately slowed. The door opened
into an unused office, white-walled with drop cloths on the floor and a
six-foot ladder. Under renovation, it seemed -- maybe perpetually so, as cover
for the sublevel stairway.


“Act
natural,” Todd muttered as he opened the office door.


“I
look like a chubby Unabomber in blue pajamas,” Alan grumbled as he stowed the
pistol in the waistband of his pants. “But sure, yeah. I’ll act natural.”


They
stepped out into the hall and hung a left. There were people, more than
Strickland would have liked, administrative assistants and technicians, all the
working cogs in the Langley machine going this way and that, some talking
amongst themselves and others just overtly staring, all of them noticing the
strange-looking man in the blue scrubs and bare feet. But no one stopped them,
no one asked questions. Todd kept his chin up and his spine straight and tried
for all the world to give the impression that this was routine and he knew
exactly what he was doing. (Another irritatingly effective tactic he’d learned
from Zero -- act like you fully belong and nine times out of ten, no one will
question it.)


“Check
our six,” Alan murmured.


Todd
turned his head just enough to see in his periphery that the four men chasing
them had made their way into the hall. They walked tightly, as a group,
striding quickly after them.


Not
running.


Not
shooting.


Not
shouting at them or at anyone else to stop them or to lock down the building or
anything else.


Something
about this isn’t right.


He
should have seen it earlier, but it was a bit tough to think straight while
running, being shot at, and thinking up an exit strategy.


These
men aren’t CIA.


That
much was obvious now. They had open-fired on him, a senior agent. They hadn’t
called for backup or a lockdown. They were walking now, guns hidden, still
pursuing but trying not to draw attention to themselves.


And
the guards. That was the biggest giveaway. Two of them were in Langley security
uniforms. He should have realized it the instant they stepped off the elevator.
Security was for the upper floors; they didn’t have clearance to even know
about the sublevels, let alone be admitted to them.


“Ahead,
that door,” Todd said. “Then we go straight for my car.”


“That’s
an emergency exit. We’ll trip the fire alarm.” 


“I’m
aware.”


And
counting on it.


Todd
hit the crossbar with a forearm, the red letters there spelling out “EMERGENCY
EXIT ONLY,” and he pushed. The door was stubborn but it gave way. An instant
later, a klaxon blared overhead. A good old-fashioned fire drill.


Behind
him, their four pursuers paused for a moment, confused by the sudden piercing
sound, the strobing lights in the walls, as the employees of Langley suddenly
scurried this way and that to get to the nearest exit.


“Go!”
Todd sprinted forward. Alan was right behind him, and several Langley employees
on his tail. “This way!” He already had his keys in his hand.


They
reached the edge of the parking lot and weaved their way between cars. A shot
rang out. Todd ducked. A window exploded to his left. He stayed low between two
cars and broke into a half-crouch. “You okay?”


“Fine,
just keep moving!” Alan hissed behind him. He dared to stand and quickly fired
off four more shots, followed by a piercing yelp. “Ha, got one.”


More
shots. From another direction. More non-CIA? He doubted it; someone heard the
shots and came running. Perhaps the real Langley security detail. He didn’t
know and didn’t care to stick around and find out. The assailants were the
agency’s problem now. The two of them reached Todd’s SUV and climbed in.


Alan
ducked low in his seat at the gate as Todd waved to the guard, who let him
through without incident.


“No
lockdown,” Todd said once he’d caught his breath. “Those weren’t CIA.”


“No
kidding. If I had to guess, I’d say Bright’s men.”


“How
could they have gotten into Langley? Down to the sublevel?”


Alan
shrugged his good shoulder. “Fake ID cards with operable codes. Maybe Bright
has real agents on his bankroll that lent them some help. Who knows? Who cares?
We have more important problems. Like how they knew I was down there in the
first place.”


“I
didn’t tell anyone,” Todd assured him, keeping the SUV at the speed limit
despite his pounding chest. “And Ben didn’t even know who you were.”


“Right…”


Todd
frowned at Alan. “What are you suggesting?”


“Come
on, Strickland. You must be bugged.”


He
scoffed. “No way. Penny did a full-body scan on me less than two weeks ago. I
check myself daily for marks and any evidence of trackers. I’m careful.” 


“Uh-huh,”
Alan replied flatly. “So let me ask you then, what are you wearing now that you
wore the last time you came down to visit me?”


Strickland
looked himself over. What had he been wearing? He could barely recall.


“The
jacket, Todd. The blazer. I remember it.”


“Shit,”
Todd murmured. He was right. “But… I like this blazer. Can’t we just find the
tracker?”


“Todd…”


“It’s
Hugo Boss --”


“Todd.”


“Fine.
Take the wheel.” Reidigger leaned over and held the SUV steady while Strickland
shrugged out of the blazer. He sighed once, as a sort of goodbye to a good
jacket that he barely had time to know (and, he recalled ruefully, cost three
hundred bucks, a rare splurge for him) and then tossed it out the window.
“There. Now that I’ve fled from Langley and am probably on video not only
tripping the fire alarm but getting you out of there when you weren’t supposed
to be there in the first place, where to next? Though now that I’ve said that
aloud, I realize you’re probably going to say, ‘I’ve got a place,’ because you
always have a place.”


Reidigger
unzipped the duffel bag in his lap. He pulled out the red trucker’s cap, the
brim of it stained in sweat and the cap spotted in motor oil. He fit it over
his head and then sighed contentedly, like a man coming home from months
abroad.


“Yeah,
Todd. I’ve got a place.” 











CHAPTER FIVE


 


 


The
truck stopped in the middle of nowhere. Zero wasn’t even sure that this place
had a name, other than simply being “the desert,” or more specifically, “the
Moroccan desert.”


He
thanked the driver for their ride in Arabic, and as promised, he passed him the
gold Rolex, assuring him once again that it was real and that he should not
accept anything less than a hundred thousand dirham for it.


“Thank
you,” the driver said in his native tongue. “But you should not go here. There
is nothing. You will die. And her.” He gestured to Mischa in the bucket seat
between them.


“Yeah,”
Zero said in English, staring out into the seemingly nothingness of it beyond
the windshield. “We might.” Then in Arabic he said, “No worries, my friend.
Thank you, once again. We have to go now.”


He
pushed the door open and climbed out. Jesus, it was hot out.


“Allah
be with you,” the driver called to him as Mischa climbed down. “Be safe.”


They
stood there until the water truck drove away, getting back onto his proper
route. They’d chosen a water truck because they were crucial to many of the
outlying villages in this part of the world and were rarely stopped or harassed
at checkpoints. They’d bribed him with the Rolex, which Mischa had nicked from
the locker room of the pool at the resort they’d stayed three nights in.


And
about two miles due northwest, they would find what the water truck driver
didn’t know was there: the US military installation and CIA black site known as
H-6.


“Should
I be expecting them to shoot at us?” Mischa asked candidly as they walked.


“Um…
I don’t think so. No. Probably not?”


“Your
hesitation does not instill a lot of faith.”


“Okay,”
Zero corrected himself. “Let’s just say they won’t shoot at you, because
you’re a young girl. In fact, now that I think about it, they’ll probably be
very confused.”


“You
can tell them it is ‘take your daughter to work’ day.”


Zero
blinked at her. “Was -- was that a joke?”


Mischa
frowned. “That depends. Was it funny?”


He
chuckled. “Yes. It was.”


It
wasn’t long before it came into view. From the outside, H-6 was just a wide
perimeter of chain-link fence, topped in spiraling barbed wire and layered on
the inside with canvas and dark tar paper to restrict prying eyes. There were
signs, ones that Zero couldn’t make out from this distance but knew from past
visits simply read, “PROPERTY OF US GOVT. NO TRESPASSING.”


There
was also, Zero noted wryly, an inactive sea plane sitting on a stretch of
mostly-level ground that passed for a landing strip in these parts. He knew
what it was, and he knew how it came to rest there, because he was the one that
had flown it here.


“I’ve
heard of this place,” Mischa murmured. “When I worked with the Chinese, they
would whisper about it, as if it was hell on Earth.”


“Funny,”
Zero told her. “We have a nickname for it. Hell Six.”


She
frowned. “Hm. Like Dante’s Inferno. From Divine Comedy.”


“You
know, I never thought of it like that.” Then he chuckled halfheartedly and
added, “If this is Hell Six, I wouldn’t want to see what Hell Seven is like.”


Mischa
didn’t laugh.


He
saw movement in the billowing haze of heat ahead. “Heads up. Let me do the
talking.”


They
were still about a hundred and fifty yards from the gate when it opened and two
soldiers trotted out towards them. They were former Special Forces, Zero knew,
in full tac gear and sunglasses, bandannas soaking the sweat from their
foreheads. They didn’t aim their weapons, but they held them in that
not-so-casual, at-the-ready, cocked-elbow sort of carry.


“Stop
there, sir,” one called to him when he was within shouting distance. “This land
is property of the United States government.”


“I
know,” Zero called back to him. “I need to see Flagg.”


“There’s
no one here by that name, sir.” The soldier answered quickly -- a little too
quickly. “I’m going to have to ask you to turn around and go back the way you
came.”


“Sergeant
Jack Flagg,” Zero repeated. “I know he’s here, and I need to see him.”


The
two soldiers exchanged a glance. Zero wasn’t great at reading lips but he was
fairly certain one asked the other, Is that a kid?


“Sir,”
the first soldier called out again, “I’m going to have to ask you to turn
around and go back --”


“If
we go back,” Zero interrupted, “we’ll die. There’s nothing else out here. You
know that and I know that. This isn’t a ruse. I’ve been here before. I know
what you do here. I need to see Flagg.”


The
two soldiers glanced at each other again, as if trying to determine whether it
would be worth attempting to lie to him once more.


“Tell
you what,” said Zero before they got the chance. “How about one of you stays
out here with us, the other goes in, and you tell Flagg one word. Would you do
that for me?”


Again
the soldiers looked at each other.


“What’s
the word?”


“Zero.”


 


*


 


Flagg
came out three minutes later.


He
walked casually, even with a bit of a swagger, no gun in hand, sunglasses on
his deeply tanned face over a thick brown beard. Sergeant Jack Flagg was a
former Green Beret who now ran H-6, or as he liked to call it, the “Special
Forces retirement village.”


Flagg
paused about ten yards from them. He looked Zero up and down, and then looked
over at Mischa. “Shit,” he said, and he spat in the sand. “I gotta tell you, I
only came out here to see if there really was a girl wandering around the
desert. You,” he pointed to Zero, “I’d believe. What the hell kind of stunt is
this, bringing a little girl out here?”


“I’m
thirteen,” Mischa said indignantly.


“Good
to see you, Flagg.” Zero decided to skip the explanation. “I need to speak to
one of your residents.”


Flagg
sighed. “Last time I saw you, you cleaned Strickland’s clock and took his
plane. Left that old sea bird on our runway.”


“Yeah,”
Zero winced. “That’s true.”


“I
also heard you’re not CIA anymore.”


“That…
is also true,” Zero admitted.


“There
might have even been a rumor,” Flagg continued, “that you’re dead.”


Zero
looked down at himself. “I don’t feel very dead. Just kind of old.”


Flagg
chuckled at that. “Yeah. I hear that. So what are you doing here?”


“Like
I said. I need to speak with one of your residents.”


“Well,”
Flagg sniffed, “here’s my dilemma. If you’re not CIA anymore, then you’re just
a civilian now. And if you’re a civilian, then this?” He hooked a thumb over
his shoulder at H-6. “This is a military practice installation. We, uh, run
drills. Target shooting. War games, that sort of thing.”


“Right,
right, of course it is,” Zero agreed. “Practice installation. If that’s true, I
bet you have water in there.”


Flagg
hesitated, and then nodded. “Yeah. We do.”


“So
maybe we can just hydrate a bit before we’re on our way. That’s all we need.
Some water… and some shade.”


Flagg
reached up slowly. He took off his sunglasses and squinted at Zero. “Is that
all you’re after?”


“That’s
it. Water, and Shade.”


Flagg
snorted. “Ah, dammit. I always did like you. Alright, come on.” He turned and
started back towards the gate, waving off the soldiers posted there.


Zero
and Mischa followed quickly.


“So
you going to tell me who this is, or what?” Flagg asked.


“Right,
sorry. Sergeant Jack Flagg, this is my daughter, Mischa.”


Flagg
stopped. “Are you kidding me, Zero? You seriously brought your kid here?”


“Pleased
to meet you,” Mischa said politely. “If my circumstances had been slightly
different, I might have ended up here under your watch.”


Flagg
rubbed his forehead. “Jesus H… you know, I’m not even going to ask.”


“Oh.”
Zero snapped his fingers. “One more thing I need while I’m here.”


“Yeah?
What’s that?”


“Your
best mechanic. I need that sea plane flightworthy again. I need a way to get
west, under the radar.”


“Why,
you in some kind of trouble?” Flagg asked.


Zero
shrugged. “Depends on who thinks I’m still alive that might want me dead.”











CHAPTER SIX


 


 


“Hello,
Shade,” Zero said into the iron grate in the floor.


Something
moved beneath it, in the oubliette of packed-earth walls beneath his feet. This
structure, this nondescript windowless steel dome, was just one of a few dozen
at H-6, arranged in three long rows. There was only one way in and one way out,
a heavy, creaking steel door in the dome’s side. The peak of the ceiling
overhead was about ten feet high, and from that highest point hung a single
bare bulb, forty watts at best, hanging from thin white and black leads and
powered by one of a handful of generators.


The
floor was just stamped earth. Before the dome, there had been a hole, a hole
dug years earlier by a machine and topped with an iron grate which was in turn
topped by the steel dome that made the permanent residence, now and forever
more, of the prisoner known as Mr. Shade.


“I
knew you’d be back,” the voice croaked from beneath the iron grate. “I knew
you’d want more out of me.”


“Well,
our conversation last time was just so… enlightening. Would you like to climb
on out of there, and we can talk? I’m alone up here.” That part was true; he’d
left Mischa outside, under the relative cool of a canvas tarp with a bottle of
water and all the colorful new language she could pick up from soldiers.


“I
have nothing to say to you.” Shade’s tone was different this time. On Zero’s
last visit, the former “businessman” had sounded desperate, eager. He was still
clinging to hope. But now, he sounded defeated. Resigned.


“I
think we can help each other,” Zero said, though he didn’t elaborate.


Shade
scoffed. “Is that so? Last time you were here, you lied to me. You said you’d
help get me out, and then you threw me back down into this dank pit. ‘You’re never
getting out of here.’ That’s what you said to me. ‘You’re going to die in
this hole.’”


“And
you are,” Zero promised him. “That still stands. You trafficked women and
children. You were responsible for the murder of countless civilians. Innocent
lives. You are going to die here. But that doesn’t mean I have nothing to offer
you.”


Shade
was silent, so Zero continued.


“Wouldn’t
you like to feel the sun on your face again?”


Shade
rustled under the grate. “I’m listening.”


“Perhaps
I could arrange a little walkabout, get some vitamin D. Maybe twenty minutes,
once a week.”


“Half
an hour.”


‘This
isn’t a negotiation,” Zero said firmly. “You either talk to me and get what you
get, or you stay in your dank pit.”


Shade
grunted beneath him. “Fine. Open it.”


Zero
tugged the iron grate. It was heavy, and he was dismayed to feel a pull in his
back -- not only was he still not a hundred percent from his spinal bruising,
he wasn’t lying when he told Flagg he was feeling old -- but with some effort,
he managed.


Shade
climbed out slowly. He looked much the same as he had last time Zero was here:
a skeleton of his former self, a zombie left of a Gatsby. Bone-thin, cheekbones
protruding, dark bags under each eye. His skin was graying and his dark hair
was falling out. He wore a sleeveless brown tunic and baggy brown shorts that
were falling off his hips. No belt, of course; not so much as a sash or rope or
anything he might be able to hang himself with.


“Hello,
Zero.” He could see that a couple of Shade’s teeth had fallen out since their
last conversation. “How do I look?” He grinned a leering, jack-o’-lantern
smile.


“I
want to know about Bright,” Zero told him. “Who he is, where I can find him.”


“Mm.”
Shade scratched his dry, stubbled chin. “And you think a few minutes of
sunlight is enough to make me turn on him?”


“Not
quite. Which is why I have something else to offer you.” 


“Oh?”


“Bright
turned on you first.”


Shade
grinned again. “I think you proved last time you were here that I can’t trust
anything you say.”


“Maybe.
But you’re a smart guy. Think about it; I found you in a penthouse, wearing a
tux, throwing a party for rich deviants like yourself. You had photos of women
on the walls. With human price tags. I found you vulnerable, with a mountain of
evidence.” Zero leaned forward and lowered his voice. “How do you think it was
so easy to find you? Was it CIA intel? Or was the agency fed some information?”


Shade’s
gaze darted to the dirt floor, scanning it, as if the answer might be etched there.


“You
were getting too flashy, weren’t you?” Zero pressed on. “You wanted to rub
shoulders with the elite. To make your enterprise known. You’d made a name out
of Mr. Shade, but you wanted to be the face as well. And Bright, he wanted to
get rid of you.”


“Conjecture,”
Shade muttered. “And guesses.”


“No.
I spoke to him myself. I was in Egypt and managed to get him on the line. He
admitted it to me. Look at my face, Shade. Am I lying?”


Zero
put on his best poker face as Shade finally dared to lift his gaze. He must not
have liked what he saw in Zero’s expression, because his leering, gapped sneer
shrank into a dark pit of a circle.


“May
I… may I pace?” Shade asked.


“By
all means.”


Shade
ambled the length of the steel dome, limping on one leg, grunting now and then,
apparently thinking this through.


“Let’s
just say,” he said at last, “that you’re telling me the truth and Bright
betrayed me. Turning on him now only makes us both traitors.”


“Don’t
tell me you’ve grown a conscience while in here,” Zero scoffed. “I don’t think
it’ll do you much good in your pit.”


“Despite
whatever you might think of me,” Shade snapped, “I have ethics.”


“You
sold people.” Zero shook his head. This was going nowhere fast. “Look,
you have a choice to make and your window is closing quickly. If you don’t want
to talk, I’m leaving. Tell me what I want to know, and you get your outdoor
time. Added bonus, Bright either gets a hole next-door or a bullet in the
head.”


Shade
ceased his pacing. A hiss of air escaped his nose, a long sigh of defiance.


“His
name was Bloom. Neil Bloom. In the early aughts, he was just another young tech
guy who made a small fortune, a hundred-twenty mil or so, by selling a payment
app he made. You might have heard of it -- FundU?”


Zero
nodded. He’d heard of it; even used it himself a few times.


“Well,
after the sale, he was looking for investments, and I was looking for capital
to fund a couple of gun deals the US government wanted made but couldn’t be
seen getting mixed up in. A few hundred-thousand small arms distributed through
a specific region. We made it happen, and then some. After that, we started
contracting with the US and foreign countries alike. Two sides of the same
coin: Mr. Shade, and Mr. Bright. We played both sides, and every government
that was worth a damn looked the other way on our, how do I say,
‘extracurriculars’ --”


“I
don’t need your life story,” Zero interrupted sharply. The idea that the CIA
and his own government overlooked Shade’s atrocities was stomach-churning
enough, and the last thing he wanted was for Shade to start grandstanding about
his glory days. “I’ve known plenty of gun runners.”


“Not
like us, you haven’t.”


“You said he was
Neil Bloom. What does that mean?”


Shade
grinned again. “We had ourselves declared legally dead. Public record will tell
you that Neil Bloom died in a Lamborghini accident. The driver, a friend of his
named Michael Bancroft, was going a hundred and thirty in a sixty-five. He lost
control. They were both killed on impact.”


“So
Bloom’s a literal dead end but Bright is still out there. Where do I find him?”


Shade
scoffed. “You don’t. He finds you.”


“Shade…”
he growled. He was getting tired of the hubris and the run-around, and an inch
away from pulling his offer from the table entirely. 


“Look,
I don’t know anything about the present; I can only tell you what I knew.
Bright owns a building, the Buchanan Building in Midtown Manhattan. You know
it?”


“Not
yet.”


“Fairly
ordinary. Nothing flashy. I’d even say small, for that area. Forty-eight
floors. It’s owned by a company called Sunshine Realty, Bright’s only
legitimate holding. Of course, he’s a silent partner. None of the other
investors or even the board know who he is. But he runs that building top to
bottom.”


“Anything
I should know about it?” Zero asked. “If I walk in there, am I going to be
gunned down by twenty armed guards?”


“Maybe.”
Shade shrugged. “But doubtful. The first twenty-six floors are legit; people
live and work there. Luxury apartments and offices. Everyone thinks floors
twenty-seven on up are penthouses and suites, but they’re mostly empty. A
buffer, between the real world and Bright’s enterprise.” A racking cough
gripped Shade, a dry and rattling sound that set Zero’s teeth on edge. “Also,”
he croaked, “he won’t be there. Not now. Not if you know about him.”


Zero
held up his thumb and index finger, about a half inch apart, the way he did so
often when Maya and Sara were little and needed chiding. “I’m about this close
to taking back my offer. Start talking straight.”


“Bright
had, to the best of my knowledge, at least fourteen other properties around the
world,” Shade explained, “and certainly more that I didn’t know about.”


“Where?”


Shade
scoffed. “What do you want, addresses? I don’t know. There was one in Scotland.
One in California. One in Ontario. The Maldives. Japan. Shall I continue?”


Grandstanding.
That’s all this was. Shade wasn’t giving him anything of value; all he was
doing was explaining how impossible he thought it would be to get to Bright.


“I’m
done here,” Zero told him flatly. “You’ve told me nothing --”


“Now
hang on!” Shade protested. “I gave you Manhattan. Buchanan Building,
forty-eight floors. He might not be there himself, but that was his base of
operations. Get there, and hope he hasn’t cleaned house yet. Someone there
knows something. I guarantee it.”


Zero
rubbed his face. “You worked with the guy for almost twenty years, and that’s
all you can give me?”


Shade
shrugged. “What do you want from me? He loves pancetta. Claims to like Vivaldi
but he’s just trying to sound classy. Hates wearing a tie. Big soccer fan.
That’s all I’ve got. He was private by design, and rightly so, considering
where we each find ourselves right now.”


Zero
sighed. As much as he wanted to believe that Shade had more to tell him, he
could spot a liar, and Shade didn’t look like he was lying; if anything, the
man looked desperate to be able to help. If Manhattan was the only lead he
could give, it was better than nothing.


“Back
in the hole.”


Last
time Zero was here, Shade had begged and pleaded, even refused to climb back
down into the pit. He had to be forced into his dirt cell. But this time, there
was no begging and no pleading. His shoulders slumped, but he went, climbed
back down into the dirt-walled prison.


“If
you think of anything else,” Zero said as he lowered the heavy iron grate, “I
expect you’ll tell Flagg. He’ll relay the message.”


Shade
said nothing in return, so Zero left him there. For some reason he paused there
for a moment, a strange feeling coming over him, like he should say or even do
something more. He realized what it was; this was the feeling that he would not
see Shade again before one or both of them was dead.


He
pushed open the creaking iron door and was instantly assaulted by the blazing
Moroccan sun and oppressive heat. He blinked as his eyes adjusted, and noticed
that Flagg was there waiting for him just outside the dome.


“Get
what you came for?” the sergeant asked.


“In
a way. Listen, I sort of made a deal…”


“You
made a deal with my prisoner,” Flagg asked flatly.


“I
did. For a little outdoor time, once a week. At your discretion, of course.”


“Whatever
he had to say must have been important,” the sergeant mused.


“Very,”
Zero said vaguely.


Flagg
sighed. “Yeah, alright. I can take the dog for a walk now and then.” He led the
way along the row of steel domes, each one presumably holding another terrorist
or unmentionable in its bowels, back towards the main encampment.


“And
the plane?” Zero asked.


“Funny
thing about that, my guy took a look at it just a few days ago. Said it
wouldn’t take much to get her flying again, just a few parts that he doesn’t
have. There’s a scrapyard about eighty miles southeast of here; he can make a
run but it probably won’t be done until tomorrow. So we can take care of you,
long as you don’t mind a good old-fashioned slumber party.”


Zero
wanted to protest, but Flagg was already going way above and beyond to help him
and he had no collateral. He had no choice; as much as he wanted to get back
stateside as soon as possible and find his girls, their best would have to be
good enough for him.


“Fine
by me. Thank you. Where’s Mischa?”


Flagg
chuckled and pointed with a gloved finger. “Teaching my boys a thing or two.”


Zero
shaded the sun from his eyes with one hand. Ahead of them was a wide, angled
canvas tarp, staked to the ground and affording a decent amount of protection
from the harsh sun. Beneath it, Mischa had a fully-grown soldier in an arm
lock, one of her legs around his neck as the man desperately tapped out. Three
others stood around and laughed.


“Yeah,”
Zero muttered. “Kind of figured she’d fit right in around here.” 











CHAPTER
SEVEN


 


 


“You
like him, don’t you?” It wasn’t a taunt. It wasn’t asked sarcastically. It was
just an honest question, from one sister to another.


“Now?”
Maya said incredulously. “You’re going to ask that now?”


“Yes,”
Sara answered, “I’m going to ask that now. Because we’re about to do something
incredibly stupid that risks our well-being, maybe even our lives, all for him,
because he was dumb enough to get caught shoplifting from a mini-mart.”


They’d
spent the night prior crafting their plan to spring Trent Coleman from a podunk
Missouri jail, if “crafting” was the same as running through every potential
scenario they could consider that didn’t sound to Sara like it was bat-shit
insane.


What’d
they had landed on was, to say the least, still utter lunacy. Sara had been
quite vocal in her opinion that they should leave him behind and just hope he
got released with a warning. Yet Maya continually insisted they needed to
rescue him, that they owed it to him, and then they would get the hell out of
Dodge.


Sara
just wanted to know why.


Maya
scoffed, though she crossed her arms defensively. “He was my partner. He stuck
by me. By us.”


“Uh-huh,”
Sara replied. “And?”


“And
he saved my life. Twice.”


“Right.
And…?”


Maya’s
ears turned pink. “And you’re a brat. You’ve always been a brat. You know that,
right?”


“Mm-hmm.”
Sara examined her fingernails. “And…?”


“And
yes!” Maya threw up both her hands. “Yes, I like him! Okay? I like him a lot.
We made out twice behind the shed while you were sleeping --”


“Ew,
stop --”


“And
sometimes at night when he thinks I’m sleeping he holds my hand. And I like
that. And I want to get him out of jail. And bring him with us, and leave this
horrible place. Okay? Is that good enough for you?”


Sara
gave her a small shrug. “Was that so hard?”


Maya
rolled her eyes. “Let’s just do this. Are you sure you’re okay with your
part?”


Of
course she was. Sara had volunteered for it. Not so much because she wanted to
do it, but because if they were going to do it, Maya wasn’t fit for the role
Sara was about to play.


“Yes.
For the hundredth time, I’m sure.”


Maya
reached for her, and before Sara could react, her older sister squeezed her
into a hug. It took her by surprise and she let out a small squeal.


“Jeez,
warn a girl before you just grab her…”


“Be
careful,” Maya said in her ear. “Or I’ll have to break you both out of
jail.”


“You
be careful.” 


Maya
released her, nodded once, and started off down the road towards the used car
lot. “See you in a few minutes.”


“Hey,
you better get something nice!” Sara called after her. “I’m not fleeing town in
a minivan!” Then she turned the opposite way. The street corner where Sara had
forced her sister to admit her feelings for Trent Coleman was roughly equidistant
from the lot where Maya was about to steal a car, and the police station where
Sara was about to spring Trent Coleman.


Sara
wasn’t sure what this town was even called. All she knew was that it couldn’t
have had more than a few hundred residents and probably two full sets of teeth
between them all. 


“This
is crazy,” Sara said under her breath, singsong. “This is crazy, this is
crazy.”


They
could have just helped Trent back at the convenience store. They could have
taken the big guy that grabbed him and ran off into the woods. But Maya
insisted that they had done the right thing; the cops would have searched the
woods, found the cabin, and found them.


Not
like this was any better. Now, instead, they were going to spring him from
jail, steal a car, and hit the road again.


She
certainly wouldn’t miss the cabin and its mildew smell and its frigid water.
But she had no idea where they would go.


One
thing at a time,
she told herself. Let’s focus on not getting arrested. Or shot. This
certainly seemed like the sort of town where the police were not the only ones
carrying a gun.


She
made the four-block sojourn in just a couple of minutes. The police station of
Hicksville, or wherever the hell they were, wasn’t even its own building; it
was attached to the side of the town hall, which was joined on the other side
by a bank. How economical, she mused.


She
paused, lingering a short distance from the entrance, and hyped herself up by
taking several deep breaths. An actress she was not, though she was quite good
at lying. Wasn’t it practically the same thing?


She
forced breaths in and out until her heart rate was up and it felt like she’d
run all the way here. She slapped gently at her cheeks, hoping they would
pinken, and then she pushed into the police station, took a deep breath, and
shouted: “Someone, please help! He’s after me!”


Two
heads turned to her. The police station was tiny, much smaller than she
anticipated; it was, literally, two desks and two doors at the rear and a hall
that she couldn’t see all the way down.


One
of the heads was a young guy, mid-twenties at best, a skinny deputy with a
shaved head. He wore a beige uniform and stood from his desk.


The
other head peeked out from behind a computer monitor, the big bulky gray kind
that Sara hadn’t seen since her middle school’s library. The head belonged to a
plump, stout woman with owlish glasses and reddish hair who wasn’t wearing a
uniform.


The
deputy blinked at her.


The
woman, however, stood from her desk with a frown of concern and asked, “What’s
wrong, honey? Who’s after you?”


“There’s
a man!” Sara insisted, heightening her voice to what she hoped was a believably
frightened octave. “He was following me! He, he threatened me, told me he was
going to take me…”


The
deputy stood now too from his desk -- a bit slow on the uptake, it seemed --
and asked, “Okay, let’s calm down a sec. You’re safe here. What’d this guy look
like?”


“Uh,
tall, like your height,” Sara told him, “and chubby. Balding. In a gray shirt
with a collar.” She’d passed at least three men who fit that description on the
walk here. “He’s out there, just down the street. He followed me here. If you
hurry, you can catch him!”


“Okay,”
said the deputy. His nametag said Buford. “Why don’t you just have a seat, and
talk me through this, and we’ll figure out what’s going on.”


Sara
held back a sigh of annoyance. Seriously? Have a seat, talk him through this?
She was going to have to kick this up a notch. This was the part she’d feared
Maya wouldn’t be able to do.


As
Deputy Buford drew near, Sara lurched forward. She grabbed two tight fistfuls
of his beige shirt and she shook him. “He’s after me!” she screamed shrilly in
his face. “He’s going to take me, and he said he’s going to… to do things to
me! Cut me up, into little pieces! And, and…” She feigned hyperventilating,
sucking in rapid breaths, forcing her face to redden. She felt tears sting her
eyes; she didn’t know she could do that on command.


“Miss,
please calm down!” the deputy cried.


An
older man in a graying buzzcut rushed down the hall, drying his hands on a
paper towel. “What in the Sam Hill is going on here?”


Sara
screamed again, louder. She shook Buford again. A button popped off the
deputy’s shirt. She grabbed at his shirt pocket. Her other hand reached toward
his belt, laden heavy with gear.


“Miss,
please!” the deputy shouted. “Sheriff! Little help?” 


“Miss,
you gotta let him go,” the sheriff pleaded as he quickly made his way to her.
“Listen to me, hon. Let him go…” 


“There’s
a man!” She wasn’t about to screech out the whole story again. She released the
deputy and made her fingers tremble for effect.


“After
her,” said Buford. “Down the street, it seems. Threatened her and all.”


“Alright,
alright.” The sheriff hitched his pants. “You stay right here with Rosie, okay?
We’ll go take a look, ask some questions. Where’d you last see him? Which way
did he go?”


Sara
pointed -- in the opposite direction that Maya had gone. “That way. Just a
minute or two ago. Please, hurry!”


The
sheriff and the deputy rushed out of the building.


The
plump woman, apparently named Rosie, put a hand on Sara’s shoulder. “There,
dear. It’ll be okay, they’ll go find him. Come now, why don’t you sit?”


“Not
here,” Sara said quickly. “Not where he can find me.”


Rosie
thought for a moment, and then said, “Okay, dear. There’s a conference room
right there, through that door. Go ahead and sit in there. If they bring him
in, he won’t see you there.”


“Good.
Thank you. Thank you.” Sara scurried back towards the door and the conference
room. The other door, she presumed, was the sheriff’s office. The hall
certainly led to a restroom, considering the sheriff’s sudden appearance --
and, if she had to bet, a holding cell or two.


The
tiny conference room could barely be called such; it held a square folding
table and four chairs and powdery evidence of recent donuts. There was a paper
wastebasket in one corner and nothing else.


Once
the door was closed behind her, Sara opened her fist. Deputy Buford had been
taken off-guard by her sudden clawing at him; he hadn’t even noticed that one hand
had snagged the ring of keys from his belt.


What
now though?


The
plan had been for Sara to enter the police station and feign hysterics in the
hopes of emptying the place. But she hadn’t counted on Rosie the receptionist
or whatever she was.


Well,
time to improvise, then.


There
was a pack of matches in her pocket. Funny, she’d taken them from the
convenience store but technically they were the one thing she hadn’t actually
stolen; they were free, in a plastic bowl near the counter.


She
glanced up and noticed an old security camera mounted high in the corner. She
wondered if it was even on, or if they only turned it on when they had reason
to record, like someone in custody here for questioning. There was no little
red light on it or anything; wasn’t there supposed to be a little red light?


She
didn’t think it was on, but she flashed it a middle finger anyway. It was an
unnecessary gesture, and Maya certainly wouldn’t approve. But Maya wasn’t here,
and Sara thought it important to demonstrate her disdain for authority in the
moment.


Then
she lit a match, and dropped it into the wastebasket. There were only a few
crumpled sheets of paper in there, but it was enough. There was smoke, and then
a moment later there was a flame.


Sara
held the wastebasket up, as high as she could, until it reached the mottled
white drop-ceiling tiles and the small red emergency sprinkler head sticking
out like an upside-down blossom.


A
few seconds passed. The flame grew; the smoke stained the off-white tile. She
began to worry; what if her flame wasn’t big enough? What if the sprinkler
system didn’t work? 


Then
a pipe rattled, somewhere above her, unseen above the fiberglass tiles. There
was a hiss of effort, and a moment later water cascaded out from the sprinkler
head.


“Ha!”
Sara laughed as it rained indoors, soaking her, matting her hair in seconds.


She
heard a shriek -- Rosie was getting a shower, and undoubtedly fleeing the
building.


Sara
couldn’t help but grin as she sauntered out of the conference room, spinning
the ring on a finger and humming the tune to “Raindrops Keep Fallin’ On My
Head.” The water was pleasantly lukewarm, though it had a stale, almost
metallic odor to it. She hummed as she made her way down the hall where, as
expected, there was indeed a single holding cell, and beyond the bars, a very
wet and thoroughly astounded Trent Coleman.


“Hey,
moron.”


“Sara!
What the hell… what did you… I heard screaming…” 


“Yeah,
that was me. Here to spring you.” She tried a key. It didn’t work. “Dammit.
Give me a second here.”


“How…
why would you…” Trent was as shocked as he was soaked.


Sara
tried a second key, and then a third. “Listen, we don’t have much time, so
please hold your questions until the end, thank you.” As she tried a fourth key
she added, “Can’t believe you got busted for shoplifting.”


The
fourth key twisted and sprang the lock. Sara let out a small squeal of triumph
as the door swung open. But Trent Coleman didn’t move.


“Why
would you come for me?!” he demanded. “You two should have gotten out of here!”


“I
know, right? I said the same thing!” She grabbed his sleeve and tugged. “But my
sister’s in love with you, so I didn’t have much of a choice. Now come on!”


“Wait,
Maya’s… what?”


“Hush,
let’s go.” There was a door at the end of the hall. Based on the configuration
of the police station and its adjacency to the town hall, there was no way this
led to outside. She pushed it open and found she was right; the door deposited
them in another corridor, this one silent and almost reverent and not at all
raining from the ceiling. The station must have been on a different sprinkler
system.


A
woman with her hair in a tight bun rounded the corner with a sheaf of papers in
her hand. She stopped suddenly at the sight of them, dripping onto the floor
with the still-hissing sprinklers behind them through the open door.


“Excuse
me…?” the woman began.


Sara
cut her off with a shout. “There’s a fire in the police station! Get out of
here!”


“Oh
my goodness!” the woman turned on a heel and scurried off in her heels.


“You’re
oddly good at that,” Trent murmured.


“Thanks.
This way.” She led him towards the rear of the building and a door that led
outside, out into the sun and the humid afternoon.


Crap, she thought. Think
I got turned around in there. Where did Maya say to meet?


“Hey!”
shouted a voice. She glanced up the street to see the sheriff and Deputy Buford
running towards them, less than a block away, pointing. “Stop right there!
Don’t you move!”


“Time
to go!” Sara pulled Trent’s sleeve again and they dashed down the block,
turning left, running again.


“Where’s
Maya?” Trent asked breathlessly.


“Wish
I knew!” Sara shouted back. She heard the sheriff shout again. She couldn’t see
him but he was close.


A
dark gray sedan squealed around the corner and came to a jarring stop in front
of them.


“Get
in!” Sara leapt into the passenger side.


Trent
threw himself across the back seat. 


Maya
slammed the gas before their doors were closed. Sara secured her side, and then
looked in the side mirror to see the sheriff’s small form, getting smaller by
the second, leaning his hands on his knees and panting as they sped away.


Too
far. He’s too far to see the license plate.


Or
so she had to hope.


Maya
sped down the road, slowing briefly at an intersection but blowing the stop
sign, following the markers towards the nearest highway.


“Can
I ask questions now?” Trent said, catching his breath behind her.


“Shoot.”


“Did
you steal a car?!” he practically shouted at Maya. “What was all that screaming
for? And you! Did you set fire to a police station?”


“Is
that why you’re all wet?” Maya asked, ignoring Trent’s barrage of questions.


“Had
to improvise,” Sara told her.


“Hey!”
Trent protested from the back seat. “Why the hell did you come back for me? You
should have left me there and gotten yourselves somewhere safe!”


In
response, Maya slammed the brakes. Sara grabbed onto the dashboard as her older
sister swerved to the side of the road and threw it in park. Then she turned,
half-climbed over the seat, and kissed Trent on the mouth.


“That
wasn’t an option,” Maya told him.


“Ew,”
Sara muttered. “Really ew.”


Maya
settled back behind the wheel, shifted into drive, and the car jolted forward
again.


“You’re
welcome, by the way,” Sara said over her shoulder.


Trent
sighed. He leaned forward, between the front seats, and before Sara knew what
he was doing he planted a kiss on her cheek. “Thank you.” 


“You
smell like Missouri water.”


“So
do you, Squeak.” Maya smiled.


Sara
couldn’t help herself; she grinned too, more so at the use of her childhood
nickname than anything they’d just done. She wouldn’t admit it aloud, but Maya
was right. This is how it was meant to be. Leaving Trent behind wasn’t an
option.


“I’m
grateful,” he said, “but we have problems now. I didn’t give them my name but
they took a mugshot. Sara’s face was probably on camera. And it’s only a matter
of time before this car is reported stolen. We can’t keep it for long. And
we’ll have to find a new place to lay low. Maybe somewhere abandoned? There’s
gotta be something like that around here --”


“No,”
said Maya resolutely. She kept her eyes on the road. “No, we’re not doing that.
We’re not running or hiding again. I’m tired of this shit.”


Sara
was taken aback by her sister’s words. It wasn’t that Maya never swore, but
rather that she usually had a more eloquent word in her vocabulary. Language
that forceful was reserved for times when she wanted to be taken very
seriously. 


“We’re
going home.” 


Sara
blinked at her. “We can’t go home.”


“Not
home-home. Back east. We’re not running from this anymore.” It seemed as if
Maya had done a lot of thinking in the short time they’d been apart. “We’re
going back east. We’re going to find Alan. And Penny. We don’t know when or how
Dad and Mischa will get back; we can’t wait for them or rely on them. Not this
time. It’s on us to handle this. We can’t run forever.”


“Okay,”
was all Sara could say in the moment. She didn’t know how they’d do what needed
doing, but she couldn’t disagree with any of it.


“Okay?”
Maya asked, apparently surprised by her sister’s approval.


“Okay,”
Sara said again.


“Okay,”
Trent agreed. “Let’s do it. Let’s go home.”











CHAPTER EIGHT


 


 


The
seaplane bounced on a current of turbulence. Mischa yelped.


Zero
glanced over at her, in the copilot seat beside him, the headset comically
large over her small head. In the glow of the cockpit’s controls he could see
that her arms were straight at her sides, fingers gripping the edges of the
seat beneath her, jaw clenched.


“You
okay?” he asked through the headset.


“Yes.
I’m fine,” she replied, her voice clipped. “Actually. No. I do not like this.”


He
chuckled softly, too soft for her to hear over the roar of the engines and the
propeller’s whine. “We’ll be fine. We’ll make it.”


“I
admire your confidence,” she said, “but I’ll remind you that you are the one
responsible for us making it. I don’t like situations over which I have no
control.”


He
made a gesture of offering her the yoke. She shot him a flat look back.


Zero
kept the seaplane at a cruising altitude of about four thousand feet, a bit low
for this type of plane but relatively safe -- relatively, considering they were
flying blind, at night, over the Atlantic Ocean, due southwest. Flagg’s guy had
fixed the plane for them; no, that wasn’t quite right. Flagg’s guy had made the
plane “flightworthy,” which apparently was just a bit different than “fixed.”
The yoke pulled slightly and two of his gauges didn’t seem to be working.


But
they were airborne. They had enough fuel to make it. And the radio worked. If
things went sideways, they were at least in an aircraft designed to make a water
landing, and could radio for help if they needed.


Of
course that would be a last resort, since he had no idea what sort of help
might come for them.


The
seaplane shuddered, a sensation that sent a tingle even up Zero’s aching spine.
Mischa squeaked, a close-lipped yelp that she attempted to stifle. It was
interesting, seeing the girl afraid of something. They were learning a lot
about each other on this little trip of theirs.


“You
know,” he told her, “in 1927, Charles Lindbergh made the first solo transatlantic
flight in a plane much smaller and far less advanced than this one.”


“Yes,
I am aware. Lindbergh was also an experienced aviator by the age of
twenty-five.” She glanced over at him. “Would you consider yourself an
experienced aviator?”


He
chuckled again, in lieu of telling her no, he was not exactly what he would
call experienced, and fidgeted in his seat. The healing bruises on his back
were agitated from sitting upright and in the same position for so long.


“So.
What else are you afraid of?” he asked.


He
expected her to reply with a swift and curt, “nothing,” but instead Mischa
scrunched up her face pensively and thought for a long moment.


“Snakes,”
she said at last.


“Snakes?
No kidding. Why, were you bit by one or something?”


“No.
I have actually never seen one. Other than in pictures and on television. I’ve
never seen a live snake. I’m not sure what I’d do if I did.”


“Well,
if we make it out of this alive, we’ll go to the zoo and you can see that
snakes aren’t all that scary.”


Mischa
nodded. “The zoo. I would like that. Will there be… pandas, at the zoo?”


“At
some zoos. The Smithsonian National Zoo in Washington has pandas, I think. Why,
you like pandas?”


“I
do. Sara showed me videos on the internet. They fall over a lot.”


He
smiled at that, and though he didn’t say anything, he noticed that she was no
longer white-knuckling the seat cushion.


“What
are you afraid of?”


The
question took him by surprise. It wasn’t something he tried to think about
often. “Um… lots of things, I suppose. It’s natural to be afraid. Fear can be a
great motivator. It’s how much you let the fear control you that matters most.”


“Above
all else?” she pressed.


He
sighed. “I guess I would say… losing people.”


Mischa
stuck out her bottom lip slightly. “But you have lost people.”


“Yeah.
Too many. Each time it happens, it’s the worst thing that could happen. It
never gets easier. Every loss is unique. And each time it happens, I hope and I
pray that it never will again.”


He
swallowed the lump in his throat and mentally reminded himself that Maya and
Sara were alive, and well, and safe, and waiting. They had to be, because if
they weren’t it would mean they were in danger because of him, and the things
he’d learned, and the decisions he’d made.


Mischa
leaned over, and she put her tiny hand on his, on the yoke, and patted it
twice. “I understand.”


Zero
couldn’t help himself. He laughed out loud. “And where did you learn that?”


“I
saw it on television. That’s what people do when someone is feeling sad.”


“Yeah,”
he agreed. “You’re right. That’s good to know.”


They
flew on in silence for a few minutes, flying blind, for the most part, over the
vast Atlantic and empty sky so dark it could possibly go on forever.


“So,”
Mischa said at last as she readjusted in the seat. “Are you going to tell me
our plan?”


Zero
nodded. He had hesitated to tell her before, since it was, admittedly, fairly
half-baked and not at all guaranteed and, to say it aloud, would probably sound
crazy even to his ears.


“Okay.”
She deserved to know where they were heading. “You know the Turks and Caicos
Islands?”


“Vaguely.
East of Cuba, yes?”


“Right.
There are about forty islands in the archipelago. Only eight of them are
inhabited. South of East Caicos are a bunch of empty little islands. We’re
going to land near one. We’re going to take those life jackets behind you,
we’re going to sink the plane, and we’re going to swim north to the island.”


Yup.
Already sounds crazy.


But
if Mischa agreed with the sentiment, she said nothing.


“We’ll
swim right up onto one of the beaches there like we belong. From there, we head
across the bridge to Middle Caicos. There’s a private harbor airstrip on the
island, and with a little bit of luck, there’ll be a ride waiting for us.”


“Oh?”
Mischa asked.


Before
departing from H-6, Zero had called in one more favor, using Flagg’s phone to
contact a pilot, name of Captain Ryan Scott. Scott was a mutual friend of the
late Chip Foxworth who had helped Zero out of jams twice before -- and on one
occasion, had even been arrested for it. Zero got him off the hook, thanks only
to being in the good graces of President Rutledge.


He
wasn’t sure that Scott would take his call, but he had, and when Zero
sheepishly asked if he could help a wanted fugitive who may or may not have
been declared KIA sneak back into the United States, Scott had sighed heavily
and said, “I’ll see what I can maneuver.” He told him to go to Middle Caicos,
to the airstrip, and the rest would be in fate’s hands.


Zero
was really racking up the favors. Flagg, his guys, and now Scott.


I’m
going to have to send a lot of muffin baskets.


“And
once we’re back in country?” Mischa asked.


“Assuming
we get that far? We head north. We rendezvous with Maya and Sara. We try to
locate Alan. And we go to New York.”


“Where
we find and kill Bright,” she finished for him.


“That’s
right.” He glanced over at her, at her tight-lipped resolve, all of thirteen
years and flying in a stolen plane to sneak back into the country in order to
find and kill a dangerous warmonger. It broke his heart. Yet he was glad to have
her by his side. “And then we go to the zoo.”











CHAPTER NINE


 


 


Penny
León waited in the relative darkness of a stout Japanese maple. From her
vantage point she could see the walking path, lit as it was by small solar
lights staked into the ground on both sides, like a human runway. She doubted
very much that her liaison would make it here, but Penny said she would come so
she came, and she waited.


Her
left arm was still in a cast -- lime-green was the color she’d chosen -- from
where Stefan Krauss had broken it in three places. In the fingers of her right
hand she fidgeted with a small metal disc as if it was a lucky coin, barely
larger than a half-dollar, turning it over and over between her thumb, index,
and middle fingers.


Her
phone she had left behind, as was warranted for this sort of clandestine
meeting. Which was fine; she didn’t think she could necessarily endure an
eleventh voicemail from Todd. She’d listened to them all, every single one, and
then summarily deleted them. She wrestled with herself in a mental game of “he
loves me, he loves me not” but in a slightly different fashion: I should
call him back. No, don’t do that. Yes. Call him. Wait. Don’t.


She
wanted to speak to him. She wanted to hear his voice and see his face and maybe
even hug him and more if she found she couldn’t control herself and she very
much doubted she could.


Which
is why she could not call him. He was with them. He’d made his position
abundantly clear. He’d chosen his side, and it wasn’t by hers.


Penny
heard footfalls and clung close to the skinny trunk of the maple as a form came
into view around the bend ahead on the walking path that cut through the small
public park. It was almost eleven p.m. and the park supposedly closed at dusk,
which was more of a suggestion that people should stay out, which meant at
least they’d have some privacy.


“Joanna,”
Penny called to her softly.


The
vice president froze, eyes wide in terror for a brief moment as she was unable
to see the person calling her name from the darkness. Penny left the cover of
the maple and stepped onto the walking path.


“Dr.
León… I mean, Penny,” said the vice president. “Thank you for coming.” Joanna
Barkley wore a light jacket with a high collar and a thin scarf, despite the
warm night, likely to be incognito. Though honestly, to Penny, the VP’s hair
being pulled back into a ponytail was more than enough for any passersby to
immediately dismiss the idea that they’d just passed the Vice President of the
United States walking the streets alone at night.


“How
did you slip your detail?” Penny asked.


“Same
way you got into my home, actually.” Barkley gave a small shudder. “I’ll admit
that tunnel is… unaccommodating, when you’re alone.”


Penny
grinned. “It’s probably better than walking three miles through Washington alone
at this time of night. We shouldn’t linger. But first…” Penny pocketed the
small disc, and from her other back pocket she removed a small black box, the
size of her palm, with two metal prongs jutting from the end. “Hold still a
moment, please.”


Penny
ran the device slowly over the vice president’s body, from her head down past
her neck, lingering slightly at the shoulders and upper arms, the generally
favored place for the agency to inject a subcutaneous locator.


“What
is that?” Barkley asked.


“Pardon,”
Penny said as she passed it over the vice president’s hips. “This is a very
sensitive frequency scanner. It will tell me if you’re generating any
frequencies you shouldn’t be.”


“Such
as…?”


“Such
as you forgetting to leave your cell phone behind, or being tracked with a
device. It could be in your clothes, or even in your skin.”


Joanna
Barkley scoffed. “They wouldn’t dare. Would they?”


Penny
said nothing, but she swept thoroughly, all the way to the soles of Barkley’s
sensible flats. “You’re clean. walk with me.” She replaced the scanner in her
pocket, took out the small silver disc once more, and started down the path.
The vice president fell in step beside her. “What is it that you want to know?”


“Everything.”


“I
don’t know everything,” Penny admitted.


“Then
everything you know.”


After
the visit she’d paid to Barkley yesterday, it had taken less than twenty-four
hours or so for curiosity to get the better of her and to reach out to the
former CIA engineer, asking if she could meet that night, here, in this park.


“I
used to jog here,” Barkley told her, “before I became… well, anyone worth
noting. Is Bright real?”


“Bright
is real,” Penny confirmed.


“Who
is he?”


“A
war profiteer. An arms dealer. A trafficker. As far as we’re concerned, he
checks all the boxes. I have strong reason to believe that he not only enjoys a
high level of immunity, but also has a close working relationship with the CIA
and the US government.”


Barkley
shook her head. “I don’t believe in conspiracies and cabals.”


“I
don’t think Mr. Bright cares much for what you believe or don’t believe in,”
Penny told her candidly. “He’s real.”


“Have
you seen him? Met him?”


“No,”
Penny admitted. She sighed; it seemed that Joanna Barkley was not going to be
content with what Penny was offering and did, in fact, want everything. “If I
tell you all this, I could be putting you in further danger.”


“Further
than them wanting me dead?”


“Fair
point. Alright.” So Penny told her. She told the vice president about the
experimental memory suppressor that the CIA had developed. She told her how the
CIA had handed the tech over to Bright in return for eliminating anyone who
knew about the program. She told her how Bright had implanted the suppressor in
the head of the terrorist and assassin Stefan Krauss, who was then used to bomb
the Heliopolis Palace. Penny told the VP about finding and apprehending Mr.
Shade in order to find the Palestinians he was funding, not knowing at the time
that Shade was merely the tip of an iceberg.


She
left out the part about her mentor and friend, the closest thing she ever had
to a father, who had been killed for doing his job. Bixby had been assassinated
for helping to develop the suppressor. He was murdered, all because the CIA
decided they didn’t want him to be able to talk about the job they had asked
and paid him to do.


To
her credit, Barkley abstained from interrupting and let Penny tell her story.
When she was finished there was a marked pause, long enough for them to double
back on the walking trail, long enough for the VP to be certain that Penny was
finished talking.


Then
Barkley said, “Okay. Well… I have a lot of questions. Starting with the
most obvious one: if you don’t know how far up the chain this reaches, why
would you willingly tell me all this? What if the attempt on my life was a
ruse? What if I’m in on it?”


Penny
smirked. “I’ve seen you in action, Joanna. I’ve heard you speak. Either you’re
sincere, or you’re the world’s greatest actress. Nothing personal, but I don’t
believe it’s the latter.”


The
VP shrugged. “Fair. Next then: you said they were eliminating anyone who knew
about the program, but you’re still here.”


“I’m
not sure they know that I know,” Penny admitted. “The suppressor tech was
developed entirely by my… predecessor. Besides, I’m sure they believe that
firing me and having Krauss beat me to within an inch of my life has
metaphorically castrated me. But it has not, will not, and I’m far from
finished with them.”


“How
do you know you’re safe?”


“I
don’t,” Penny said. She held up the small silver disc in her fingers. “This is
called a sonic grenade. Invented by my mentor. Doesn’t look like much, but it’s
quite dangerous. I carry it everywhere I go these days.”


Joanna
Barkley shook her head. “Forgive me. This is all… it’s just difficult to
swallow. The US government working with someone like that to purposely incite
and exacerbate conflicts… it’s just so… well, dystopian, I suppose.”


“Certainly,”
Penny agreed. “But consider all of the arms deals that our government actually
cops to. Is it so hard to believe there would be more, many more, that they
can’t or don’t want to be tied to? Wars make and break economies. Wars tend to
be very good for the haves while being fought by the have-nots. They have,
historically, been the ultimate distraction, and the perfect excuse.”


“There
was a cabinet meeting yesterday afternoon,” Barkley said. “At which President
Rutledge announced our intent to relinquish management of the Cairo Accord to
the United Nations, contingent on them meeting our proposed deadline for a
virtual signing.”


“Who
was present?” Penny asked.


“Everyone.
The entire cabinet, every joint chief. The lot.”


“Did
anyone vocally oppose?”


“Only
Kressley,” said the VP.


Penny
scoffed. Of course Secretary of Defense Kressley would be against peace in the
Middle East; he’d built his entire career and reputation around fighting them.


“Do
you think he’s in on it?” Barkley asked.


“Most
certainly. But I don’t believe he’s the big fish, so to speak.”


“Who
then?” Barkley asked. “I don’t want to think that the president knows.”


“Nor
do I,” Penny agreed. “But I do believe the director of national intelligence is
involved.” 


Barkley
stopped in her tracks. “David Barren? On what grounds?”


“The
CIA answers to him,” Penny said simply. “Director Shaw is a puppet. I believe
he was brought over from the NSA specifically because they knew they’d be
getting a sycophant that would follow their orders so long as his palm remained
greased, as the saying goes.” Penny resumed her walk, and Barkley fell in
stride beside her. “Do you recall the meeting we had, with Agent Strickland and
the president, just before departing for Cairo? Barren interrupted with news of
Zero. Declaring him a threat. He asked to --”


“To
deploy an asset,” Barkley murmured.


“Yes.
A classified asset.” Penny waited for Joanna to put it together.


To
her credit, it didn’t take her long. “You think Barren was seeking circuitous
permission to put Krauss in the field, knowing he had the suppressor
implanted.”


“And
if their experiment had worked out, and Krauss had successfully captured or
killed Zero, the CIA would have been able to take the credit.”


“Along
with Barren,” the VP finished. “But he’s been a proponent of the accords since
the beginning.”


“Of
course,” Penny said, hoping it sounded gentle and not chiding. “What does it
matter what he says in meetings if he knows what’s actually going to happen
behind the scenes?”


Barkley
nodded, though the faraway look in her eye suggested that she was finding this
all to be too much. “If we assume Kressley and Barren are involved, that means
any number of others in the cabinet could be as well.”


“That’s
right. The president’s involvement is, frankly, immaterial at the moment. And
the most important thing for you to do right now is to lay low. Stop digging
for answers. Leave that to me. Keep your head down, and avoid becoming a bigger
target than you already are.”


“I’m
not sure I can do that,” Barkley admitted. “I already feel complicit just
knowing about this.”


“Then
let’s at least give him an opportunity to do what he’s going to do.”


“You
think he’ll come?” Barkley asked.


“Yes.
I think he’s alive, and I think he’ll come.” Penny hadn’t heard a peep from
Zero or his family since Cairo. She tried to maintain a dash of hope in her
voice but it got more difficult to believe with every passing day. “Tell me
more about this virtual signing.”


“The
plan is that three days from now, all member countries of the Cairo Accord will
sign digitally, simultaneously, and on a live stream for the world to see.
We’re up to twenty-nine countries involved, and no single place can be a target
this time.”


“Right,”
Penny agreed quietly, deciding not to speak her mind at that moment. Instead
she said, “Focus on that. Stick to your security detail. Stay public and around
multiple people if you can. And leave the searching to me.”


“Is
that what you’re doing?” the VP asked. “Trying to find him?”


Penny
wasn’t sure if “him” was referring to Bright or to Zero this time, so she
simply said, “Yes.”


“Then
consider yourself in the employ of the office of the Vice President of the United
States. Off the record, of course. If you find something, I want to know about
it. If you run into any sort of problems, talk to me first.”


Penny nodded. “I
will.”


“Alright.
I should be getting back; they think I’m asleep but could check in anytime. Until
next time, Dr. León.”


“Stay
safe, Madam Vice President.”


She
watched Joanna Barkley recede down the path and into the darkness. Penny knew
she had an ally; she knew Barkley could be trusted. What she hadn’t mentioned
was that she had not been spending her time trying to find Bright. She was
certain that would result in nothing but dead ends.


She
had been trying to find any trace of Zero and his family. Yet they proved just
as elusive. She had far fewer resources than she would have at the CIA, and had
so far found neither hide nor hair of a single Lawson.


If
Bright was planning something, and he most certainly was, he had three days in
which to do it. It was time for Penny to shift her focus.


They
couldn’t rely on Zero this time.


Twenty-nine
countries and counting.


And
no single place can be a target this time.


That’s
what Barkley had said. But Penny’s worry was that any or all of them could be.











CHAPTER TEN


 


 


“Goddamn,”
Strickland murmured.


“Hey,
don’t take God’s name in vain,” Alan rebuked him. “We’re in a church, for
Christ’s sake.”


“But
you just… never mind.” Strickland shook his head. “I just can’t believe it.”


When
Reidigger had said “he had a place,” Todd Strickland hadn’t expected him to
take him to church. But Alan knew the pastor here, a pleasant man who owed him
a favor -- the nature of which Todd did not know and did not want to know --
and was more than happy to house them in the rectory and offer them safe harbor
for a time.


The
two of them had just finished a meal of cold rotisserie chicken on white bread
with pickles, and while they ate Alan told him what he knew about Mr. Bright.


It
was almost too staggering to believe.


Almost.


As
a Ranger, Todd had been privy to certain details. Things about foreign militias
that involved putting guns in certain hands at the expense of one Uncle Sam. 


Was
it so farfetched that there was someone even further lurking in that
top-hatted, star-spangled shadow, doing the deeds that his own government
wouldn’t? Keeping those hands relatively clean?


The
real problem wasn’t that he couldn’t believe it; it was that he could. But he
didn’t want to believe it. Because if he did, it meant that he had
turned his back on his friends, people that he considered close enough to be
family, and quite possibly the love of his life, all in the name of duty to
country.


Because
if all this was true, it was all bullshit. His loyalty was meaningless. His
life was a lie.


“I
can tell,” said Alan, “that you’re beating yourself up over this.”


“I…
I said and did some terrible things,” Strickland admitted. “To Zero. To Penny.
Even to you.” 


“Eh,
water under the bridge. Buy me dinner sometime, we’ll call it even.”


“No,
Alan.” Todd stood from the kitchenette’s table. “I know it’s in your nature to
make jokes, but this is serious. They were going to kill you -- no due process,
no trial. Murder. I know that’s within the CIA’s repertoire but this is
different. The cameras at Langley most definitely caught sight of me helping
you, which means I’m in the crosshairs too now. We owe it to ourselves, and to
everyone, to do something about this.”


Alan
yawned and rubbed his stomach. “If I’d have known you were going to go full Boy
Scout on me over this, I wouldn’t have told you…”


“Alan,
cut the crap --”


“I
know.” Reidigger held up a hand. “I know, Todd. I want that too. All of it. But
we’re two guys, on the run, with few resources. If we had help…”


“Penny
won’t take my calls,” he admitted quietly. “I think we might be done.”


Alan
stood, and gripped Todd’s shoulder in one meaty hand. His firm grip was surprisingly
reassuring. “And with Zero MIA, we can’t rely on him swooping in at the
eleventh hour. We’re on our own here. But we need something.”


Todd
nodded. There was one thing he could do. It was risky, but he had a good
feeling about it. “EOT,” he said.


“No,”
Alan replied immediately.


“Their
allegiance isn’t to the CIA --”


“It’s
to the president, and the DNI, and we don’t know if they’re in on this --”


“It’s
to me,” Todd said firmly. “Look, we followed Zero when we were a team, didn’t
we? We followed him. Not the agency. We would have followed him anywhere. Give
my team a chance to show they’ll do the same for me.”


Alan
sighed. He made a big show of removing his trucker’s cap, smoothing his matted
hair, and replacing the hat. “If we do this, we need to be smart about it. I’m
not there. You find out where their allegiances lie, what they know, if anyone
has gotten to them yet.”


Todd
nodded in agreement, though he already knew: they would be with him. He was
sure of it. “Okay. Let’s set it up.”


 


*


 


Mr.
Bright had long struggled with the name.


Initially
he had called it Project Cataclysm. He had even begun thinking of it as that,
until he realized it was a bit too on-the-nose for his liking, and it quickly
fell out of favor.


Next
he’d wanted to call it Project Impetus, until it dawned on him that it was less
an impetus and more of a terminus, and Project Terminus just sounded too
doom-and-gloom, too Old Testament to him.


Then
one day it came to him, out of the blue, as most good ideas do: Project
Fireworks. It was simple, yet impactful. It was vague, yet oddly patriotic.
Later it simply became Fireworks, and the name stuck. It was the sort of name
one could say in public without a second glance from eavesdroppers or
passers-by. It was the sort of name that a wiretap would overlook, that an NSA
algorithm wouldn’t consider flagging.


Bright
sat in a dark wicker chair on the rear deck of the West Virginia house,
alternating sips between two fingers of middle-shelf Scotch and an iced tea.
The night was pleasant, though a tad brisk, with a mild dampness in the air
that warned of rain to come. Crickets chirped their staccato song; the stars
were like holes punched in a dark sheet against bright light. Such a far cry
from New York, its ceaseless noise and air pollution.


He
put his feet up. Why hadn’t he done this a long time ago?


The
house in West Virginia was much more than just a house. It had, in fact, been
partially modeled after the fortified compound called Owl Farm in Colorado,
owned by the late Hunter S. Thompson. At least the cabin was a mostly-faithful
recreation; the surrounding wall and gate, the motion-detecting cameras, the
armed guards, and the three steel outbuildings were extraneous yet not
superfluous.


Bright
was a lifetime fan of Thompson’s work, particularly his views towards
politicians. Despite being a self-proclaimed political junkie, Thompson
understood that regardless of affiliation, or belief, or platform, all
politicians were, in fact, full of shit.


World
peace. Even if they did manage to sign their ridiculous accord, how long could
it last? How long could it be before things collapsed? All it would take was
one disagreement. One of them to fall out of line. Like siblings, they’d only
play nice until the next reason to fight.


Why
then, was he so intent on this, he wondered? He knew the answer before he even
asked himself the question. It was because they were trying to oust him. Egypt
was just an excuse. They wanted him gone, so that they had room for their new
world order. Men like Shaw would sniff out the most advantageous rear end and
bury his ingratiating nose within it, the way a lamprey attached to a shark.


But
what of the others? Had they not benefited from Mr. Bright’s deep pockets?


Maybe
I’m losing my mind. He
rubbed his forehead. The plan was not yet fully set in motion and already he
felt like a caricature of himself. Like a Bond villain, prepping his doomsday
device while giving the hero ample time to parachute into his volcano hideaway,
building towards the anticlimactic monologue and his own inevitable demise.


Funny,
in a way -- no, funny wasn’t quite the right word. Interesting, that he had
spent so much of his career inciting and building on conflicts. Wars had their
advantages; they could last for years, even decades. But people’s attention
spans these days were short, and in the last couple of years Bright came to
realize that a single, devastating event, one horrific enough to garner global
attention, could be just as effective a tool as a war.


A
cataclysm. A terminus. A wake-up call. Fireworks.


He
heard the sliding glass door behind him open but he didn’t turn.


“Sir.”
Michelle, his assistant. Her voice was somehow soft and firm at the same time.


“I
assumed,” Bright said, “you would have gone to bed by now.”


“Not
quite yet, sir.”


In
his New York offices, Michelle was almost always on another floor. Here in the
countryside compound, she had her own office and a suite, with her own separate
bathroom and lounge, yet could still come directly to him with concerns or
questions. He silently reminded himself to give her a better job title;
“personal assistant” was far beneath someone of her caliber. She had an MBA
from Cornell and two Swedish grandparents whose genes made her an impressive
five-eleven. She probably could have been a model, Bright mused, but her
professional acumen was beyond anyone he’d personally experienced prior.


“I
have Mr. Weisman on the line,” she told him. 


Bright
sighed.


“Shall
I have him call back tomorrow?” 


“No.
No, I’ll take it.” He held out a hand, and the cell phone was deposited into
it. Her fingers grazed his, and Bright had a momentary and very fleeting
awareness of just how far he’d let carnal urges fall by the wayside in favor of
his business.


Not
that he would ever cross that line with his assistant. The thought was gone as
quickly as the fingers were.


“Yes,”
Bright said curtly into the phone.


“Sir.
Hi. It’s Weisman. I just, I wanted to let you know, preparations are, uh,
underway, and… but we hit a small snag.” His chief engineer, currently in the
Buchanan Building in Manhattan, was stammering, but Bright said nothing and
waited for him to get to his point. “An issue, a small one, with the uplink,
just a connection issue, really, but, uh…” 


“Is
this something worth bothering me over?” Bright asked evenly. “Or something you
can handle yourself?”


“Oh!
No, sir. No bother at all. I’ve got it, um, covered. Just keeping you abreast.
And…” 


Ah.
So the uplink was not the reason for this call at all.


“And
what, Weisman?”


“Well
sir, it seems like you, uh, left here in quite a hurry, and you mentioned a,
um, problem. So I just wanted to know, if maybe I shouldn’t be here either?”


Bright
took his feet down from his perch, and he leaned forward in his chair, exuding
all the authority on the deck in West Virginia that he would if Weisman were
actually seated there with him. “Listen to me,” he said firmly. “You are my
right-hand man. I need you there to keep things in line in my absence. Do you
understand?”


“Right.
Yes. I do.”


“There
is no safer place for you to be,” Bright lied. “That building is secure. I had
to leave because certain people know about me. But they’re after me, not you. I
need you there to handle things, Weisman. They’d fall apart without you there.
Are we clear?”


“Of
course, sir. Yes. Thank you. Okay. And, I’ll get that uplink fixed pronto.”


“See
that you do. Goodnight, Weisman.” Bright ended the call before the engineer
could reply. A glance over his shoulder told him that Michelle had gone back
inside, so he set the cell phone down on the table.


He
was only partially lying. He did need Weisman to make sure Fireworks went off
without a hitch. To ensure that the single, devastating event, the terrible
loss of life, one horrific enough to garner global attention, actually
happened.


But
that was only half of it. If Zero was alive, and last seen in Egypt, his next
move was obvious: to question Shade at the black site in Morocco. Shade, under
enough duress, would give him the Manhattan location. With no other leads, Zero
would go there. He would find Weisman, who would claim he wasn’t Mr. Bright but
knew far too much about their operation to not be.


Would
Zero believe him? It was probably a longshot on his part to think that someone
as savvy as Zero would take Weisman for the mastermind. But by then it wouldn’t
matter. The distraction would buy him time, and by then there would be no
stopping it. 


There
would still be Fireworks.











CHAPTER
ELEVEN


 


 


Maya
rubbed her bleary eyes. They’d driven all night, stopping only when it was
necessary (which was once to switch cars, twice to siphon gas, and once more
when they crossed the state line to steal a license plate). She hated how she
felt -- not just exhausted, and dirty, and frankly, a little nervous to be back
here. She hated that she felt like a criminal. She hated that she had preyed on
innocent people who were trusting enough to make for easy targets. She had to
keep reminding herself that she was doing all this in the interest of her own
life, and that of Sara and Trent and Mischa and her dad and Alan, or else it
was enough to make her want to scream at the blatant, rampant unfairness of it
all.


Sara
had transferred to the back seat at their last stop. She and Trent were both
asleep; Sara’s head had teetered during her nap and was against Trent’s
shoulder, his head resting against the top of hers. It was adorable, even if
Maya was keenly aware that Sara would be absolutely mortified to wake to it.


Maya
had parked the stolen midsize SUV they now occupied in the parking garage near
a shopping center in a bucolic little town called Front Royal, thirty-something
miles from Washington. The garage afforded them some darkness to grab a few
minutes of sleep, which Sara and Trent had both taken full advantage of. But
for some reason it eluded Maya. Someone had to stay awake. Someone had to keep
watch. They couldn’t be caught with their proverbial pants down.


Instead,
she turned on the burner phone. Despite her only turning it on each morning and
each night to check the Chinese app for messages, its battery was down to
fourteen percent. Soon it would be dead, and their lifeline would be gone.


She
opened the messaging app. 


You
have (1) unread message.


MJ013
(sent at 9:34 am ET): Checking in. Please report.


Her
heart leapt at the words across the screen. As if the username wasn’t evidence
enough, the strange and stilted language was most definitely Mischa. 


And
the message had been sent only four minutes ago. She quickly texted back.


Scarlet48:
I’m here. Are you still on?


She
waited. Mischa’s username showed as inactive; if she was there, there’d be a
small green bubble to indicate it. She’d missed them by four minutes, and
Mischa hadn’t thought to update them. Where were they? Were they okay? Was
something wrong? A dozen questions raced through her mind in seconds.


Then
the small green bubble lit next to the name.


MJ013
is typing…


MJ013:
Here.


Scarlet48:
Good. I thought I missed you. Where are you?


MJ013:
Here.


Here?
What the hell did that mean? But then another message came through:


MJ013:
In VA.


Maya’s
hand flew to her chest. In all her life -- all nineteen short years of it thus
far -- she’d never actually, physically clutched her chest other than to
demonstrate hyperbole or sarcasm (and at times, both) but in that moment, her
hand moved of its own accord and she sucked in a deep breath.


They
were here? How? When?


“Sara,”
she murmured aloud, but her fingers were already busy typing again.


Scarlet48:
We’re in VA. Can you meet?


MJ013
is typing…


“Sara,
wake up.”


MJ013:
Dulles. Baggage claim 3. 


Maya
did a quick route calculation in her head.


Scarlet48:
Ok. One hour, give or take.


MJ013:
Will be there.


“Sara!
For God’s sake, wake up!”


“Jesus,
what?” her sister moaned groggily. “Ohmygod,” she breathed then, spilling out
as if it was all a single word, when she realized her head had been leaning
against Trent. “Ugh. What?”


In
response, Maya tossed the phone over her shoulder at her sister. She started
the car. She put it in reverse.


“Holy
shit,” Sara muttered, reading the exchange. “Trent? Wake up.”


 


*


 


“This
is a bit public, don’t you think?” Zero’s gaze darted left and right beneath
the brim of the navy and red Nationals ball cap he’d swiped from a kiosk on the
floor above them.


“Precisely,”
Mischa said matter-of-factly as the two of them strode down the terminal. Her
blonde hair was tied back in a ponytail and held by a rubber band as she ticked
off reasons on her fingers. “First, it’s unlikely anyone is watching such a
public area because they think you’re smarter than that.”


“I
am smarter than that,” Zero reminded her as they made their way towards
the baggage carousels at Dulles International Airport.


“Second,”
she continued, ignoring him, “thousands of people pass through here every hour.
If the CIA was watching, it would require employing some sort of facial
recognition algorithm, which is likely to get dozens of hits every day of
people that look enough like you to send an alert, which would then require a
human component to confirm or deny. In short, we’d have time to get in and out,
even if someone was watching and noticed you. Which, again, is unlikely.”


Zero
frowned. “What do you know about facial recognition algorithms…?”


“Third,”
she stuck up a tiny ring finger, “the sort of public display that is
undoubtedly about to unfold is commonplace in a place like this, and therefore
won’t draw much scrutiny.”


“Public
display?” He scoffed. “I am more than capable of controlling myself when
necessary, okay?”


Mischa
patted his arm twice. “Of course you are.”


Zero
slowed his pace at a wide, steel carousel. Baggage claim 3. According to a
digital sign, a flight had landed about twenty-five minutes earlier and a few
dozen people still loitered about, searching for their bags, ready to snatch at
their luggage at first sight.


But
he didn’t care about bags or recent passengers. He scanned left and right,
watching, waiting. Maya had said an hour; that was an hour and ten minutes ago.


“Relax,”
Mischa told him quietly.


“I
am relaxed.”


“You’re
tapping your foot.”


“I’m
not!”


He
was, and he knew it, but he stopped when she called him out on it.


Another
flight seemed to have just come in; a new wave of impatient passengers flooded
the carousel, crowding around it, elbowing their way in for grabbing room. Zero
couldn’t help himself; he eased up onto his tiptoes to see over heads.


Chestnut-brown
hair bobbed in his direction. The sea of passengers parted as she drew near,
and then he saw her face, and even though his insistence to Mischa about
self-control was ringing through his head he didn’t care that she had been
right once again.


Maya
half-jogged the distance to him, and she threw both arms around his neck and
leaned into the hug, her body weight pulling on him. He hugged her back, even
as pain radiated up and down his spine, enough to make him groan aloud.


“Oh!
Ow. Easy. Not a hundred percent yet.”


“Sorry!”
Maya eased off and laughed a little. “Sorry. I’m sorry. It’s just… I’m so glad
to see you.” She squeezed him again.


“Me
too,” he told her. “Me too.” He pulled away slightly and looked her over. “You
okay?”


“Yeah.
We’re okay.” Maya turned to Mischa. “Hey kiddo.” She hugged the smaller girl,
and said something in her ear that Zero couldn’t make out.


A
short distance behind Maya, Sara stood with one hand on a cocked hip. “You look
ridiculous in that hat,” she told him.


He
nodded. “Yeah, well, I can take the hat off anytime. What are you going to do
about that face?”


She
smirked. He did too as she wrapped him in a tight embrace. “I’m glad you’re
okay,” she said in his ear. “But… what’s that smell?”


“Oh.
We were smuggled back into the country in a crate full of bananas.”


“Ah.”


“What’s
that smell?” he asked her.


“Missouri
water,” she replied, as if that should answer everything.


He
decided not to ask.


Sara
knelt slightly in front of Mischa and hugged her for a long time. “Hi, squirt.
Thanks for keeping the old man alive.”


“You
asked me to.”


Sara
laughed. “I did, didn’t I?”


The
four of them were together again. Zero felt renewed, invigorated. As if nothing
could stop them now.


But…
there was a fifth. The young man stood a short distance away, his arms folded
over a t-shirt spotted with dirt, a big smile on his face.


“Right,”
said Maya. “Dad, this is Trent Coleman. My partner, during our very short CIA
careers…”


“And
her boyfriend,” Sara said to Mischa in a stage-whisper.


“He
saved my life,” Maya continued. “He helped us.”


“And
we broke him out of jail,” Sara added.


Zero
looked him up and down. He couldn’t have been more than twenty-one if he was a
day, with the kind of looks that boys like him tended to rely on and use to
their advantage. His presence there, with Zero’s three daughters, felt
invasive.


On
any other day he might have admitted that first impressions were often less
than fair, but today he decided he didn’t like Trent Coleman much.


“Wow,”
said the kid. “It is… wow. It’s so good to meet you, sir.” He stuck out a hand.
“I mean, the Agent Zero.” The dopey grin widened.


“Please
don’t call me that.”


“Dad!”
Maya hissed behind him.


“Just
Zero is fine.” He shook Trent Coleman’s hand. “Thank you, for helping my
girls.” Then he turned to Maya. “You have a ride? We shouldn’t linger.”


She
nodded and led the way to a short-term parking lot, where a green midsize SUV
with Virginia plates waited for them.


He
made his way around to the driver’s side, and arrived there at the same time
Maya did.


“I
usually drive,” he reminded her.


She
shrugged. “Not this time.”


He
chuckled. “You don’t have a driver’s license on you.”


“Neither
do you.”


“True,”
he admitted. “But I have more experience.”


“And
I have the keys.” She smiled sweetly and sidled past him to get behind the
wheel.


When
did this happen? he
was left to wonder as he rounded to the passenger seat. Mischa sat in the
middle behind him with Sara and Trent on either side.


But
Maya waited to start the car. “So,” she said.


“So,”
he repeated. “We’re back. We’re here. We’re together. But we need Alan.”


“He
hasn’t checked in on the app,” Maya said. “Maybe he doesn’t have access to a
phone?”


“He
could be in jail,” Sara offered.


“Or
dead,” Mischa added.


“Who’s
Alan again?” Trent asked.


Zero
rubbed his chin. He knew Alan Reidigger better than anyone, and although lack
of phone, jail, or death were all possible reasons, there was one other that
he’d prefer to believe above all of those. “Or he’s with someone, and he
doesn’t want that someone to know that he knows how to contact us.”


“So
it’s plan B then?” Maya asked. “Or should I say, plan P.”


He
nodded. She started the car.


Maya
twisted in her seat to pull out of the parking space. “They’ll be watching her
place, you know.” 


“I
know,” Zero agreed. That just meant they would have to get creative. He glanced
over his shoulder at the boy behind him. “It was Coleman, right?”


He
leaned forward eagerly. “Yeah. That’s right. Or Trent is fine too.”


“Trent,
I think I’m going to need your help.”


“Definitely.
Sure. Whatever you need… Zero.” The kid grinned wide again.


Zero
still didn’t like him much. He was too eager. Too green. But if he could be
useful, maybe he’d get a chance to prove himself.











CHAPTER
TWELVE


 


 


Penny
sat on the sofa in her apartment, her feet drawn up and to the side while her
cat, an English shorthair called Bathsheba, nestled in the crook behind her
knees. She had a laptop open in front of her but it was the cell phone in her
hand that she was currently staring at, her indecision reflected in its dark
screen.


Call
him.


Don’t
call him.


You
should.


Not.
You should not.


She
tossed the phone away to the other side of the couch. She needed to focus on
what was important. Not Todd and whatever he was up to with EOT. She had to
focus on finding Zero and his family.


Thankfully,
despite being fired by the CIA, Penny still had access to the national incident
database, an enormous amalgamation of almost every arrest and incident report
in the contiguous United States. It was maintained by an independent auditing
group and was often used by state police, FBI, and the CIA to find links in
potential crimes and criminals.


It
was also literally millions of entries, with hundreds, even thousands being
added daily, so searching it was often like looking for a needle in a haystack.
She used keywords but so far none had yielded any fruit.


Earlier
that day she’d noticed that a customs official had been assaulted, knocked
unconscious at a freight runway near Dulles while on a routine cargo
inspection, but the official came to without recalling any details about his
assailant other than “some white guy.” Penny didn’t think that Zero would try
that trick again.


“Think,”
she commanded herself. What hadn’t she searched yet? What hadn’t she tried?


She
thought of Zero. Pictured him in her mind’s eye. She thought of Maya, tall, good
posture, dark haired and somber. She thought of Sara and the youngest one,
Mischa. Both were blonde… maybe that was something.


Blonde.
Why
not?


The
keyword, expectedly, yielded a ton of results. Still she scrolled, her gaze
scanning rapidly. A blonde woman was a suspect in a hit-and-run outside
Nashville. A blonde teenager was arrested for stealing at a Macy’s in New York.
Another blonde teenager was at large for breaking a young man out of a jail in
Missouri after setting a small fire in a police station…


There
was a brisk knock at her door. The sudden shattering of the silence caused
Penny to jump slightly, which startled Bathsheba and sent the cat scurrying
towards the bedroom.


She
rose, grabbing the small silver disc from her coffee table, and peered through
the peephole in her door, but whoever was on the other side was blocking it;
she saw only darkness.


They
knocked again.


Penny
cleared her throat and tried not to sound anxious. “Who is it?”


“Delivery
for Penelope Leon.” The voice was male, and sounded young.


“It’s
León,” she corrected instinctively. “Delivery of what?” 


“Pizza.”


“I
didn’t order pizza.”


The
man on the other side of the door hesitated. “Are you sure?”


“Yes.
Very sure.”


“Well…
I’ve got a pizza here, bought and paid for, to this address.”


“No
thank you.” Penny had a bad feeling about whoever was trying to be admitted to
her apartment.


“You’re
telling me you don’t want a free pizza?” He was quite insistent.


“Yes.
I am telling you, in no uncertain terms, that I do not want the pizza.”


She
heard him sigh. Then a hoarse whisper: “Penny. Would you just open the door?”


She
frowned at that. He called her Penny. Did this man know her?


Could
it be…?


It
couldn’t be Todd. It didn’t sound a thing like him. But maybe he sent someone?
Someone with information?


She
opened the bolt but kept the chain lock on. Then she took a deep breath,
gripped the sonic grenade, and dared to open the door a few inches.


The
young man on the other side was tall, in a white t-shirt and jeans, wearing a
navy blue Nationals hat with a red brim. He actually did have a pizza box in
his hands, too. His hat was pulled low, to cover his eyes, but when she peered
through he looked up at her, and she sucked in a surprised breath.


“Coleman?”
Penny said incredulously.


Trent
Coleman’s face broke into a grin. “You remember me?”


“Of
course I remember you! My God.” She shut the door, undid the chain lock, pulled
the door open, yanked Trent inside by his white shirt, and shut the door
firmly, all in about three seconds.


“What
are you doing here?” she demanded. “Where’s Maya? Is she with you? Where were
you? Is she safe? What about Sara?”


“Wait,
wait,” Trent pleaded. He pointed at his left ear, and then the ceiling, and
then put a finger to his lips.


Penny
groaned. “My place isn’t bugged, Trent. No one is listening in. I sweep twice a
day for devices.” 


“Oh.”
He frowned. “Well, aren’t they watching the building?”


“Most
assuredly,” Penny said. “But there’s this marvelous invention called
‘curtains.’ Affords total privacy.” She gestured to the thick billows of red
fabric she had installed over every window.


“Huh.
Okay. Well… we didn’t know that, so we came up with a plan.”


“Who
is ‘we,’ Trent? You can just tell me --”


Trent
sighed in disappointment. “It was a good plan, too.”


“Trent!”


“Alright!
Jeez. Look, I was supposed to come up here incognito, as a pizza delivery guy,
give you this, and take off.” He pushed the box into her good hand. 


“This
box is empty,” Penny noted at the lack of weight.


He
arched an eyebrow. “Is it, though?”


She
sighed, set it down, and opened it. “Yes, Trent. This box is indeed em --”


Penny
froze. On the underside of the lid was a symbol, in black marker. An oval with
a slash through it.


A
zero.


She
couldn’t believe it.


“Is
he…?” she started.


“See?
Good plan, right? You’d see that, and then you’d go --”


“To
the pizza place,” Penny finished for him. She closed the lid again. The box was
from Sal’s, on Fourth Street. Not far from her apartment. She’d ordered from
there a few times. “So he’s… right now?”


“I
should go,” said Trent. “If anyone’s watching, it needs to look like I just
delivered a pizza and skedaddled. And you, you’ve got an appointment.” He
flashed his grin once more, and left just as quickly as Penny had pulled him
in.


She
sat heavily on the couch. He was here. He was back.


She’d
been so ready to move on without him, if necessary. Ready to do whatever she
could herself. Maybe she needed to do that first, to be ready now, to do
whatever needed doing.


She
gave Trent a few minutes’ lead, and then she hastily grabbed her purse and
keys, and the sonic grenade, of course, and her phones -- her actual cell phone
and a burner. She called goodbye to Bathsheba and locked the door behind her.


A
light rain began to fall as she made her way quickly to her hybrid hatchback.
She had an urge to call, or at least to text Joanna Barkley’s burner phone. To
tell the VP that he was alive, and back, and here now. But she resisted. She
had to confirm it first. She needed to see for herself, and then… well, and
then they’d just go from there.


But
first she needed to see him.











CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 


 


Salvatore’s
Pizzeria, known locally as Sal’s, was a greasy little dive of a place on Fourth
Street in Bethesda with a cult-like following around those parts. It was the
sort of place that claimed to have the best pizza in Maryland; the kind of
joint that claimed to have a secret, generations-old recipe for their sauce
even though it was more than likely a store-bought tomato base.


The
place was hopping with the evening dinner crowd, hungry patrons coming and
going for take-out, every seat in the small, packed dining room taken. Zero
occupied a booth in the far corner, under a single hanging lamplight. Trent had
done his part, and he’d traded off the Nationals cap once again, which Zero now
wore low-slung on his brow as he sucked at a soda through a straw and waited.


It
was raining outside, gently but steadily, but that didn’t stop the rapid flux
of customers; it just made them wet. He kept his periphery on the door as
people came in and out and now and then he thought he saw her, but then it
wasn’t her, until it was.


She
spotted him right away -- or maybe she spotted the hat -- and hurried over,
sliding easily into the seat across from him as if they were old friends
meeting for a slice or two.


“I’d
hug you,” said Penny, “but obviously I don’t want to draw undue attention.” She
settled for reaching across the table and squeezing his hand.


He
squeezed back. “Were you followed?”


She
shook her head. “I don’t think I’m particularly high on the watchlist. I’ve seen
eyes on my building but no one’s been tailing me.” She sighed deeply. “I can’t
believe you’re here. Alive. I have so many questions and so much to tell you.
Are you okay?”


“Okay
as can be.”


“And
the girls?”


“Safe.
Together, all three,” Zero told her. “Trent’s with them now.” Of course he had
noticed the bright lime-green cast on her arm from the moment she had walked
in, but now under the lamp he could see the fading bruises on her face, even
though she’d tried to cover them in a veneer of makeup. “For whatever it’s
worth, I’m… I’m sorry.”


She
shook her head. “It wasn’t your fault. We know who’s responsible. That’s why I
came. I want to know what you plan to do, and what I can do to help.”


He
nodded. “I have a lead in New York to follow. But I need resources. Weapons,
money.”


“I’m
afraid I’m of little use in that department,” Penny admitted. “The CIA let me
go.”


Zero
should have figured that much, but it still made him angry. “That bastard Shaw
is going to get what’s coming to him. But in the meantime, I need Alan
Reidigger. I don’t know where he is, or… if he’s even alive. Can you help?”


Penny
sighed. “I haven’t heard a peep from him or about him since before Egypt. I can
try to turn over some stones, but no guarantee.”


“What
about Todd? He might know something.”


She
pursed her lips. “We aren’t exactly on speaking terms.”


“Oh.
I see.” Cairo felt like it had been months ago, but he could put things
together for himself. Penny had helped him, and Strickland had come to bring
him in. They must have known that about each other and not seen eye-to-eye on
the matter. “Sorry.”


“Stop
apologizing. None of this was your fault. Now listen.” Penny leaned forward
conspiratorially, the green arm cast on the table. “I’ve been in contact with
the vice president --”


“Joanna
Barkley?” he asked dumbly.


“No,
Zero, the other vice president. Yes, Barkley. She’s aware of Bright but
not involved. That leads me to believe that the buck might stop with the DNI.
Rutledge, he hasn’t been in office that long. It’s possible they haven’t let
him in and maybe don’t plan to. Now about the accords…”


Penny
continued talking, her volume low, but her voice became a droning sound as Zero
noticed movement in the corner of his eye. There’d been nonstop movement, in
and out from the pizzeria’s front entrance, but these two caught his attention.


The
two men in question were in suits, their shoulders damp from the rain. It
wasn’t all that odd that men in suits might enter a pizza joint, but it was odd
that they didn’t make their way to the front counter, and they didn’t wait at
the hostess’s station to be seated. Instead they stepped slowly into the small
dining room, their gaze flickering, and landing on him and his Nationals cap.


“You
were followed,” Zero muttered, cutting her off.


“What?
No, I wasn’t. I was careful --”


“Don’t
turn around. Two men. They look like agents. Headed our way.”


This
was bad. Zero was unarmed, Penny was one-armed, and this place was packed. If
these two decided to get trigger-happy, it could spell innocent casualties.


The
two suits meandered casually over to the booth at the back corner and paused
near the table. From his seated position, they seemed impossibly tall, hovering
uncomfortably over him, casting long shadows.


“Dr.
León. Sir. We need you to come with us.”


Zero
didn’t know what the speaker looked like, since he kept his head down and the
brim of his cap lowered. He saw only a brown sports coat, a white shirt, the
bottom of a dark blue tie.


Penny,
on the other hand, looked up at him and batted her eyelashes. “I’m sorry, who?”


The
second suit sighed impatiently. “Let’s not play games. We don’t want to make a
scene here. Come with us, and we won’t have to use force.”


Zero
dared to glance up at the face of the speaker. Jeez, they were getting younger
all the time. This one didn’t even look as old as Strickland. Maybe only a few
years older than Trent Coleman. Or maybe he was just getting that old.


“Who
is it you’re looking for?” he asked innocently.


“You,”
said the first suit. “We’re looking for you. Zero.”


He
frowned deeply. “Zero?” He chuckled slightly. “Is this a joke?”


The
two suits shared a glance. There was a moment of hesitation, even doubt between
them. The younger one leaned towards his brown-coated compatriot and said, “Are
we sure about this? He doesn’t look like I’d have imagined Zero would look. You
know?”


Gee,
thanks.


“I
don’t care what he looks like. We had a visual confirmation. And standing
around here is making me hungry. So.” Brown Coat opened his brown coat to show
Zero a glimpse of the silver Sig Sauer hanging under his armpit. “If you would
please get up and come with us, that’d be gravy.”


Penny
snorted. “Gravy?”


Clockwork
spun in Zero’s head. These guys hadn’t come in guns blazing, which meant they
were probably not Bright’s men. Which meant they were most likely actual CIA
agents. Which meant that Shaw knew, or at least suspected, that Zero was alive.
Which meant that Shaw wanted him alive… 


Because
Shaw doesn’t know how much I know, or who I might have told. Egypt had been
just over a week ago now; Zero could have told a thousand people what he knew.
And Shaw was very much the type to save his own hide whenever possible. He
wanted Zero, but he wanted Zero alive.


“Okay,
okay,” Zero said. “I’ll come quietly. Can we leave her out of this?”


“No
dice,” said Brown Coat. “Both of you.”


“No
dice?” Penny scoffed. “Did you learn your tough-guy lingo from a Charles
Bronson movie?”


Zero
slid out of the booth and stood. “Hey. No guns, okay? Look around. There are
families here. Kids.” He reached up slowly and pulled the hat off his head. He
smoothed his matted hair, getting a bit too long and unruly for his liking.
“We’ll come. Is it still raining outside?”


The
younger agent glanced over his shoulder at the storefront windows. “Uh, I think
so --”


Zero
flicked the hat into Brown Coat’s face. The man leapt back instinctively,
startled.


The
two-second distraction was enough. Zero twisted his hips, swung, and landed a
teeth-rattling blow across the younger agent’s jaw as his head was coming back
around to face him. Dull pain shot from his knuckles to his shoulders but he
ignored it. 


The
younger agent fell in a limp heap. A second later there were arms around Zero
as Brown Coat wrapped him in a bear hug, both arms pinned at his sides.
“Enough!” the agent hissed into his ear. “You’re coming with us!”


The
nearest tables to them were standing now, people staring, gasping. A guy
behind  the counter in a sauce-spattered apron shouted at them. “Hey, whaddaya
guys doin’? Get outta here!”


The
younger agent got to his feet shakily, glaring. He reached into his jacket and
produced not a gun, but a sturdy zip tie, the recently-favored bind of the CIA
over handcuffs. He took two steps forward.


Zero
rocked back, ensuring that Brown Coat had a sturdy grip on him, and lifted both
feet. Brown Coat’s arms tightened around him with the sudden and unexpected
weight, keeping him elevated as both of Zero’s heels kicked upward and into the
chin of the younger agent.


He
stumbled backwards and into a table. Pizza flew. People screamed.


Zero
planted his feet then and, before losing inertia, pitched himself forward.
Brown Coat’s feet left the floor as Zero brought the man with him, over his
shoulder into a half-throw, half-roll.


Or,
at least, he attempted to.


Halfway
through the maneuver, Zero’s back gave out. An electric shock of pain sizzled
up his spine. His legs turned to jelly. His knees gave out and he fell.


Brown
Coat, who was in midair when Zero collapsed, came crashing down atop him
instead of over and off him like he was supposed to. The agent recovered
quickly, grabbing Zero’s shoulder and forcing him over on his back, his body
weight pinning Zero down. Brown Coat’s face was an angry snarl as he reared
back with a fist.


But
Zero was looking past him, over his shoulder.


Penny
was there, standing behind him. One arm was in a cast. The other had a silver
pistol. She’d managed to snag Brown Coat’s gun during the brief melee.


Sneaky.


She
pointed it straight up at the ceiling, squeezed her eyes shut, and fired twice.


The
gunshots were deafening thunder claps in the small space. Zero’s ears rang, and
behind it he was aware of more screaming, tables and plates crashing to the
floor as people scrambled out of the restaurant.


Brown
Coat’s eyes widened, his fist still poised, frozen there for a brief moment in
time as if he was wondering if he’d just been shot. Penny’s hair was white with
plaster from the ceiling as she cocked her arm and smacked the agent across the
back of the head with the barrel.


He
rolled off of Zero. The blow didn’t knock him out but he held the back of his
head and moaned.


Zero
got to his feet as quickly as he could. His legs were weak but he could stand.
“Give it,” he said breathlessly. Penny shoved the gun in his hand, and he
brought it up to the forehead of the younger agent, who was back on his feet
and reaching for his own weapon.


“Stop,”
Zero commanded.


The
agent did. He slowly put his hands up, fingers near his ears, elbows tucked
close. He was bleeding from the nose and chin.


“I
don’t want to hurt you,” Zero told him.


“You
already hurt me.”


“I
don’t want to kill you,” he corrected himself.


“That’s
good,” the agent said in a breathy whisper.


“So
sit. Right there in that booth. You and him, you’re going to sit tight for five
minutes. And I mean five whole minutes, down to the second. If I even see
someone that looks like you, I’ll start shooting. You got that?”


The
agent nodded. 


Penny
reached into his jacket and relieved him of his gun.


“Let’s
go.” Zero led the way, not out the main entrance through which patrons and
staff had fled but through the swinging door that led to a small kitchen, past
a closet and an office, and out a back door.


“We
should have questioned them,” Penny said. “How’d they find me? I wasn’t
tailed.”


“No
time. If backup was on the way, we’re lucky we got out at all.” He had to admit
that he wanted to know as well -- even more so, he wanted to know about what
Brown Coat had said. Someone had given them a “visual confirmation” that he was
Zero. Who? Where? When? But they simply couldn’t risk sticking around to find out.


“Where
are the kids?” Penny asked.


“Three
blocks over. This way.” He moved quickly, palming the pistol and keeping it
obscured behind his thigh and occasionally glancing back to see if they were
being followed.


Penny
had tucked the second pistol into the back of her jeans and, having only one
good hand, was now using it to operate a phone. She held it to her ear and
waited, even as she half-jogged after him.


“Strange.”
She lowered the phone. “Todd must have left me a dozen voicemails and now his
phone is off.”


“We
have to find him. He’s currently our best bet to locate Alan.”


Penny
put the phone back to her ear.


“Trying
him again?” he asked.


“No.
Calling my neighbor, Mrs. Carmichael.”


Zero
frowned. “Your neighbor. Why?”


“Well,
it would seem that I’m officially on the run with you. And if I’m on the lam,
someone is going to have to feed my cat.”


 


*


 


Oliver
Brown saw the commotion in Salvatore’s Pizzeria through the windows and a pair
of binoculars. It had gone pretty much exactly as he had expected.


CIA
Director Shaw had tasked him with finding and apprehending Zero. A strange
request, considering that Brown’s expertise was usually in quiet murder. But
Shaw wanted Zero alive. And that suited Brown just fine.


But
then Shaw had assigned him two others, agents under the names of Smythe and
Blackwood. Brown didn’t like that much; he preferred to work alone. But that
had worked out too, evident by the two agents currently battered and bruised
and sitting obediently in the empty pizzeria.


Brown
knew Zero would come for Penelope León. So he watched, and he waited, but he
kept his distance. He allowed her to believe she wasn’t being tailed. For
someone so tech-savvy, it hadn’t occurred to her to watch the skies. She of all
people should know how far drone technology had come in the last decade. He
watched her from three hundred feet up, with a powerful HD camera attached to
the bottom of the machine. Brown had never been one for video games, but he
took to the controls quickly, and had to admit he enjoyed piloting the stealthy
little machine. 


He
had followed her by drone when she snuck into the tunnel that would take her
under the Potomac and to Number One Observatory Circle. He’d followed her to
the park late at night when she met secretly with the vice president. And he’d
followed her this evening, to the pizzeria, where he looked through the
binoculars and gave a visual confirmation of the target, Zero.


Then
he sent Smythe and Blackwood inside to apprehend him. Oliver Brown stayed put,
and he watched.


It
wasn’t that he was afraid of Zero. Or -- maybe he was, and just wasn’t ready to
admit that. Moreover, and despite his line of work, Brown was afraid of death.
Or, even more appropriately, he was afraid of dying before he finished what he
felt he had to do.


And
Zero would certainly kill him on sight. No questions asked. He’d told him so
when they had last seen each other: “If I see you again, I’ll kill you.” 


Rightly
so. Brown had taken something dear away from Zero. He deserved what was coming
to him. Just not yet.


He
switched the camera to night vision as the daylight waned and evening set in,
following Penelope León and Zero as they stole down an alley and onto a street,
eventually turning left before making a rendezvous with four others.


Brown
zoomed in. Ah -- the girls. There were two he knew and one he’d only heard of.
And the boy. He’d met the boy, Trent, once before. A likable kid, if not a tad
overzealous.


They
were all together, and relatively safe, for the time being. They piled into a
green midsize SUV and Brown swept the drone low as he dared, getting a shot of
the license plate before they took off. 


All
together. That would make what he had to do easier, at least.


Shaw
was scared. He could tell. Shaw was scared of Zero, of what he might know and
what he might do. Rightly so.


Oliver
Brown landed the drone on a nearby rooftop and stuffed the remote control into
his bag. He had to go in there now, into the pizzeria and pretend to be
disappointed. He had to reprimand Smythe and Blackwood for their ineptitude for
being unable to apprehend an unarmed man in his forties who seemed to be far
from tip-top shape and a young woman with a broken arm.


That
would be fun for him.


He
heard sirens wail, responding to the shots fired, and hurried across the
street. The rain had stopped.


Smythe
and Blackwood. He wondered if those were even their real names. Doubtful,
considering they didn’t know his. As far as they were concerned, he wasn’t
Oliver Brown. They knew him only by the alias that the CIA had given him: Agent
John Watson.











CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 


 


“Thank
you for coming,” Strickland told the three people seated in the front pew of
the church. It was late, and the nave was otherwise empty. “Before we begin,
I’m going to have to ask for your sidearms.”


O’Neill
and Hauser shared a quick glance of concern. But the third member of EOT,
Preston McMahon, stood without hesitation. He unclipped the Glock from his
belt, holster and all, and handed the apparatus over to Strickland.


“There
you go.”


McMahon
was the sandy-haired, square-jawed grandson of former president William
McMahon. Like Todd, he was also a former member of the 75th Ranger Regiment out
of Fort Benning, Georgia. He hadn’t been with EOT long but Strickland had
hand-picked him -- as he had with the other two as well -- for an impeccable
record and preternatural abilities.


McMahon
was also a soldier. He reminded Todd a lot of himself, when he’d first joined
Zero’s team.


O’Neill
stood slowly. She pulled the silver Walther PPK from her purse -- more a
shoulder bag, really -- and handed it over. Clarissa O’Neill was a former
Blackhawk pilot who had done three tours in the Middle East. She’d made
national headlines for rescuing a Special Ops team from a hot zone in
Afghanistan and single-handedly holding off a line of enemy forces while the
squad loaded their wounded.


“Hauser?”
Strickland turned to the last member, a former Secret Service agent who had
saved dozens during the Queensboro Bridge bombing.


Hauser
smirked and shrugged. “I thought this was a social call. I’m not packing.” He stood
and lifted his t-shirt to prove there was no gun at his belt, doing a little
circular dance.


“Alright.
Thank you.” Strickland placed the two guns on the altar, for safekeeping, and
then turned back to his audience of three. He’d called them, one by one, and
told them where he was and when to meet. He hadn’t left the church where he and
Alan had holed up. That had been their first test -- to see if they would come
alone, or if an entire team would come storming in to arrest him. They had all
passed the first test; now it was time for the second.


“I
need to know,” he said to them, “what you’ve heard about me in the last
twenty-four hours.”


No
one spoke, not at first. Preston McMahon cleared his throat and said, “Nothing
official.”


“Just
rumors,” O’Neill added.


“Oh,
come on, guys,” Hauser chided. “We’re all friends here, no need to sugarcoat
it. Strickland, we heard that you aided and abetted the escape of a dangerous
criminal from Langley. We heard you set off a fire alarm, shot at some guys in
the parking lot, and made a clean getaway. We might have also heard that your
full disavowal is waiting only on the president’s signature.”


Todd
blinked at his candor.


Hauser
added, “What’s weird about all that is, I didn’t even know we were keeping
‘dangerous criminals’ at Langley.”


He
turned to the other two in the pew. “Is that what you’ve heard as well?”


They
both nodded.


“Okay
then. Last question. Where does your allegiance lie?”


O’Neill
frowned. “Our allegiance?”


“Yes.”
Todd thought for a moment and said, “If I came to you with information, and I
told you it was the truth, and then the president, or the vice president, or
the DNI came to you with conflicting information, and they said it was the
truth, who would you believe? Who would you side with?”


Again,
no one spoke for a long moment. What he was asking of them was, for all intents
and purposes, treason.


“You
know,” McMahon said, scratching at his stubbled chin, “one thing I learned in
Afghanistan. When you first get shipped out, you’re all gung-ho, for liberty
and country and whatnot. But you learn pretty quickly that even though Uncle
Sam signs your paychecks, he doesn’t know your name. Doesn’t know who you are.
Doesn’t know if you’ve got a girl back home, or whatever. Now, your squad
leader? That’s who cares. That’s who keeps you alive. That’s who knows your
name, and that’s who you trust. You want to know about allegiance? My
allegiance is to the United States of America.” He pointed at Todd. “And yours
is too. So it’s with you.”


Hauser
pretended to wipe away a tear. “That was fuckin’ beautiful, man. I’m gonna go
with ‘ditto’ and hope it sounds half as eloquent.”


“Yeah,”
O’Neill replied softly. “Of course. It’s with you.”


“Good.
Okay. Thank you,” he said for a third time. Now came the hard part. He sighed
deeply and told his team, “The rumors you heard are true. Yesterday, I freed a
man from holding cells on a sublevel of Langley. They’re usually reserved as a
waystation for people heading to H-6, or for particularly dangerous detainees
awaiting interrogation. Very few people know about them. But someone knew, and
they came for him, with the intent to kill him in cold blood without anyone
knowing. I freed him, and we fled.”


“Who
was the guy?” O’Neill asked hesitantly.


“His
name is Alan Reidigger.”


“Reidigger?”
McMahon frowned. “I’ve heard that name. My grandfather mentioned him a few
times. Spoke highly of him, too.”


“Yeah,
he’s old-school,” Todd told them. “Loyal to the CIA for a lot of years. He was
also original EOT, along with me, and Agents Zero and Marigold.”


Hauser
raised his hand as if they were in a classroom. “Why’d they want him dead?”


“Because
of what he knows. He has information about the CIA and the US government that
can be very damaging to a lot of people. We don’t know how far up the food
chain it goes, but we’re certain Director Shaw is involved, and quite possibly
all the way up to the president.” Todd opted to spell it out plainly for them:
“Reidigger has intel about a particular arms dealer and war profiteer that has
been working with the government for almost twenty years to arm insurgents,
incite conflict, and cause terror attacks that result in the loss of innocent
life, all for the sake of manipulating economies, either positively or
negatively.”


He
expected them to react as he did. To be stunned.


To
their credit, and to his surprise, they didn’t seem so.


“Yeah,”
Hauser shrugged, “that tracks.”


O’Neill
added, “You don’t really see as much as we’ve seen and not think that something
like that could be going on, you know?”


McMahon
merely nodded somberly.


“Well…
okay then.” At least this was going better than he expected. “Let’s get down to
the crux of it. The reason I called you here wasn’t just to tell you all this.
It’s because, as McMahon already said, we have a duty. That duty isn’t to an office,
or a person. It’s to the USA. Even if that means stopping certain people that
are within it. We have a responsibility to find the perpetrators, and see them
brought to justice. Does anyone disagree?”


“No
sir,” said McMahon.


“No,”
O’Neill agreed.


Hauser
scratched at his neck. “Goddamn mosquitoes. But yeah, I already said I’m with
you, Todd. I’m with you.” 


“So
what do we do?” O’Neill asked.


Hauser
scratched vigorously at his elbow.


“Well,
we start with the intel we have from Reidigger,” Todd explained. He hadn’t
actually formulated much of a plan yet; this meeting was more or less as far as
he’d gotten. “And then…” If only Penny would call him back. They could really
use her help.


Hauser
grunted and scratched at his ankle.


“Are
you okay over there?” O’Neill asked him, frowning.


“Yeah,
yeah, I’m fine,” Hauser told her. “Just had to…” He stood, and leveled the
Ruger LC9 at Strickland. “Get my gun.”


Todd
balked. Hauser had lied, and was carrying in an ankle holster.


He’d
been too trusting. He’d taken the man’s word at face value.


O’Neill
stood quickly. Hauser tracked the barrel just as fast, aiming at center mass.
“Don’t.” He took two quick steps back, into the aisle between the two rows of
pews, and pointed the small pistol at Strickland again. “You goddamn traitor.
All of you.”


“Me?”
Strickland protested. “Were you not listening at all?!”


“Yeah.
I was listening,” Hauser sneered. “Oh, dear me, the government runs guns. And
sometimes the government needs someone else to run their guns. Grow up,
Strickland. How did you think the world worked, huh?”


Todd’s
nostrils flared. They’d gotten to him, a member of his own team.


But,
he realized, not the CIA. If Shaw knew about this meeting, there’d be men in
full tac gear bursting through windows. Kicking down doors. Shouting threats
and kicking in doors. This wasn’t a CIA op.


Whoever
had gotten to Hauser wanted this done quickly. Resolved quietly.


“He
got to you,” Todd said quietly. “Bright did. Didn’t he?”


“Figured
that out quick,” Hauser sneered.


“What’s
he paying you to betray us?” Todd demanded.


Hauser
grinned. “You really wanna know? Okay. A hundred grand just to come here and
find out where your pal Reidigger is. A cool mil if I go there and just kill
him myself. So how about it, Todd? You tell me where he is. Or you get to watch
two friends of yours die.”


O’Neill
scoffed in disgust. “Your own teammates? You’d kill your own teammates for
money?”


“Teammates?”
Hauser practically spat. “You’re traitors, all three of you. Sitting here,
actively plotting against our own government? I’d kill all three of you for far
less and I’d still sleep just fine at night.”


O’Neill’s
upper lip curled. “We’re in a church, you slimy piece of shit --”


Hauser
tracked to the right. Without warning or preamble he fired a round into
O’Neill’s stomach.


Todd’s
breath caught in his throat.


She
didn’t cry out, or fall back. O’Neill gasped once, both hands flying over the
wound. As her knees weakened McMahon was there, on his feet, catching her by
the shoulders and easing her to the pew.


Todd
saw red. His feet were moving before he knew what he was doing, charging
towards Hauser.


But
the former Secret Service agent barely had to turn to have the barrel on him
again. Aimed at his face. Even as Todd instinctively slid to a halt, the gun
barked again.


He
was sure he was dead. He was sure he’d just been shot, in the head, and the
fact that his eyes still worked was the last few firings of neurons. Certainly
there was a hole in him…


But
no. He’d felt it, the bullet, whiz just past his head. Two fingers gently
touched the side of his ear and came back spotted with a small amount of blood.
The round had barely grazed him.


A
warning shot.


“You
know I’m a marksman,” Hauser warned. “Try that again and I’ll put two in you
before you can take two more steps.”


Todd
finally found breath again, breathing out and refilling his lungs. O’Neill lay
on her back on the pew, staring straight up, gulping air like a fish out of
water, both hands over the wound, blood running liberally between her fingers.
McMahon knelt by her side, his own hands over hers, keeping pressure on it.


“Now
that,” Hauser pointed to her, “was nonlethal on purpose. Like I said -- you can
tell me where Reidigger is, or you can watch two friends die.”


“And
then you’ll kill me anyway,” Todd murmured.


“Yes,”
Hauser agreed. “But I don’t have to kill them. They don’t know anything quite
yet. Not enough worth killing over. You want to save their lives? Tell me where
I go next.”


Todd
shook his head. Not because he didn’t want to tell him, but because he couldn’t.
“I don’t know.”


“Bullshit.”


“I
don’t. He left here to hide somewhere and didn’t tell me.”


“I
know you know!” Hauser snarled.


“Think
about this.” Todd kept his voice even and measured. “If I thought there was
even a chance that any of you might turn on me, do you think it’d be
wise if I knew?” He shook his head again. “I don’t know where he is, Hauser.”


“Is
that how you wanna play it? Fine.” He kept his gaze on Strickland as he leveled
the gun at Preston McMahon. “You have five seconds.”


Todd
wasn’t bluffing or lying. Alan really had left the church prior to the meeting.
He said he was going to hide somewhere. He hadn’t told Todd where.


Todd
had a few suspicions of where Alan might go. But the one place he would never
have suspected was Alan doubling back and hiding in the very pews behind them.


He
saw the shadow in his periphery, growing behind Hauser, hulking.


“Where,
Todd?!” Hauser shouted.


“Right
behind you,” said the gruff voice.


Hauser
tried to turn, but before he could, his entire body went rigid, his neck
arching. His mouth opened in a wide yawn, a silent scream, his eyes bulging,
threatening to leap out of their sockets.


The
gun fell from his hand. His fingers convulsed, then his arms, his legs, his
entire body racked in spasm.


Hauser
pitched forward and collapsed onto the carpet. He was still trying to move as
he died. A silver handle jutted from between two vertebrae just below the base
of his neck.


Todd
skirted forward to grab the fallen LC9. Then he dug the phone out of his pocket
and powered it on to call 911.


“Thanks,”
he muttered to Alan. “Is that… a butter knife?”


Alan
nodded. “Yeah.”


Strickland
shuddered a little. Hell of a way to go. “We have to call an ambulance.” 


Alan
nodded again. “And then we have to go.”


“No,
we should stay with her --”


“Todd.”
Reidigger placed a heavy hand on his shoulder. “We have to go. We don’t know
who else he might have told. Or who might have tracked him here. Leave her with
the pastor; he’ll see to it that she’s cared for.”


Todd
looked to McMahon, who nodded his agreement. He passed the phone to Alan to
call an ambulance and knelt beside O’Neill, taking her hand. She was still
conscious, though her breaths were deep and her face was ashen. “Someone’s
coming for you. You’re going to be okay.”


“Yeah,”
she hissed, though it might have just been a deep breath. “Get… clear.”


He
squeezed her hand, tacky with wet blood.


Alan
handed back the phone. “They’re en route. I’ll get the pastor. Then we’re
gone.”


Strickland
nodded. He checked his phone as McMahon gathered the guns from the altar. 


He
had three voicemails waiting for him, all from the same number. He recognized
it.


They
were from Penny.











CHAPTER FIFTEEN


 


 


It
was three o’clock in the morning before they convened. Zero had struggled to
think of a safe place where they could meet, each time landing on a location
before considering all the potential downsides of such a place. It was Sara,
ultimately, who’d come up with it; a turn-off from a main road twenty-some
miles from Washington, a narrow dirt road that led to a scenic parking area
that overlooked the river called Bull Run that served as the border between
Fairfax and Prince Williams Counties.


Zero
had taken them there, once, when they were little girls. It was on a whim, just
to see where the dirt road went. He barely remembered it. But she did.


They
parked near the river, which was barely more than a stream at this spot, cut
the headlights, and listened to the babbling water for the better part of
ninety minutes before they saw the headlights approaching.


Zero
tensed out of habit and tightened his grip around the Sig Sauer he’d liberated
from the agent he’d come to think of as Brown Coat. The truck slowed, flashed
its headlights twice, and then cut them.


He
got out. Maya, Sara, Mischa, Penny, and Trent followed suit. Mischa had been
sitting on Penny’s lap for the ride and seemed grateful to be standing on her
own two feet.


From
the black truck came three figures, not immediately apparent in the wan
moonlight -- well, one of them was very apparent, the larger one that Maya
half-jogged to and hugged, the figure that grunted when she did because his arm
was still in a sling from the gunshot he’d taken to the shoulder.


“Ouch!
Oh. Good to see you.” Alan laughed a little and hugged her back with one arm.
That opened the floodgates for many more hugs, handshakes, a few introductions,
a lot of “good to see yous” and questions of “are you okay?”


Zero
hung back for most of it, letting the others acquaint and reacquaint themselves
with each other, at least until Penny and Todd found themselves face to face in
an encounter that curled even Zero’s toes from awkwardness.


“Um…
hi.”


“Hi.”


“I…
did you get my voicemails?”


“Yes.
And…”


“It’s
okay. You don’t have to…”


“No.
I know. But I should just…”


He
decided to intervene gently, stepping up beside Strickland and murmuring,
“Later, maybe?”


“Yeah.”


“Right.
Of course.”


He
turned to Todd. “Thanks.” He gestured to Alan.


But
Strickland shook his head. “Zero, you should know, it was me. I was the one
that brought him in, almost got him killed --”


Zero
waved a hand dismissively. “It can wait. That’s not why we’re here.” He turned
to the rest of them. “So. Everyone knows everyone now, right?” For a moment he
almost forgot himself. All eyes were on him, eight pairs of them, looking to
him for the plan. Looking to him to lead.


He
reminded himself that he had once commanded lecture halls full of at-times
rambunctious and oft-times somnambulistic college students with attention spans
akin to goldfish. He could do this.


“We
should all know the score,” he said to them all. “Our target is a man who calls
himself Mr. Bright. He wants at least half of us dead and would want the other
half dead too if he knew half of what we knew. We have a lead on him; the
Buchanan Building, in Midtown Manhattan. Everything above the twenty-sixth
floor is Bright’s domain. We’re going to go there, and if he’s there, we’re
going to kill him. If he’s not there, we’re going to find out where he is, go there,
and kill him. Any questions so far?”


Preston
McMahon cleared his throat. “Should the kids really be hearing this?”


Sara
scoffed, and opened her mouth to say something, but Zero held up a hand. “These
‘kids’ have been through more than you know and are far more capable than you
think.”


McMahon’s
gaze flitted towards Mischa. Last time the two of them had met, she’d kicked
his ass and taken his gun. He was not likely to have forgotten so fast.


“We
don’t leave anyone behind,” Zero announced. “Nobody. We were scattered; that’s
not going to happen again. I’m not saying we’re all going to assault the
building together. But we’re all going north. We have two vehicles; we’ll split
into two teams. Maya, Sara, and Alan are with me. Strickland, you take McMahon,
Penny, and Mischa.”


“Um…
hey,” Trent Coleman said sheepishly.


“Right.
Sorry, Coleman. Uh… you’re with us.” He almost added “because we have more room
in the car,” but Trent’s wide smile kept him from dampening the kid’s spirit.


“We
need some resources,” Zero said. “Guns and some cash, at the very least.”


“We’ve
got three pistols between us,” Strickland said. “I’ve got some cash.”


“Same
here,” McMahon added.


“One
gun here,” said Alan.


“I’ve
got two,” Zero said. He passed one to Maya. “Strickland, give one to Mischa.”


“I
don’t get a gun?” Sara protested.


“No,”
he told her flatly.


“And
this,” Penny said. She handed him a plastic card.


He
held it up to the moonlight. It was a credit card. The name on it said…


“Allison
Ames? Who’s that?”


“Just
an alias I’ve been saving for a rainy day,” Penny said with a shrug. “A
get-out-of-Dodge scenario. Now seems as good a time as any. The ID is fake, but
the account is real.”


‘Okay,”
Zero nodded. He passed the card to Maya as well; she would pass for an Allison
much better than he would. “So two cars and money will at least get us into New
York. We’ll meet at Bryant Park. But we’ll need more than that to get into the
building.”


And
back out alive.


“I
might know a guy,” McMahon offered. “Former NYPD, has a pretty impressive
arsenal. He might be inclined to help a friend and lend a few pieces.”


“Alright,”
Zero agreed, “see if that’s the case and make the stop if you need to. We’re
looking at about five hours of travel time from here or so. Anything else
before we get going?”


“Um,
yes,” said Penny. “The vice president…”


Zero
raised an eyebrow. “Barkley? What about her?”


“She
knows. About Bright.”


“Yes.
I told her,” Mischa offered.


“Right.
And… well, she’s not involved,” Penny said with a shrug. “In all this. She’s
clean. That’s all I wanted to say.”


Zero
nodded slowly. He had the impression that Penny wanted to say more, but he
didn’t push the issue. Barkley could focus on the accord; they would focus on
finding Bright.


“Okay.
Anything else?”


Strickland
raised his hand. “We were made by Bright. He got to one of my guys. So he knows
that I’m traveling with Reidigger.”


“Well,
in five minutes you won’t be,” Zero remarked. “And if it’s any consolation, we
were made by the CIA. They sent a team after us, which means they know I’m not
dead. Look…” He held his hands out at his sides. “Some of you may be new to
this, others I know aren’t. But it’s us against the world right now, alright?
The CIA is looking for us. Bright’s people will try to kill us. If they know
where we are, they might involve local law enforcement. As far as any of us are
concerned, we are up against the United States right now, and anything they can
throw at us. We don’t have a team of techs relaying intel. We don’t have an
armory or an R&D department full of gadgets. We don’t have satellite
coverage. We can’t call in backup. We have our brains. We have our skills. We
have a handful of bullets between us, and we have each other. That needs to be
good enough.”


Maya
nodded. Mischa took Sara’s hand. Alan took off his hat and held it over his
heart, like the sarcastic jackass he was wont to be. Trent Coleman looked like
he was physically restraining himself from starting a slow clap.


This
was his team. His friends. His family, for what it mattered. 


Some
of them might get hurt. Some of them might not even make it to the other side
of all this. He knew that. In fact, this was normally the point at which he’d
pull the girls aside and explain to them that they were going to go somewhere
safe and hide, and they’d complain, and he’d send them off anyway. How many
times had they been through that now? Ten, twelve? Invariably they would find
trouble of their own, or trouble would find them, and their lives would be
again threatened while he was hundreds or thousands of miles away and unable to
do anything about it other than hope and pray for their safety.


And
they would get themselves out of it. They had, again and again. He wasn’t
sending them away. Not this time.


“Alright
then,” he told his crew of eight. Nine, including himself. “Alan, Maya, Sara,
Trent -- with me. We meet at Bryant Park. Let’s move out.”


They
split into their respective groups and vehicles. There was more hugging, some
“see you soons” and promises to be safe. Maya and Penny exchanged numbers of
their burner phones so the two teams could stay in touch. Sara hugged Mischa
and told her to keep those guys safe. He was pretty sure he heard Mischa reply
that it was now Sara’s turn to “keep the old man alive.”


Maya
approached him, dangling the ring of car keys from the end of her index finger.
“You want to drive?”


He
shook his head. “You’ve been doing just fine.”


She
nodded. “You okay?”


“Yeah.
Yeah, I am.” He said it aloud, and realized that he believed it too. “We can do
this. All of us, together.”


Maya
smiled. “I meant, how’s your back?”


“Oh.”
He chuckled a little. “It’s fine, thanks.” Neither he nor Penny had told them
about his mishap in the pizzeria and his back giving out during the flip
maneuver. 


“Good.
And…” She gave him a side-eye. “You really think we can do this?”


He
faked a scoff. “Please. Just you and me could go in there and tear that
building apart ourselves. The rest of these guys are just, you know,
cheerleaders.”


She
laughed at him. “Sure we could.”


Sara,
Trent, and Alan joined them at the green SUV. The black truck was already
pulling out, back towards the dirt road and the highway.


“Alright,”
Zero told his team. His family. “Let’s go.”











CHAPTER SIXTEEN


 


 


Joanna
Barkley had always been an early riser. Most days she was out of bed no later
than six a.m. She would stretch, change into yoga pants, and hit the home gym
for a quick thirty minutes or so on the elliptical or treadmill. Then it was
into the shower, a light breakfast, and on to work.


Today
was no different, at least in the sense that she was up just before six a.m.
She stretched, and started to change, when there was a brisk knock at her door.
A member of her staff informed her that President Rutledge was calling an
emergency meeting for seven. Less than forty-five minutes.


Barkley
dressed quickly, wondering what sort of emergency could warrant such a meeting.
Something about the Cairo Accord? Or, perhaps Bright had acted sooner than she
thought he would. She resisted the urge to flick on the news and instead
hastily brushed some foundation on her cheeks and hurried out to the waiting
car.


Her
security detail accompanied her to the White House, down its halls, to the Oval
Office, and then posted themselves outside its doors while she went inside.


She
took two steps in and stopped abruptly. Jon Rutledge was there, his back to
her, staring out the wide window behind the Resolute Desk. The other person in
the room was the Director of National Intelligence, David Barren.


The
very same David Barren that Penelope León believed was involved in Bright’s
schemes, looked the other way on his misdeeds, and paid the man to arm
terrorists that the US could not afford to be seen arming.


“Joanna.”
Jon spoke without turning. “Thank you for coming.” There was a tightness in his
voice that immediately tensed her shoulders. “Let’s not waste any time. David
-- please tell Jo what you’ve already told me.”


Barren
was seated in the blue armchair, the same one Jon had sat in during their
one-on-one meeting two days prior. He leaned forward, cleared his throat with a
fist to his mouth, and said, “There was an incident last night. An ambulance
was called to a church downtown, where an agent of EOT, Clarissa O’Neill, was
found shot in the stomach. She is in stable condition but required a blood
transfusion and isn’t yet conscious.”


“My
God,” Joanna said quietly, keenly aware that they were the first words she’d
uttered since her arrival.


“There’s
more. Her teammate, Agent Glenn Hauser, formerly of the Secret Service, was
found dead at the same church. He was…” Barren paused here, as if it was
physically painful to say. “He was stabbed in the spine. With what the coroner
described as a butter knife.”


Joanna’s
first thought was that this was Bright’s doing. Her second was for the safety
of the other two agents. “And the others? Are they safe? Are they alive?”


“That’s
the thing,” Barren said. “Agent Strickland’s phone was found at the church,
beneath a pew, stomped flat. Suggesting that he was there. Preston McMahon’s
phone was found in his apartment, which was empty. They are both MIA.”


“So
what does this mean?” she asked carefully.


“We’re
not sure yet,” Barren admitted. “It could be that the team, or at least three
members of it, were meeting someone at the church. Perhaps a liaison. And they
were betrayed. Or it could mean… something else.”


Barkley
watched him for signs that he knew more than he was letting on, but saw none. Either
Penny was wrong, or Barren was a terrific actor. And it wasn’t out of the realm
of possibility that the latter might be true; half the politicians she knew
could have a backup career in Hollywood for the lies they told straight-faced.


“Here’s
what I want to know.” Jon finally turned from the window. He kept his hands
clasped behind him, looking official and presidential, but his eyes looked
tired and his mouth was a tight little line in his face. She could swear his
hair was just a shade whiter, though it might have been the morning sun. “Why
does this keep happening? Hmm? EOT was supposed to be the first and last line
of defense for the executive office. Their job was to defend my interests, and
hers.” He gestured towards Barkley with his chin. “And yet, somehow, they just
keep dying and vanishing. That doesn’t instill a lot of confidence, David.”


“Yes
sir,” Barren muttered. “I understand, sir --”


“Do
you?” Jon pressed. “The CIA answers to you. EOT answers to you. So why are you
sitting here in my office with your hands empty? Why don’t you know what this
team is doing, or where the other two are?”


“I…
will find out,” Barren said tersely.


“Yes.
You will. I’m putting it on you personally to find out,” Rutledge said, somehow
making it sound like a threat.


“I
can help,” Barkley blurted out. She was very rarely prone to outburst, but in
that moment, believing what she believed about Barren and thinking the worst of
fates that could have befallen Strickland and McMahon, she couldn’t help
herself. “I can assist. I can lend my staff, possibly some resources. Outside
of usual CIA channels.” She tried to backpedal and knew it didn’t sound great.


“Absolutely
not,” Jon dismissed her idea immediately. “You have your hands full with the
accord. Even with turning it over to the UN, I want you on it full-time. You’re
the only one I trust to crawl up the Secretary-General’s ass and make a home
there.”


She
blinked at his crassness.


“Figuratively
speaking,” he added.


She
had only ever heard Jon use language like that once before, in a situation
where he was equally frustrated, and angry, and tired. Ordinarily she might
chide him gently for it, but this time she opted to keep her mouth shut.


“Yes
sir,” she said instead.


“We
keep this strictly between the three of us,” Rutledge added. “EOT is supposed
to be a covert op, and it stays that way. Understand?”


“Yes
sir.”


“Yes
sir.”


“Good.
Keep me updated.” Jon turned back to the window. “You’re dismissed.”


Neither
of them said another word. Joanna was still fairly close to the exit, having
taken only a few steps into the office, so she turned on a heel. But to her
surprise, David Barren jogged ahead of her quickly to open the door for her.


“Thank
you,” she murmured, eager to rejoin her security detail.


But
once outside the Oval Office, Barren waved away her guards, took her gently by
the elbow, and led her down the hall. “I need to speak to you,” he whispered.


Her
heart picked up its pace. “Regarding what?”


He
didn’t answer, and she didn’t resist, but let him lead her down the hall until
they were far enough from the security detail to not be overheard. “Please,
just a moment of your time.” He kept his voice low and spoke quickly. “I need
to confide something in you. I know that this might sound like paranoia or
conspiracy, but I believe there is a plot afoot.”


“Afoot?”
she repeated.


“Yes.
Just hear me out: in Egypt, EOT was responsible for security. It was supposed
to be the tightest it could possibly be. And yet a maniac managed to interrupt
the accord, attack you, and bomb the palace.”


“Yes…”
she said slowly and in a way that she hoped was thoughtfully. She already knew
that it was Penny who had given up her whereabouts. And that it was Bright, and
the suppressor technology, that was responsible for the bombing of the palace.


But
either Barren didn’t know what she knew, or he was baiting her.


“And
now we have a member of EOT in the hospital, another dead, and two missing,” he
continued. “And those two that are missing? They just happen to have been in
Egypt. They also happen to have shown allegiance in the past to a certain rogue
agent.”


Joanna
scoffed. “You can’t be serious…”


“I
am,” Barren said firmly. “Zero has vanished from the face of the earth. And now
this happens?”


She
felt her throat tighten at the sound of his name. But she maintained her
composure. “Director Barren. Why don’t you tell me, in no uncertain terms, what
you think is happening here.”


He
nodded. “Alright. I think that Zero is going to attempt to disrupt the accord
yet again. I don’t know why; perhaps he’s lost his mind. Perhaps he realizes
that peace would be detrimental to him somehow. Perhaps it was Maria’s death --
God rest her soul…” Barren trailed off.


Barkley
wanted to grimace, but she held herself together. She’d almost forgotten that
Barren was the father of the late Maria Johansson, born Clara Barren. Invoking
her name in such a way simply felt… shameless, to say the least.


“I’m
not sure why he would do this,” Barren said, getting back on track. “But recent
intelligence suggests it. He kidnapped Director Shaw, if you recall. And now,
with this? Is it so unreasonable to believe that he might have enlisted the aid
of Strickland, McMahon, and Reidigger in his crusade?”


Barkley
frowned deeply. “Alan Reidigger?”


Barren
sighed. “CIA security footage showed Strickland helping him escape a
maximum-security holding cell two days ago. Don’t you see, Joanna? Zero is
building a team. The best of the best that he had to work with. What other
purpose would he have for such a thing?”


Barkley
forced herself to nod as if she agreed, or at least understood. “This does seem
like significant reason for concern. But why tell me? You heard Jon; I can’t
help you with this. Why not tell him?”


Barren
shook his head. “Jon has always had a soft spot for Zero. The man saved his
life -- what, twice? Three times? He’d never believe it. But I need an ally,
here, in the White House.”


“Then
you have one,” she lied.


“Good.
Thank you. I will do everything in my power to keep the accords from being in
any sort of danger. But Joanna -- I don’t think I have to tell you that the
knowledge of this could put one in considerable danger.”


Her
heart rate sped up once again at the thinly-veiled threat. “Yes. Of course.
Don’t worry about me. My security team is very capable. And please, keep me
abreast of any developments.”


“I
will,” he promised. “Until next time, then.” He left her there, retreating down
the hall in long strides and disappearing rapidly around the corner.


Barkley
let a deep breath out. She waved to her security detail and gestured towards the
nearest restroom, and then ducked into it alone. Once in the privacy of a
stall, she hiked up her skirt to reveal the garter belt high on her thigh, and
the burner phone from Penny strapped to it. 


When
she’d put it on, she had felt silly. But also a little like a spy. Now she was
glad she did.


Barren
didn’t know that she knew what she knew. She wasn’t completely certain about
the true purpose of the exchange -- was he planting the seeds to eventually
bring her into their fold? Or was this a ploy to get her paranoid about the
success of the accord? But that didn’t matter; one thing was clear. Something
was going to happen. David Barren knew it, and he couldn’t stop it, and he was
already setting the stage to pin it on Zero, and now, conveniently, Strickland
and McMahon.


She
wondered what had actually happened to them.


And
the threat he’d left her with -- the considerable danger that came with this
knowledge. Was there going to be another attempt on her life? Was Barren
hedging his bets that she might survive it again?


She
powered on the burner phone and saw there was a message from the seemingly
random number that belonged to Penny.


With
him. Alive. En route to MB. Stay silent.


She
read it a second time, and then a third. With him? Alive? That could only mean
one thing. There was only one explanation that didn’t require further
explanation -- that Penny had found Zero, he was alive, and she was with him.


MB
-- that could only mean the mysterious Mr. Bright. She and Zero were on their
way to him? But Joanna had explicitly told her to report with any new details.
Now they knew where the man was?


And
the last part, stay silent: did that mean continue acting as if she knew
nothing? Or did that mean radio-silent, and not to text back or try to call?


Barkley
wasn’t a spy. She had no interest in participating in this cloak-and-dagger
charade. She hated knowing what she knew and not being able to take it to
someone, anyone, someone whose job it was to handle such things.


Stay
silent? More like stay complicit. She texted back anyway.


DNI
plans to implicate 0. Stay vigilant. Pls touch base soon.


She
powered the phone down again, slid it back into the garter belt, and exited the
stall to return to her security detail.


The
knowledge of this could put one in considerable danger.


If
that was the case, she couldn’t help but wonder what they were waiting for.











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


 


 


Zero
saw his eldest rub her eyes, which (he would never point out to her) were
slightly bloodshot. She’d driven them the whole way, from Fairfax County in Virginia
to New York City, through the Holland Tunnel, and now heading due north toward
Midtown and Bryant Park.


“You
good?” he asked her.


She
flashed him a tired smile. “Oh, peachy. Don’t worry, all the blaring horns and
shouting are keeping me plenty awake.”


He
smiled too. It was strange being back here. It had been a while. In fact,
though he’d had reason to return once or twice since, he couldn’t help but muse
on the fact that it had all started here, in a way. He and his girls had lived
here, or nearby, in Riverdale in the northern end of the Bronx. He’d been
teaching at Columbia. Maya had been sixteen; Sara, a sweet and tender fourteen.


Back
when she still called him “Daddy,” and the three of them would have family game
night once a week.


Then
three Iranians had knocked on his door. They’d abducted him. They’d torn the
memory suppressor from his head, and…


And
the rest is history.


“Guys.”
Trent Coleman’s voice behind him jarred him from his thoughts. “I know I got
vetoed before, but the city would be a great place for a game of ‘I
Spy’…”


Everyone
in the car groaned, Zero included. Trent had tried to initiate a game of “I
Spy” at dawn, when they could actually see their surroundings, but it had been
squashed quickly when Alan grumbled, “I spy several teeth on the floor of this
car if you don’t shut your yap and let me get a few minutes of sleep.”


It
was surreal. Not just being back in New York, but being back here for the
purpose they were here for. The last two times -- maybe three? -- he’d been to
the city had, in fact, been for CIA operations. But not with the girls. Not in
someone else’s SUV with stolen plates, driving as if they were on the way to
see relatives, or friends, or to visit the Empire State Building.


Zero
directed Maya to Bryant Park -- when they’d lived here, Maya hadn’t even had
her driver’s license yet, had never had to navigate the city in a car, though
she was doing great -- and they made their way there without incident.


That,
admittedly, made their mission even stranger. On CIA ops he would more likely
be traveling by plane, or by helicopter, speeding to a location and fast-roping
down, or parachuting into the city, guns at the ready, scrambling to stop the
bad guys and save the day, or the country, or the world.


Here
and now, he and his daughters and his best friend (and his daughter’s
boyfriend, unfortunately) were driving an economical SUV with good gas mileage
into the heart of the city to commit a murder.


As
reductive as that was, it was true. There would be no amnesty for Bright. No
negotiations. No arrest. He had to be eliminated. It was the only way to ensure
that the plague of him ended.


The
others were getting out of the car. Zero did too, stretching his limbs in the
morning sun and listening to the sounds of the city. It was all too familiar.
It wasn’t in any way what he would consider relaxed, or casual, but there was a
fond sentimentality to it all that made their goal here feel almost vulgar.


Bryant
Park was a nine-acre-or-so square of flat, open grass, dotted with trees and a
few amenities, nestled between 40th and 42nd Streets, with the main branch of
the New York Public Library looming to the east. The Buchanan Building would be
about ten blocks north, which meant he couldn’t see it from here.


In
his periphery he saw Maya, a short distance away, her arms hugged over her
chest as she stared off towards the public library. 


“What’s
on your mind?” he asked her.


“Just
thinking. About when we used to live here.” She laughed at herself, barely more
than a hiss of breath. “Remember you wanted me to apply to Columbia?”


He
smiled. “Right. But I think you were more set on NYU.”


“True.
And… well.”


“Well
what?”


“If
all this hadn’t happened,” she said, “I might be there right now.”


Her
expression was hard to read. Was she wishing she could trade the last three
years of her life for an ordinary one? One in which they had stayed in New
York, one in which her dad was still just a professor of European History and
she graduated high school and went on to college and was in a dorm or an apartment
right now?


It
would be hard to believe that wasn’t what she was thinking, and he didn’t know
what to say to that, because a big part of him wished all that too. It would
mean that he never would have reunited with Alan, or Maria, or even met Todd or
Penny. But it would also mean that they wouldn’t be standing here, now, doing
what they came here to do.


“Anyway.”
She pulled the burner phone from her pocket.


“Any
word from them?” he asked.


“Not
since the text from McMahon.” He’d updated them while they were crossing the
border in New Jersey to say that he couldn’t get in touch with his guy, the
former NYPD officer with the alleged arsenal. “I’m going to give them a call.” 


Maya
put the phone to her ear. A moment later she said, “Hey… yeah, we’re here… oh.
Oh.” She sighed. “Okay… uh-huh… really.” The last part came out flatly, more
like a statement than a question. “Okay. Yes. See you then.” She ended the call
with a small shake of her head, and before Zero could ask, she gestured towards
the nearby SUV where the others were milling about.


Sara
leaned against the driver’s side door, her arms crossed. Alan paced a bit,
scratching idly at his beard. Trent stood with his hands on his hips, neck
craning to see the tops of the nearby buildings.


“Okay,”
Maya announced, “listen up. Just heard from the others. They’re stuck just
outside the tunnel, on the Jersey City side. Apparently they were a bit behind
us and a tractor-trailer jackknifed, blocked both tunnel lanes. Cops are trying
to reroute traffic but…”


“But
it could take them hours to reach us,” Zero finished for her morosely. He was
no stranger to New York gridlock. The others would likely get there faster by
walking, at this point, though abandoning their vehicle in the middle of
traffic was not an option.


“Right,”
Maya agreed. “There’s more. Penny heard from the vice president --”


“Sorry,
what?” Zero blinked. “What do you mean she ‘heard’ from the VP?”


“She
gave Barkley a burner to contact her.”


Zero
scoffed. That must have been what Penny had left unsaid in the early hours at
Bull Run -- that she had a direct line of communication to the vice president.
“That’s incredibly irresponsible of her, and puts an even bigger target on
Barkley’s back --”


“Give
her a break,” Maya said shortly. “She didn’t know that you were coming back.
She needed an ally.”


“Still.”
They didn’t need anyone that high up getting mixed up in all this that wasn’t
already. But what was done was done, and all he could hope now was that Barkley
kept her mouth shut in front of anyone who mattered. “Fine. What’d she have to
say?”


“Barkley
informed her that the DNI is already planting seeds to implicate you in
whatever Bright might be planning,” Maya explained. “They must know there’s
going to be an attack. And they know that Strickland broke out Alan, so
according to Barren, you’re behind it and they’re with you.” 


Well,
half of that was true -- Reidigger and Strickland were with him. And if Barren
knew that, or at least suspected it, then the CIA knew that as well, which was
very bad news.


“So
every minute we sit here,” Alan said, “is another minute they have to find us.”


Zero
nodded. If the CIA was putting their full resources into this, they could be
employing satellites. Tapping traffic cams. Hacking cell towers. It wouldn’t be
a matter of if they were found, but when.


Not
to mention that every minute that passed was another minute of opportunity for
Bright to pull off whatever he might, and they were only six blocks from his
building.


“Dad,”
Maya said lowly. “I think you know what we have to do.”


He
shook his head. “I really don’t, but I’m open to suggestions.”


“We
have to go,” she told him. “We go there. We go in. We don’t wait.”


“Hold
up.” Alan held up his good hand. “Are you saying we don’t wait for the others?
We need Strickland and McMahon --”


“We
don’t,” Maya argued. “We have me and Trent.”


“Oh,
right,” Alan said sarcastically, “I forgot we have two rookies who have been on
exactly one op in their illustrious careers --”


“An
op that was supposed to kill me,” Maya reminded him. “Yet here I am --”


“Enough,
both of you,” Zero snapped. He needed to think.


Maya
leaned close to him and in a near-whisper she said, “You said it yourself. You
and I could take that building apart ourselves. Trent would just be… you know.
A cheerleader.”


Zero
didn’t laugh or even smile. His daughter was suggesting that he take her into
the lion’s den with him, and Trent, and without the backup of their two best
options.


But
they couldn’t just sit here. They couldn’t just wait. Even a single cop coming
by and asking to see some ID, which not one of them had, could spell the end of
their whole operation and possibly their lives. It was too risky, with the CIA
being aware and Bright’s people out there.


If
the DNI was already planting the seeds for his implication, then something was
going to happen. Likely sooner than later.


What
if it happened while we were standing around here, in a park, waiting for our
friends stuck in traffic? 


He
glanced at Maya. She nodded.


He
looked at Alan, who shook his head gravely.


The
angel and devil on his shoulders. He just didn’t know which was which.


“Alan,”
he said at last. “Give Trent your gun.”


“Excuse
me? If you go, I’m going.”


“No.
You’re injured.”


“You
know I’m better with one arm than most people would be with three!” he
practically growled.


“I
need someone to stay with Sara.”


“What?
I’m not going?” she screeched.


“No,
you’re not.”


“What
about all that stuff you said, huh?” She shoved off the car and took two large
strides towards him. “You said we weren’t scattering again. You said we were
doing this together --”


“I
know what I said!” he snapped. “And I meant we were coming here together. To
the city. Not that you’re going into that building. What do you think is going
to happen up there?  Hm? Because my best guess is that people are going to try
to kill us.”


Her
scowl remained, but she looked away. “This is bullshit,” she muttered.


“Seconded,”
Alan grunted. “What are you going to tell Mischa?”


Mischa.
Just one more reason to do this now, and not wait. He didn’t want her in there
any more than he wanted Sara there. Not that Mischa wouldn’t be an asset; she
would be, absolutely. But he didn’t want her in harm’s way again, not any
further than she needed to be.


He
thought back to the conversation the two of them had had on the bumpy nighttime
flight over the Atlantic. “You can tell her,” Zero said, “that I was afraid.”
He looked his best friend in the eye and said again, “Alan, please give Trent
your gun.”


Reidigger
held his stare. But he reached behind him, palming the pistol in his oversized fist,
and passed it discreetly to Trent, who quickly tucked it into his own pants.


Maya
passed Reidigger the burner phone. “In case they call back.”


Alan
snatched it from her, making it clear just how little he liked this.


“Look,
if nothing else,” Zero said, “we’ll scope it out. See what’s what.”


“Fine,”
Alan finally relented, though not willingly. “But at the first sign of
trouble, you get out of there. You understand? Don’t go pulling any Zero shit.”


“No
Zero shit.” He crossed his heart with an index finger.


Yet
it was clear that no one there quite believed him. 


“Be
back soon,” he said. He gestured to Maya and Trent with a slight jerk of his
head. And that was that; no fanfare. No hands-in or rally cry. They simply
started walking, each and every one of them aware of how insane this was. It
was never not going to be.


There
were no hugs this time. No goodbyes. They all knew it by now. They didn’t say
goodbye. Not ever.











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


 


 


Her
dad and Trent did a slow circle around the building’s perimeter while Maya did
a bit of window-shopping. The first floor of the Buchanan Building was an
expansive lobby, two boutiques, a café, and a small library for residents. Maya
pretended to admire a dress in the window display while she side-eyed the lobby
security.


A
minute later the other two came around. The three of them gathered on the
corner and talked casually, as if they were discussing the best place to get
lunch.


“There’s
a loading dock around back and a rear entrance,” her dad told her, “a steel
door that only opens from the inside. No guards that I could see.”


“Best
bet might be to stake it out,” Trent offered, “wait for someone to open it and
rush inside.”


Maya
shook her head. “Too obvious. No offense.”


He
raised an eyebrow at her. “You have a better idea?”


“I
might.” She saw at least two security guards in the lobby, one reading a
newspaper and another chatting with a cute girl with an apron, probably an
employee at the café. She couldn’t tell if either was armed but didn’t see any
guns. There was a lobby clerk behind a desk to one side where people would
occasionally pause to sign in and show an ID.


Such
things weren’t unexpected in a building like this that blended commercial and
residential space. But Maya knew, from a wealthy friend in high school, that residents
were rarely questioned -- and neither were their guests.


“Follow
my lead,” she told the other two.


“Lead
on what?” Trent asked, but she didn’t answer him. She watched, and she waited.
She didn’t have to wait long.


A
posh-looking couple not much older than her dad headed for the wide glass
doors. Maya took a calculated risk and hurried towards the door as well,
reaching for it at the same time as the man, who wore a tweed jacket with
leather patches on the elbows. 


“Oh,
excuse me,” said the man, pulling open the door for her.


“Thank
you,” Maya smiled. As soon as she was through she turned to the woman, dressed
in an admittedly slimming ruched maxi skirt, and she gushed, “I love your
skirt. Can I ask where you got it?”


“Oh,
this?” The woman paused and beamed. “It’s from Nordstrom’s.”


Trent
and her dad slipped through the door behind the tweed-donning man and stuck
close as the five of them walked through the lobby.


“Wow.
It looks terrific. I haven’t been there in quite some time.” She raised her
voice slightly, just as they passed the lobby clerk with his discerning eyes
and his sign-in sheet and she added, “It’s been too long, in fact.”


The
man in tweed gave the clerk a small wave, and the clerk went back to his
computer.


Don’t
mind us. Just their guests.


“Well,
I certainly suggest getting there before the end of the season,” the woman went
on, and as they waited for the elevator began talking about fall colors coming
in.


Maya
glanced back at Trent and her dad, who were playing their parts of acting like
they belonged. Neither of the security guards had followed. But the man in
tweed was eyeing her up curiously, her plain jeans that were visibly unclean,
her off-the-rack striped shirt she’d swiped on a stop just outside of Virginia.


Still
he smiled politely.


An
elevator dinged and stopped and the five of them got on. The tweed man pressed
the button for the eleventh floor. “What floor?” he asked.


It
was not lost on Maya that this elevator did not go beyond twenty-six.


“Twenty-four,”
her dad said.


“Oh,”
said the man as he pressed the button. “I’ve heard there are some very
impressive units up there.”


“Impressive
enough,” said her dad with a small shrug.


“Not
to pry,” the man said casually, “but may I ask what you do?”


Maya’s
jaw clenched, but she continued smiling. She thought that was a very forward
question, at least in her own social circles -- do I even have social
circles? she wondered at the same time -- but perhaps in this man’s realm,
it wasn’t such an odd question.


“I…”
her dad began, trailing off a bit as if he was struggling to come up with a
reasonable lie that wouldn’t invite follow-up questions.


Maya
spun towards the man and smiled sweetly. In a loud whisper she said, “He won
the Powerball jackpot two years ago. He doesn’t like to talk about it.
Opportunists, you know?”


“Oh.
Oh, of course. Right. So sorry.” The man made a big show of removing his
glasses and wiping them with a cloth from his pocket.


Thankfully
the elevator dinged, and the couple got out with a halfhearted nod of a
goodbye.


“I
won the Powerball?!” her dad exclaimed as soon as the doors were closed again.
He looked half amused and half aghast. “That was the best lie you could come up
with?”


“What
would you have come up with?”


He
stiffened. “I was about to say professor emeritus of the history department at
Columbia University.”


Maya
snorted. “Of course you were. You think that would get you to the
twenty-fourth floor?”


Trent
half-raised his hand and offered, “I’d just like to point out that I stayed
quiet.”


She
patted his cheek twice. “And I’m very proud of you.”


“Alright,
alright. Look sharp, okay?” Her dad took a deep breath in and out. “Game
faces.”


“Yeah,”
Maya agreed.


“Right,”
said Trent.


The
doors whooshed open and they got out on the twenty-fourth floor. The carpet was
soft and thick under their feet, a deep red, and the closed doors of luxury
apartments were few and far between, no more than six on the entire floor. They
located the stairs wordlessly and trekked up two flights to twenty-six.


Her
dad stepped out first, and then Maya, with Trent on her heels. None of them had
drawn their weapons, not yet, not when there was still a chance that civilians
might see. They stepped into and down a corridor painted in light gray and
softly lit by dim sconces in the walls, giving a silent, ambient glow. There
were doors lining the hall, bearing numbers as if they were apartments, but
closer together than they had been two floors below. 


And,
Maya noted, there was no sound. This floor was entirely and eerily silent. She
hadn’t really noticed the ambient noise on the floors below them but now, with
the absence of it, it was plainly evident that there were no voices, no muffled
televisions or music, nothing.


The
dark carpet beneath their shoes was pristine, not a footprint, not a fiber out
of place.


Maya
sucked in a breath as her dad approached the nearest door and tried to turn the
knob.


“What
are you doing?” she hissed at him.


“Won’t
turn.” 


“Because
it’s locked?”


“No,”
he frowned. “No, I mean it’s not a doorknob. It’s fake. There’s no give or
jiggle in it at all. These aren’t doors… these aren’t apartments. I’m betting
it’s just empty behind them.”


Maya
understood, but Trent asked, “Why?”


“A
buffer,” she explained. “Everything below is status-quo; everything above us
belongs to Bright. This floor is no man’s land.”


“Which
means there must be an access somewhere,” her dad reasoned. “Come on.”


They followed the hall as it wound left
and right, leading near to the other side of the building before terminating in
a dead end and another pair of elevator doors.


But between that pair of elevators was a
plain metal folding chair, and upon that chair was a man in a suit, hunched
over with his elbows on his knees. His hair was dark even though it was shorn
close to the scalp, and he was reading an issue of TIME Magazine.


The man glanced over at them
impassively.


“Oh! So sorry,” her dad said loudly, and
he chuckled. “I think we’ve gotten lost somehow. Will those elevators take us
back down?” Even as he said it he continued to take steps towards the man and
the elevator doors.


“No,” said the man. “But you’ve ended up
right where you need to be.”


Her dad stopped. So did Maya. Trent
bumped into her gently.


“Excuse me?” her dad asked.


The man closed his magazine laboriously.
“I said, you’re right where you need to be.” He stood slowly and slapped the
issue of TIME down on the seat.


Maya sucked in a breath through her
nose. She’d gotten pretty good at estimating heights and weights, and as the
man unfolded himself from the small metal chair her brain instinctively told
her that he was about six and a half feet tall and at least two hundred seventy
pounds. His neck was so thick she could drive a steak knife through it and not
see the other side, and then she wondered, just for a moment, why that
was the first metaphor that popped into her head.


“He said you would come.” The man
shrugged out of his suit jacket. The muscles beneath it threatened to pop the
buttons from his starched white shirt. “I’ve been waiting for you, Zero.”











CHAPTER NINETEEN


 


 


“Stay
behind me,” Zero murmured to Maya and Trent.


The
man guarding the elevators cracked his neck, side to side, slowly.


“What
is this?” Trent asked aloud. “A freakin’ mini-boss?”


Doesn’t
matter. He’s going to be dead in a couple seconds.


Zero
reached for the gun at the small of his back.


The
man reacted. He was big, and tall, and unfairly fast at the same time. Zero
barely registered his charge, like a bullet train coming at him from a
standstill to full speed in an instant. By the time Zero had a decent grip on
the gun, the man was on him, right in front of him, towering over him. The gun
came around, or tried to, but the wall of a man simply slapped at his wrist --
open-palmed, honest-to-goodness slapped him -- and the gun clattered against
the wall.


His
entire forearm went numb with the impact. Before he could think to move again
the man reached forward. But his fist was closed this time, and it slammed
right into Zero’s chest, knocking him back, sending him stumbling.


He
felt his body crash into something soft -- Maya. He heard her exclaim, “Oomph!”
but she absorbed the brunt of his impact and kept him on his feet.


“Get
down!” she said harshly in his ear, but he didn’t. He wouldn’t remove himself
as the only obstacle between this man and his daughter. Their quarters were too
close to rely on guns. One missed shot could be catastrophic, and friendly fire
would be more likely than he was comfortable with.


“Hang
on.” Zero held up a hand and caught his breath. His chest hurt and his arm
stung. Yet to his surprise, the big man did actually pause, and in fact took a
step back. “What’s your name?”


The
man grinned. “Gunther.”


“Gunther?
Really?” Zero flexed his fingers to get feeling back into his arm and hand.
“Gunther, can we make a deal? It seems like you want a fair fight.”


“I
want to tear your arms off.”


“Um…
okay. Look, I’ll give you a fight. Won’t even try to go for my gun. But, and
here’s the deal: you don’t touch them,” he gestured behind him to Maya and
Trent, “and they don’t try to shoot you in the forehead. Sound fair?”


Gunther
thought about this for a moment. Then he said, “I don’t touch them, until
you’re dead.”


“I’m
not sure by that point it would matter to me much,” he reasoned.


Gunther
the guard nodded. “Fine then. It’s a gentleman’s wager.”


Zero
frowned. “Well, no… a gentleman’s wager is when nothing is at stake. This is
actually the exact opposite of a gentleman’s wager.”


Gunther
frowned, his eyebrows practically meeting in the middle of his face. “Is that
right…?” He glanced at the ceiling as if thinking about it, just for a second.


A
second was all Zero needed. He threw himself forward and punched Gunther in the
throat, aiming for a soft spot -- or what was supposed to be a soft spot, on a
normal human being. But Gunther merely grunted and took a small step back,
barely fazed by the blow.


Zero
recovered quickly and kicked a foot up, into the huge man’s groin. This time
Gunther grunted harder, nearly doubling over but not quite.


Can
I catch a break here?!


The
nose. That was a universal soft spot, worked on every person. Noses were frail
and broke easily. Lots of blood for those who were squeamish and tear ducts
released involuntarily.


He
swung for Gunther’s wide nose.


The
big man caught his arm, and jerked it straight up.


Zero
yelled as his shoulder was nearly pulled from its socket. His back screamed in
protest and sent pain shooting up his spine, radiating out into the surrounding
muscles.


Gunther
dropped low, and one thick arm swept between Zero’s legs. Next thing he knew he
was being lifted, straight off the ground, parallel to the floor, higher, over
the large man’s head. Gunther had him by an arm and the groin and hefted him to
his arms’ reach, and then turned in a semicircle and tilted Zero’s body
slightly, head-first towards the ground.


Oh
no.


If
he dropped him on his head, that would be the end. His skull might crack. Or
his spine might snap. Or his neck would break. Any number of horrible things
that would most certainly mean his death or his wishing for it --


The
jarring report of a single gunshot rang out, impossibly loud in the narrow
hall. Gunther went limp and Zero fell eight feet or so to the floor, cushioned
only slightly by the large body beneath him.


He
coughed once, groaned, and rolled over. Where Gunther’s right eye was a moment
ago was now a bloody mess.


Both
Maya and Trent had their guns out, staring at him wide-eyed.


“Who
did that?” he asked breathlessly.


“I-I
did,” Maya told him.


“I
made him a deal.”


Maya
blinked as if he was crazy. “He was about to kill you!”


“I
had him.” Zero groaned again and climbed to his feet.


Maya
scoffed. “First off, you certainly did not. Second, I thought you were speaking
in code! When you said ‘don’t try to shoot him in the forehead?’”


“Nope.
But thanks anyway.”


“I
thought it was a great shot,” Trent told her. Zero winced.


He
stepped over Gunther but then noticed there was no up button to press. Instead
there was a thin slot on the panel between the doors. A quick inspection of the
mammoth body resulted in a keycard, which he inserted, and then heard the
rumbling of an approaching elevator car. 


Once
in the elevator, he pressed the button for the forty-eighth floor.


“What
makes you think he’ll be there?” Trent asked.


“Trust
me,” Zero muttered. “They’re always at the top.”


No
one spoke as the car hummed its way to the top of the building. He had no idea
what to expect when they got up there; a dozen armed guards, waiting to open
fire on them? Or would it just be Bright, standing vaingloriously, ready to
monologue them to death and gloat about whatever big plan he had in the works
that he was certain they couldn’t stop?


Just
for good measure, he took cover to one side of the elevator car, near the
button array, and gestured for Maya and Trent to do the same on the other side.


At
last the elevator slowed and stopped. A bell dinged. The doors rolled open.


It
was silent.


He
waited.


The
doors began to slide closed again so Zero dared to stick a foot out and block
them open again. No one shot his toes off.


At
last he took a breath, and he spun partially to see what they were dealing with.


It
was… nothing.


Not
quite nothing, but certainly less than something and not at all what he
expected. The forty-eighth floor of the Buchanan Building smelled of sawdust
and paint. There were no lights on; only daylight through tall windows. The
floor was bare concrete covered here and there with beige drop cloths spattered
with white paint. Plastic sheets hung here and there from the ceiling, blocking
off certain areas of the mostly-open floor. Some of the space was framed out in
two-by-fours but otherwise there were no walls.


The
top floor was under construction. Or, at least it was made to appear so. It was
morning on a weekday yet there was no crew, no one around. No sound at all.


Because
Bright was expecting us? Zero wondered. Or is this a ruse?


He
stepped out of the elevator, the pistol -- the Sig Sauer that he’d taken off of
Brown Coat -- gripped in both hands and barrel-down towards the floor. Trent
followed cautiously, and Maya behind him. One of them kicked gently at a claw
hammer on the floor.


“Not
exactly what I expected,” Maya murmured.


“Shh.
Find stairs,” he said quietly.


The
three of them fanned out, stepping carefully. Maya went one way; Trent went
another, and Zero headed straight, towards the opposite windows that afforded a
partial view of Central Park. He pushed aside a plastic sheet and it crinkled
loudly, almost obnoxiously in the silent space.


He
wasn’t sure who heard the footfalls first. Maybe they all did, at the same
time. The second he heard the telltale sound of boots approaching from
somewhere unseen he threw a glance over his shoulder to locate Maya, his
paternal instincts instantly screaming to find her, keep her safe.


It
was Trent who first shouted.


“Contact!”


He
saw the young man, partially obscured by a plastic sheet, throw himself
forward, tuck into a roll. Trent came up on one knee, pistol up in a firing
position as he squeezed off three quick shots.


There
was a shout. A body thudded from somewhere Zero couldn’t see.


In
that moment, he liked Trent Coleman a little more.


Automatic
gunfire ripped intrusively through the unfinished floor. Zero ducked and
covered behind the only thing he could, the thin translucent plastic hanging
from the ceiling that would afford him as much protection as a paper bag in the
pouring rain.


Through
the sheet he saw dark shapes, men, emerging from a rectangular gaping mouth --
a dark doorway. A stairwell, he reasoned.


He
fired through the sheet. One of the shapes fell.


More
gunfire tore the air. Zero dropped to the floor and covered his head as the sheet
was shredded.


“Contact!”
he heard Maya shout from somewhere. Her pistol barked. Another stairwell?


Zero
flattened himself on his back and popped off two shots at an available pair of
ankles. There was a scream, and blood, and the man fell. Their assailants were
in full tac gear, including visored helmets. They looked like SWAT, or some
facsimile thereof.


Trent
cried out sharply from nearby.


Get
to him.


No,
get to Maya.


Trent
was closer. And by the sound of it, in pain.


Zero
grabbed the nearest sawhorse and flipped it into the air. It did a twist and a
half and clattered angrily to the floor, drawing two bursts of fire. He leapt
from his position, rolling -- his back seared, but at least he didn’t collapse
this time -- and came out of it shooting. The nearest faux-SWAT member took a
round to the chest and another through his visor. He fell back.


He
breathed hard, concentrating on the gaping mouth of the dark stairwell.
Waiting. Three bodies were on the floor. More shots, behind him -- Maya.


“Trent,”
he called over his shoulder. “You okay?”


“Fine,”
he said back, though his voice was clipped from gritted teeth. “But I’m empty.”


Zero
dared to move forward, closer to the stairwell, and grabbed up one of the
stubby MP5s that Bright’s security was carrying. He tossed it to Trent, who was
still on one knee and winced when he caught it. The upper arm of his shirt was
torn and bloody.


“Just
a graze,” he promised. “Go, help her.”


Zero
relieved another dead wannabe-commando of his weapon and put it to his
shoulder, stalking forward carefully, his steps even and his arms level, not
dipping.


A
dark blur moved to his right. He turned, or rather adjusted, and squeezed the
trigger.


P-p-p-p-pop.


The
shape fell.


“Maya?”
he called out hoarsely. 


The
shooting had ceased. He stepped over a body, spotted another one, and located
the opposite stairwell. Maya was there, in the shadowy space, the stock of an
AR-15 to her shoulder as she aimed downward, tracking left and right for
movement.


“Clear,”
she said at last, and then stepped back onto the daylit floor. 


There
was blood on her face and Zero quickly scanned her for injuries. “You okay? Are
you hurt?”


“I’m
fine.” She wiped at her face and frowned at the red on her fingers. “Blood’s
not mine. Is Trent okay?”


“For
the most part. How many?”


“Four.”



He
didn’t really want to be impressed that his daughter had just killed four
people, but all the same he couldn’t help but be. “Three over there. So seven?”


Plus
Gunther made eight. Eight guards were all that stood between them and Bright so
far?


Too easy. This had been
too easy, and that didn’t sit well.


The two of them treaded carefully back
across the floor to Trent, who was holding the stairwell position though no
newcomers had arrived. Maya immediately knelt at his side and inspected his
wound.


“It’ll need stitches,” she reported.


“Later,” he waved it off. “We’ve come
this far. Now what?”


“Now we go down,” Zero told them. But
they wouldn’t be getting back in the elevator. “We use the stairs. Sweep floor
by floor if we have to.”


They each nodded and quickly reloaded
with clips strapped to the dead guards’ belts. Zero couldn’t reason it; this
security force of Bright’s didn’t seem particularly well-trained, if even
professional. Maybe Bright hadn’t expected them to get past Gunther. Maybe he
didn’t feel the need to go all-in on security because of his anonymity.


Or maybe this is a trap, and we’re
walking right into it.


But as Trent had said, they’d come this
far. There was no turning back now.


Zero led the way down the dark stairs,
moving carefully and as quietly as he could even though every step he took
echoed up and down. But he heard nothing else, no one else, and they
encountered no resistance until they reached the metal door for the
forty-seventh floor.


He paused, nodding to Trent, who reached
to open it as Zero put the rifle to his shoulder.


Trent pulled the door open. Zero stepped
through quickly, scanning left to right with the barrel. The floor was carpeted
under his feet and the hall smelled like an office. He caught a brief glimpse
of two people fleeing down the far hall, whisper-shouting to one another about
getting to the elevators. They’d no doubt heard the shooting above them and
were evacuating.


He wondered if Bright was doing the
same. Assuming Bright was even here. Had he thrown his security team at Zero
just to buy himself time to escape?


He stalked down the hall with the MP5
held tight. Trent followed, and Maya kept an eye on their six. Zero spun into
the first open door he found -- an office, with four cubicles, each personalized
with photos and potted plants, and a slight whimper coming from beneath one of
the desks.


He crouched. The young woman beneath it
was dressed in a ruffled blouse and a pencil skirt and her eyes went too-wide
at the sight of him and his gun.


“Hi,” he said gently. “What’s your
name?”


“Oh my God,” she squeaked.


“I doubt that. What is your name?”


“A-Ashlynn,” she stammered, her voice
higher pitched than he would have thought possible.


“Ashlynn. That’s pretty. Listen, I’m not
going to hurt you. I promise. Can you tell me where Mr. Bright is?”


“I…” She gulped. “I can’t. I don’t know.
Everyone started… they ran, and I panicked.”


“That’s okay,” he assured her. “No need
to panic. We’re not going to hurt you. But I need you to come out of there, and
I need you to show me where Mr. Bright’s office is. Can you do that?”


Again she hesitated. It seemed evident
that the young woman did not want to leave the perceived safety of her desk
shelter. But then she looked past him, at Maya and Trent in the doorway, both armed
and keeping an eye on the hall, and she asked, “Then… can I go?”


“Yes. If you show me where he works,
then you can go.”


“Okay.” She slowly climbed out on her
hands and knees and stood, straightening her skirt, her motions mechanical and
likely even involuntary in her state of mind. “It’s… this way.”


“Lead the way.” Zero followed her, and
the other two followed him, out of the office and back down the hall the way
they’d come. She led him past the steel door that accessed the stairs, and then
to the left.


“Ashlynn,” Zero asked gently, “are there
armed guards on this floor? Do you know?”


She glanced at him over her shoulder,
her eyes wide. “No. No, not that I know of. Should there be? What’s happening?”


He frowned. It didn’t seem like this
woman was acting, even in the slightest, and particularly not her terror. “What
is it that you think happens here?”


“I… I do invoicing,” she told him. “For
Sunshine Realty.”


“Huh.” So Bright actually did run his
legitimate business from here as well. He wondered if that was another facet of
him, operating on the floor that his operation’s front also operated from.


“It’s here,” said Ashlynn, pointing
towards a set of dark oak double doors, or at least wood stained to look that
way. “This is his office.”


“Thank you. You should go now.”


The young woman didn’t have to be told
twice; she scurried off down the hall without so much as a glance over her
shoulder.


Zero took a deep breath. He nodded in
turn to Maya, and then Trent, and then faced the doors. The gun was up again,
all three of them, in fact, ready.


He wasn’t sure what to expect on the
other side. His genuine assumption was nothing. He would kick in the door and
the office would be expectedly empty.


But maybe it wouldn’t. Maybe.


Zero reared back, and he kicked the
doors in. They flew open easily, not locked, barely latched it seemed, and he
stormed into the center of the office. Maya flanked him on the left, and Trent
on the right, covering their sides of the wide room.


At first, it did appear to confirm his
fears. The office was still and quiet. No guards with guns; no one at all, in
fact. The walls were dark wood with even darker knots, swirling patterns in the
paneled walls, interrupted here and there by paintings in thick frames that
appeared, at a glance and to Zero’s subjective eye, to be fairly pretentious.
On one side of the office was a mini bar; on another wall was a massive
flat-screen TV that was currently in screensaver mode, cycling through images
of beautiful landscapes every few seconds.


Opposite them was a wide, heavy-looking
desk, and behind it was a tall-backed leather chair spun away from them. It was
the back of this chair that Zero aimed for, his grip tightening as it began its
slow revolution towards him.


And there he was. Zero was face-to-face
with the man, only a desk and the barrel of an MP5 between them.


“I knew it,” the man whispered from
behind the desk. “I just knew it.”











CHAPTER TWENTY


 


 


Zero
kept his gun trained at center-mass as he said, “Trent. Close the doors.”


The
man behind the desk stood slowly. He was fairly short, five-nine at best,
skinny, with a slight paunch over his belt. His hair was long and pulled into a
loose, mousy-brown ponytail at the base of his neck. He wore owlish silver
eyeglasses that almost perfectly matched the round, wide-eyed stare on his
face. There was an open laptop on the desk in front of him though Zero couldn’t
see its screen from his angle.


“I
knew it,” the man said again, his voice barely a murmur. “You must be Agent
Zero.”


“Half-right.
Not an agent anymore; just Zero.” He stared the man directly in the eye and the
man averted his gaze. His fuzzy Adam’s apple bobbed with a nervous gulp.


“Are
you going to kill me now?” The man trembled.


“You
know,” Zero said, “I told myself that when I came face-to-face with Bright,
there’d be no conversation. There’d be no chance for him to bargain or
grandstand; just a bullet. And I stand by that. Problem is… you’re not him.”


From
the corner of his eye, he saw Maya exchange an uncertain glance with Trent.


Zero
had never seen Mr. Bright before, but he had spoken to him. It wasn’t just this
man’s tone of voice that tipped him off though. It was his demeanor. The man
standing before him looked like he was about to fill his loafers with urine. If
the real Mr. Bright was here, facing Zero and a loaded gun, he had little doubt
he’d die with a smug smile on his face.


“So
who are you?”


“My
name is Len Weisman,” the man explained quickly. “I’m an engineer. I suppose
you could say I’m Bright’s chief of operations.”


“He’s
not here,” Zero said.


It
wasn’t a question, but this Weisman answered anyway. “No. He’s not. He
relocated two days ago.”


“To
where?”


“I
don’t know. He didn’t tell me. Please, please believe me --”


“Shut
up. Why did he leave you behind?”


“Isn’t
it obvious?” There was no derision or scorn in Weisman’s voice; only sadness.
“He told me I was needed here, that you’d never find the place, and that if you
did you’d never make it this far. But he left me here in the hopes that you would
find it, and that you’d kill me, no questions asked, and assume you got
him.”


No.
That
wasn’t it. Bright wouldn’t underestimate Zero like that and he knew it. They
both knew it. So what was Bright after here? Stalling for time, perhaps?


Or…
he knew that Zero would go to H-6. He knew that he’d question Mr. Shade, and
that Shade would give up the Buchanan Building. So the next logical course of
action was for Zero to come here, and find Weisman…


Because
I was supposed to.


“I
was supposed to find you,” Zero murmured. But why?


A
phone rang. Zero didn’t flinch. None of them had phones on them which meant it
had to be the one in Weisman’s pocket.


“Go
ahead. Answer it.”


Weisman
slowly reached into the pocket of his jeans, pulled out the cell, and answered.
“Yes,” he said. “Yes, he is. But -- yes. Okay.” And then he held the phone out
at arm’s length. “It’s for you.”


“Dad,
don’t,” Maya warned.


“It’s
okay.” He wasn’t sure why he said that, other than having something to say to
explain why he was crossing the office, why he was lowering his gun to his
side, holding it with one hand, and reaching for the phone with the other.


Of
course he knew who was on the other end of the call.


“Hello,
Zero.”


His
throat ran dry. Of course he knew that voice, and had heard it before. “What do
you want?”


“I
want you to wave.” Bright chuckled. “I’m watching, right now. Do you know where
the camera is?”


Zero
resisted the urge to look around. He wouldn’t give Bright the satisfaction. “I
have your engineer.”


“Keep
him,” Bright said. “He’s outlived his usefulness.”


“So
what now? Is there a bomb? Are you going to blow up your own building to kill
me?”


“No,
no, nothing quite so dramatic,” Bright told him. “Actually, I want to play a
little game with you. See, I do want you dead, but not quite yet.
There’s something you need to see first. Weisman, however, can’t leave. So
here’s the deal: kill him, right now, and I’ll call off the fourteen armed men
that are en route to your location as we speak.”


Zero
motioned quickly to Maya and Trent to cover the doors. “You’re bluffing.”


“I’m
not,” Bright insisted. “This doesn’t have to end with you dead in my building.
By the way, if it does, no one will find your body, either. Or your daughter’s.
Or that handsome young man she’s with.”


Fury
bubbled up in Zero’s chest like a backdraft. But he had to quell it. It was his
turn to stall; clearly Weisman knew something worth knowing, or Bright wouldn’t
want him dead. “What is it that you want me to see?”


“Fate,”
Bright said simply. “I want you to see the stars align and know that everything
you’ve ever done in your entire life has been ultimately meaningless. I want
you to see fireworks.”


He
had no idea what that meant and didn’t really care to, but he had to keep him
talking, even if just for a little longer. “It’s not meaningless, and it never
has been. I’ve saved lives. You’ve only destroyed them.”


Bright
let out a short laugh through the phone, a genuine bray that almost startled
Zero. “Is that what you think? That you’ve saved lives? All you’ve done is
delay the inevitable. And before you die, I want you to understand, beyond the
shadow of a doubt, that I am the bogeyman. Not you. I’m the puppeteer. I
am the mastermind. No one else.”


“Christ.
You really are full of yourself, aren’t you?” Zero hurried to the door but
didn’t open it. Instead he put an ear to it, trying to hear the hall, but there
was only silence and Bright’s distant, tinny voice through the phone spouting
some unintelligible retort.


He
put the phone back to his ear in time to hear Bright say, “Are you going to
kill Weisman, or not? Because you have about… forty-five seconds. Then my guys
are going to kill every person in that room. And you won’t get to see my big,
nefarious plan. It would be a shame.”


Zero
scoffed. “You really think you’d be able to get away with anything like that
after Egypt? They know you were behind it, Bright. You’re a dog on a leash.”


“Oh,”
said Bright, in a high octave that suggested he found Zero’s statement very
interesting. “Don’t you know? Didn’t your pal Strickland tell you? Or maybe he
doesn’t know either…”


“Doesn’t
know what?” Zero dared to ask.


“The
CIA has, unfortunately, decided to terminate our agreement,” Bright told him
simply. “Our government, in its infinite wisdom, is essentially disavowing me.
There’s no leash, Zero. There’s just me, and you, and them.”


He
didn’t have anything to say to that. Was it true, or another bluff, or an
outright lie? He didn’t really want to believe it -- because if it was true,
then that would mean there’d be nothing holding Bright back from doing
something as monumentally devastating as he could. He would be capable of
anything.


“I’m
coming for you,” was all Zero said, and he ended the call. He got a very brief
moment of satisfaction from imagining Bright’s anger at being cut off like
that. Then he backed away from the door quickly. “About twenty seconds until
contact,” he told the others as he rounded the wide desk. “Trent, take up a
position by the mini bar. Maya, by that sofa. You, Weisman -- get under the
desk. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I need you alive.” 


“That
actually works for me,” the engineer murmured as he crouched beneath the desk.


Zero
knelt with the MP5 level at the double doors. “Kill anything that comes
through.”


He
heard the stomping of boots, the muffled shouts of orders from the hall beyond.
Getting closer by the second.


And
then the shooting started.











CHAPTER TWENTY ONE


 


 


Mischa
was angry.


Mischa
was very angry.


She
was angry when they finally arrived in Bryant Park and found only Sara and Alan
Reidigger and they told her that Zero, Maya, and Trent had gone on to assault
the Buchanan Building without her.


She
was so angry that she called Alan a stupid fat man in Russian, and then in
Chinese, and she stormed off towards the building.


She
was angry when Todd Strickland and Preston McMahon jogged after her and tried
to stop her. She squirmed out of Strickland’s grip and, just for good measure,
threw McMahon over her shoulder and flat onto his back on pavement before
running on ahead before they could catch their breath.


She
was angry.


She
was angry at the condescending security guard in the building’s lobby who bent
at the knees and called her “little girl” and asked her where she thought she
was going. She answered his question by breaking three of his fingers and
leaving him screaming on the polished floor.


She
was angry when a second security guard chased after her and pulled a taser from
his belt and warned her that he didn’t want to use it. She threw a chair at
him.


Mischa
was angry as the elevator took way too long to reach the twenty-sixth floor.
She was angry when she found the body of a very large and very dead man who had
a keycard that granted her access to another elevator that took way too long to
get to the forty-eighth floor.


And
Gy god, was she angry when she stepped out of that elevator and found nothing
on the forty-eighth floor but tools and plastic sheets and sawdust and seven
bodies. She’d missed a firefight, it seemed, and she didn’t recognize any of
the bodies, and while that part didn’t make her any angrier, it still made her
angry that they’d done all this without her.


She
heard the elevator ding and grabbed up a compact submachine gun from one of the
corpses and was about to open fire but didn’t, but she was still angry to see
that McMahon and Strickland had caught up to her, and she was angrier when they
chastised her for acting so crassly because now the police would be called for
sure.


She
called them cowards and other unkind words that she probably didn’t really mean
because she was angry, but she didn’t apologize. Instead, she told them that
they could go back downstairs and wait for her or they could “man up” (a phrase
she had, of course, learned from Sara) and grab some guns and come with her.


They
chose the latter without argument.


She
stomped down the stairs towards the forty-seventh floor and when she got to the
metal door she forced herself to calm, at least just a little bit, and she
carefully cleared the corner before stealing down the hall. Before she reached
the next junction she heard voices, and boots, and when she peered cautiously
around that corner she saw a cluster of men -- a “cluster” in this case being
at least a dozen -- all crowding around a set of wide double doors. All of them
were armed, one of them had a big thick black battering ram that was aimed at
the doors, and not a single one was paying attention to her.


Because
she was angry, she ignored Strickland’s urgent whisper of “wait!” and instead
rounded the corner, the submachine gun up, and she squeezed the trigger and
held it. At the same time she shouted, just a long and monosyllabic shout, her
voice easily drowned out by the rattling bullets, and though she wasn’t sure
why, it sure felt good to yell.


The
men in the hallway were caught by surprise, and many of them didn’t even get
the chance to look her way before she cut them down. But by then the doors had
been rammed open and a few of them got through. There was more rattling, over
her head, and she saw that Strickland and McMahon had joined her, and they were
firing down the corridor, and then there weren’t any of those men left
standing.


The
three of them in the hall ceased firing but there were more shots coming from
beyond the doors. But only for a moment, and then it was quiet.


“Mischa,
wait!” Todd insisted yet again, but she was angry so she tossed aside
the spent gun forcefully and stomped down the hall and right into the room,
which was a big office, and Maya and Trent were there, both breathing hard but
alive, and there were a few dead men on the floor, and -- ah, there he was,
Zero, behind the big desk, which Mischa rounded even as he stared at her with
his eyes wide like he couldn’t believe that she was really there.


And
then she slapped him, open-palmed, in the face.


He
stared at her for a long moment, seemingly stunned, and then he said, “Ow! What
was that for?!”


She
stuck a finger in his face. “That was for coming here without me!”


And
then she jumped back, because a bohemian-looking man suddenly materialized from
beneath the desk. “Who is that?” she demanded.


“Never
mind him,” Zero snapped. “We have to get out of here. Back to the elevators,
let’s go --”


“Not
a good idea,” Strickland interrupted. “The police are most definitely on their
way.”


“Yeah,
thanks to the one-preteen-army here,” McMahon added, gesturing to Mischa.


The
bohemian man looked scared as he said, “And if you think that’s all Bright is
going to throw at you, you’re mistaken. He’s watching us. Right now.”


Mischa
whirled around, looking for a camera, but saw none.


Zero
grabbed the ponytailed man by a fistful of his colorful shirt and growled in
his face. “As much as it pains me, I now have a vested interest in keeping you
alive. So what’s the best way to get out of here that’s not down?”


“Uh…
um…” the man stammered, his gaze flitting to every face in the room before
returning to Zero’s. “I don’t suppose any of you can fly a helicopter?”


 


*


 


The
rooftop of the Buchanan Building was accessible via the opposite stairwell, the
one that Maya had found while they were on the forty-eighth floor, so the group
of them -- seven, now -- left the office in a single-file line, staying low and
moving quickly.


Zero
led, the MP5 in his grip even though he wasn’t sure how many rounds he had left
and didn’t want to stop to check. Behind him was Strickland, who had a tight
one-handed grip on Weisman’s collar. Then came Mischa, Trent, Maya, and McMahon
brought up the rear, the last two watching their backs.


They
made it back to the stairs without incident. The floor was empty, and he had to
imagine several others below them would be as well. Maybe even the whole building,
at the reports of shots fired on the upper floors. It didn’t matter. Going down
wasn’t an option.


Zero
pulled open the steel door to access the stairs and immediately heard an
orchestra of boots accompanied by quiet orders. Or they seemed quiet; they were
coming from below them in the stairwell. More assailants, making their way
higher. How far below, he wasn’t sure.


“More
on the way,” he almost whispered behind him. “Stay quiet and move fast. Let’s
go.” He stole upward as fast as he could with as little noise as possible and
the others followed his lead. There were more shouts from below, overlapping
and urgent, and the pace of the boots sped up.


Zero
did too.


On
the forty-eighth floor he didn’t hesitate to see how far behind him the rear of
their line was, but bee-lined for the opposite end of the building, pushing
through plastic sheets and side-stepping sawhorses. At the other stairwell he
did pause, and nodded to Strickland, who released Weisman just long enough to
cover for Zero as he checked the stairs.


He
heard nothing and started up the short stairway to the roof.


Halfway
up, a burst of gunfire exploded behind and below him. Their assailants were
catching up. He broke into a run and heard the others doing the same. He shoved
the door open more forcefully than necessary and almost fell out onto the wide,
flat roof, the terminus of air ducts jutting up like plateaus in a desert.


The
helicopter was there, just as Weisman had said, a silver Augusta Westland AW119
Koala. It did not surprise him the least that Bright would splurge on a
top-of-the-line private chopper. 


“I’m
driving,” McMahon announced as he jogged past Zero and pulled open the cockpit
door.


Zero
reached the helicopter and spun, dropping to a knee and focusing his aim on the
rooftop door. Strickland shoved Weisman through the open cabin door and Mischa
climbed up after him, scrambling into a leather seat, one of two rows facing
one another in the rear of the helicopter.


There
was Trent, and Maya, everyone accounted for, running now, a dash for the open
door as the engine hummed and rotors slowly began to spin…


The
rooftop door was shoved open from the inside and Zero squeezed the trigger. The
MP5 ripped like a chainsaw and dropped the first two men there. The door swung
shut but not all the way because an arm was blocking it. 


He
fired a few more shots, trying to conserve ammunition while laying cover fire
at the same time. He paused, and Strickland fired, and Strickland paused, and
he fired.


“We’re
in, let’s go!” Maya shouted over the noise.


“Go!”
Zero shouted in turn to Todd, who scrambled into the cabin. More rounds blasted
over his head; Trent was there, covering for Todd, and then Maya too, providing
cover as Zero climbed into the cabin, keeping his head low. He stayed on the
floor between the two facing rows of seats and slapped at the back of McMahon’s
cockpit chair twice to indicate they were all aboard.


The
skids left the rooftop. Maya cursed -- he didn’t actually hear the word over
the open door and the noise but he saw her mouth the word and knew she was
empty. Trent’s gun clicked a moment later. Zero switched places with him and
emptied his magazine but the rooftop door was open now, bodies clogging the
exit but Bright’s people climbing over them, aiming, firing at the helicopter.


“Get
down!” he shouted. He pulled Maya down and covered her head as his other hand
reached to yank the cabin door closed.


The
helicopter dipped to the left, dropping a few dozen feet in a second. Zero’s
stomach lurched into his throat. Mischa yelped from somewhere near his ears and
he again recalled their nighttime flight and her admission of fear, and his
available hand reached until it found hers and squeezed.


They
gained altitude again, and speed, soaring out over buildings and hopefully
beyond the firing range of the men on the roof. But there was something else
now, behind the rotors and the engine -- a high-pitched sound, an alarm,
blaring from the console.


Zero
let go of Mischa’s hand and Maya’s head and crawled on his hands and knees the
few feet to peer into the cockpit, where McMahon’s teeth were gritted and both
hands were wrapped around the cyclic stick. Red lights flashed on the console
to accompany the blaring alarm. Through the windshield, New York skyscrapers
came and fell away, obscured partially by the black smoke billowing from the
nose of the chopper.


“We’re
hit!” McMahon shouted. “Can’t maintain altitude!”


Neither
of those things really needed to be said aloud. The helicopter dipped dangerously
below the skyline, and then they were flying down Sixth Avenue, past the Museum
of Modern Art, due north.


“The
park!” Zero pointed ahead. “Can you put us down?”


“One
way or another!” McMahon shouted back, and he didn’t have to elaborate. Either
he’d land, or…


“Crash
positions!” Zero ordered the cabin of passengers. He grabbed the back of
Mischa’s neck, about as gently as he could, given the circumstances, and pushed
her head down toward her knees. Strickland ducked low, and instinctively put an
arm over the young girl’s back. On the other row of seats, Trent had done the
same, covering Maya with both of his arms, and Zero liked him just a little
more in the moment. On the other side of Trent, Weisman’s eyes were saucers,
wider than his owlish glasses, and Zero motioned for him to get down.


Then
the cabin spun.


McMahon
lost control and the entire helicopter turned in lazy revolutions, still
airborne, still losing altitude. Zero dared to look out the window and saw,
instead of buildings, treetops, and green, rushing by impossibly fast, and in
the moment his mind immediately thought of the tornado scene from The Wizard
of Oz.


He
threw himself to the floor and covered his head and waited for the impact.











CHAPTER TWENTY TWO


 


 


“Oh,
shit,” Alan murmured.


Sara
stood beside him, both hands on her head, staring.


Penny
had one hand over her mouth.


They
were far from the only people who had noticed; a few dozen people in Bryant
Park had their necks craned skyward, though there was no longer anything to
see. It was a boy who had first seen it, not far from them and no older than
ten or eleven, tugging on his mother’s sleeve and pointing and insisting that
she look.


Alan
had looked, and between two buildings, just for a moment, he saw a silver
helicopter. Then it had risen, up, high enough for all of them to see it, and
the black smoke that billowed from the front of it, and all three of them there
knew what that most likely meant.


Then
it had vanished from view, dipping again.


It
wouldn’t stay aloft, he knew. Just as well as he knew that there was only one
safe place near enough to try to set it down.


“Penny,
get the truck,” he said quickly. “Sara, with me --”


“I’ll
drive,” she offered.


“Like
hell.” He gestured to his arm in the sling. “But I might need you to shift for
me.”


 


*


 


Zero
groaned and tried to roll over. He’d ended up on his back, on the floor,
squeezed into an uncomfortable position by something pressing against him.


The
helicopter had landed -- or crashed, depending on perspective -- and
thankfully, right-side-up. But he was at a strange angle. No, it wasn’t him at
the angle, but the floor beneath him. A skid must have broken off the
helicopter when they landed and the helicopter had come to settle halfway on
its side.


He
groaned and pushed against whatever was pressing against him. It was Trent, who
groaned in equal measure and sat up.


“Hey.
You okay?” Zero asked hoarsely.


“Think
so. Maya.” He gripped at her knee as she blinked at him, wide-eyed and
disoriented.


“I’m…
I’m okay,” she said.


Mischa
sat upright, rubbing an elbow and wincing slightly. Strickland had both hands
on his knees, breathing steadily.


Zero
clambered over the seat to check on McMahon. The windshield was cracked and
broken, but through it Zero could see people gathering, cautious of getting too
close to the downed helicopter but curious, gawking. Most of them had cell
phones out; some of those phones were to their ears but more of them were being
held upright.


Photos
and videos. That was not good.


“McMahon.
Hey.” 


The
younger man’s eyes were closed. His head lolled when Zero gently shook him and
he was bleeding from the forehead.


He
immediately felt for a pulse. It was there, and strong enough. He was
unconscious.


Also
not good.


“Dad!”
he heard Maya behind him, urgent.


He
scrambled back to the cabin as Strickland yanked at the stuck door and saw her,
over Weisman, whose breathing was rapid and shallow.


“What
do we do?” she asked him breathlessly.


The
cyclic stick had broken off during their crash-landing. Somehow, while the skid
snapped off and the helicopter slid sideways and came to a stop, the broken
stick had pierced the back of the leather seat and found a new home in Len
Weisman’s side.


“Let
me see,” he told Maya, guiding her away by the shoulder. 


“Am
I,” the engineer gulped a breath, “going to… die?”


Zero
shook his head. It didn’t look like the stick had pierced a kidney, but lower,
part of the bowel, most likely. It would be non-fatal if treated soon. But this
was the end of the road for Weisman; they couldn’t risk moving him, they had
nothing to treat him with, and no time with which to do so.


Every
second they lingered was another second for the police to arrive, for the
curious gawkers to get closer, to film more, to catch their faces.


“Help
Todd with the door!” he instructed no one in particular. Then he drew up close
to Weisman. “Listen to me. I can’t stay here. I can’t move you. Police will be
coming soon. They’ll bring an ambulance. You’re not going to die. You with me
so far?”


Weisman
nodded rapidly. His face was pale, completely lacking in color, and only now
did Zero notice that his round silver glasses had fallen off his face.


“Bright
sold you out,” Zero continued. “He wanted me to kill you, and I didn’t. So tell
me now, right now: what is he planning? What do you know?”


“Know…”
Weisman’s eyelids fluttered. His head began to tip to the side.


“No!
No.” Zero slapped him twice in the cheek. The man was in shock, either from
pain or blood loss or both. “Stay awake! Tell me! What is he planning?”


“Bomb,”
the engineer said, his voice thick. “Deece…”


Deece…?


“In
D.C.?” Zero asked. “A bomb in D.C.?” He could have, even should have, guessed
at that himself. Predictable of Bright, but no less alarming. “When? For the
accord?”


“Mm.”
Weisman breathing slowed to a slumbering pace.


“Where?
Where is it, Weisman?”


Behind
him, Strickland and Trent grunted in unison with the effort of getting the door
open. Outside, a cacophony of sirens wailed ever closer.


“Where?!”
Zero practically shook the man.


“Sore,”
he murmured.


“Sore?”
That didn’t make any sense.


“Saur.”


Saur?


“What
does that mean?” Zero demanded. “What does that…” He trailed off as he came to
realize what the man was trying to say.


His
blood ran cold, and he felt himself sitting back, his rear hitting the tilted
floor of the helicopter.


Weisman
was out, his eyelids half-closed and the parts of his eyes that were visible
entirely white. The groan of metal startled Zero out of his thoughts as the
door popped free.


“Come
on, let’s move!” Strickland ordered. He leapt out of the cabin, shielding his
face with a hand as best he could from the multiple onlookers and camera
phones. Mischa followed suit, and then Maya, and Trent.


Somehow,
despite what he’d just learned, Zero urged himself to move, to climb out of the
helicopter and hide his face, or at least the upper half of it, as the five of
them dashed through the park, ignoring passers-by and rubber-neckers, leaving
Weisman and McMahon there and knowing full well that they had no choice but not
feeling any better about it.


As
they approached Fifth Avenue, he heard two short blasts of a horn. The green
SUV was there, waiting, with Alan behind the wheel and Sara beside him, the
black truck with Penny behind them. They clambered into the vehicles, even as
police and firefighters and ambulances came roaring to Central Park, even as an
NYPD helicopter came hovering over the wreckage, followed, from a distance, by
two news choppers that he could see.


But
by then they were inside and weaving into traffic, heading for the Lincoln
Tunnel.


None
of them spoke, or maybe they did and Zero just didn’t hear it.


For
once, he didn’t know what to do. He didn’t know what to make of the situation.
Didn’t know how to stop it or where to go from there.


But
he did know the word that Weisman had been trying to get out. 


It
wasn’t “sore,” or “saur.”


It
was tsar.


 


*


 


John
Watson meandered to the edge of Central Park, just watching. He didn’t try to
get involved or even bother identifying himself. There was no use; his targets
were gone.


The
police were setting up caution tape and barriers, doing the best they could to
keep people out of the southern end of the park where the helicopter had
crashed.


There
were dozens on the scene, cops and EMTs and firefighters, many of them
lingering about in small clusters and a few working the edges of the gathering
crowds, a half-dozen of them extricating the two men from the helicopter
wreckage, a few others taking statements from those who had witnessed it.


It
was only by some small miracle that no one on the ground had been hurt.


His
phone rang. He glanced at the screen, sighed, and then answered. “This is
Watson.”


“Where
are you?” Director Shaw demanded.


“Manhattan.
Central Park. At the scene of the crash.”


“And?”


“And
there were two men at the scene,” Watson told him. “I confirmed visual on
Preston McMahon. The other is unknown.”


“Dead
or alive?”


“Both
injured but alive.” He hadn’t actually confirmed that part, other than knowing
it was illegal to put a corpse in the back of an ambulance.


“Smythe
and Blackwood?” Shaw asked.


“Still
at the Buchanan Building. Reviewing security footage and taking statements.” And
counting bodies, he thought but didn’t say.


“Let
me get this straight,” said the CIA director evenly. “You are physically at the
location where Zero and his pals were, mere minutes ago, when they crashed a helicopter,
yet you somehow managed to bungle this and not catch them?”


“That
is a fair assessment of the situation,” Watson said calmly.


“I
thought your reputation preceded you. You are failing. When Smythe and
Blackwood are done, I want them at the hospital. I want to know everything
those two recovered criminals know. I want them to find out everything Zero
said, where he’s heading, and why.”


“Yes
sir.”


“And
I want you to find Zero. Find him. Find him, Watson! Before he does
something catastrophic. Do you understand me?”


“I
do, sir. Loud and clear.” Watson’s tone remained patient, even impassive; he’d
learned long ago that allowing emotion to get involved in such an exchange was
a futile expenditure of energy.


“Good.
Get to it.” Shaw ended the call.


Watson
lowered the phone. But instead of pushing it back into his pocket, he opened a
GPS app and activated the signal. It appeared a few seconds later, a small blip
on a map of Manhattan, heading westbound. Towards the Lincoln Tunnel, if he had
to guess.


None
of them had spotted him. They were a bit distracted, as it was, and had
wandered just a short distance away from their parked vehicles. But he had been
there, in Bryant Park, when Agents Strickland and McMahon had arrived with the
little blonde girl and the engineer. He’d kept his distance, even though Alan
Reidigger and Sara Lawson were the only ones that could potentially identify
him on sight.


He
had watched as the girl and the two agents had peeled off and headed for the
Buchanan Building. He’d remained out of sight while the other three discussed
their options. And when they were distracted briefly by the helicopter in the
sky, he’d tested the door on the black truck and found it unlocked, and had
slipped a small tracking device into the side pocket of a handbag that
presumably belonged to Penelope León.


Shaw
didn’t need to know that. Watson was certain that if he had told the director
that he was tracking Zero’s movements, he’d want him to share the location with
the CIA.


But
he would follow the orders given, and follow Zero for as long as he could, and
see where it was they headed next. He would, as told, send Smythe and Blackwood
to the hospital to question the two men recovered from the helicopter crash,
not actually expecting anything useful to come of it other than a good reason
to leave them behind.


Watson
was used to working alone. In fact, even now, despite the hectic scene in
Central Park, the hundreds if not thousands that had gathered, he felt alone.
That was not an uncommon feeling for him, nor traditionally a discomforting
one.


He
would find Zero. But that was the point at which Shaw’s orders would end, and
John Watson would take matters into his own hands.











CHAPTER TWENTY THREE


 


 


“Tsar,”
Zero told them. “That’s what he said. Or, what he was trying to say.”


“You’re
sure?” Maya asked.


“I’m
sure.” He wished he wasn’t. He truly wished he wasn’t as certain as he was.


The
eight of them had fled the city in two vehicles and driven as far into New
Jersey as they felt comfortable with before they stopped at a rest stop with a
gas station, a food court, and a wide parking lot with one end reserved for
tractor trailers, which is where they were parked now, obscured from view from
anyone who might try to view them.


They
couldn’t stay here long, but he needed to share this. They needed to ditch the
cars and get new wheels as soon as possible, in case they’d been spotted or
recorded, but this was more important in the moment.


“Look,”
Zero explained to his audience, “Bright told me that the CIA cut him loose.
Full disavowal. He seems to be feeling some sort of way about that, and the
accords are being signed tomorrow morning. At this point, he’s fully
independent and probably bitter and capable of just about anything.”


Blowing
things up was certainly Bright’s style. He’d planted explosives at Alan’s former
abode, the Third Street Garage. He’d mailed a bomb to Zero’s former home in
Virginia.


But
this… this was scorched earth. This was maniacal. Unconscionable.


Trent
raised his hand slightly, and winced with his grazed arm as he did. “Um, sorry,
but what’s ‘tsar’ supposed to mean, exactly?”


“It
means a Tsar Bomb,” Zero said. He suddenly lacked the energy or enthusiasm to
explain, and was glad that Penny picked up the narrative.


“The
Tsar Bomba was the most powerful nuclear weapon ever created,” she said,
addressing Trent but speaking to everyone. “It was an aerial-dropped
thermonuclear device detonated near Severny Island in Russia in 1961. The
initial fireball was five miles wide and created a mushroom cloud forty miles
high. The seismic wave it created circled the entire globe -- three times. The
bomb was so powerful that windows shattered on Dikson Island, four hundred and
eighty miles away.”


“Basically,”
Reidigger chimed in, “it made Hiroshima look like a fart in the wind.”


“Oh,
right,” Trent murmured. “That Tsar Bomb.”


“Simply
put,” said Strickland, “if a bomb like that was to go off in D.C., there would
be no D.C. anymore. Poof. In an instant.”


“Just
one problem,” Maya pointed out. “You said it was aerial-dropped. But not even
Bright would be able to get an unauthorized aircraft within fifty miles of
Washington without a dozen fighter jets shooting it down.”


Penny
nodded and rubbed her chin. “True. But we’re talking about a bomb that was
created sixty years ago. Technology has come a long way; it doesn’t necessarily
need to be aerial-dropped.”


“It
could have been planted,” Zero said, picking up on her train of thought. That
was a terrifying thought; Bright had years of cooperation with the government
and CIA, and at any point in that past could have been hedging his bets with a
thermonuclear device somewhere.


Penny
nodded. “Unfortunately… yes. Bright’s version can’t possibly be the
aerial-dropped hydrogen bomb that it’s named after. It might just be what
they’re calling it.”


“Oh,
like the way we call tissues Kleenex,” Trent piped up.


Penny
frowned. “Yes, actually. Exactly like that. Look -- this actually helps, at
least a little bit. If the bomb is planted, it must be somewhere that’s not in
use and that Bright knew wasn’t going to be used. It can’t be anywhere
someone would find it. That rules out a thousand places, among them the White
House, to say the least --”


Zero
held up a hand. “Guys. We’re not doing this.” He said it simply, calmly, the
way he might have told his girls when they were little and wanted to
rough-house after he had a particularly long day at work.


All
eyes turned to him quizzically.


He
sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. “We’re not going to try to guess
where the bomb might be. We can’t play it that way; it’s far too big a risk. All
we know right now is that we have to assume that it’s not a bluff and that
there is a nuclear device somewhere in D.C. Where it is doesn’t really matter
right now; it could still take out the entire city. We have to bring this to
someone. Even if it’s a bluff or a scare, we simply can’t take that chance. We
have to alert someone, and get the city evacuated. There’s no other choice.”


“How
very un-Zero-like of you,” Alan remarked.


“What’s
that mean?”


“Well,”
Alan shrugged, “this is normally around the time that you explain why we can’t
tell anyone else, or how too many people would get in the way, and that we
have to handle it ourselves.”


He
couldn’t argue with that. That was the traditional “Zero” way of doing things.
“Not this time. We’re not going anywhere near Washington now. We have to make
it known, as high up on the chain as possible, and get people out.”


Penny
had her burner out in an instant, and to her ear. But after a few seconds she
lowered it again in dismay. “Barkley’s phone is off.”


“Makes
sense,” said Strickland. “The accord is tomorrow; she’s probably swamped.”


“None
of us have a direct line to the president anymore,” Reidigger added.


“The
DNI,” said Penny, and she nodded as if agreeing with herself. “Barren. He may
have been involved with Bright but he’s in Washington, with the president, and
he’s the highest we could get to. He’d have to take action.”


Zero
didn’t like it much. He wanted to see David Barren on trial, and in prison, and
a tactic like this ran the risk of painting him as some sort of hero in the
aftermath. But this was far bigger than any resentment he had towards Maria’s
father. Penny was right.


“Another
problem,” Maya interjected. “How do we get him to believe us? We have no
evidence. No location. All we have to go on is the alleged word of a man who
was going into shock. I mean, we didn’t even actually confirm Weisman’s
identity.”


“And
a bomb scare the day before the accords would be… well, not unexpected,”
Strickland noted. “I mean, when was the last time there was a nuclear bomb
scare?”


“Doesn’t
matter.” They were all valid points, frustratingly valid points because they
worked against his logic, but they still had to try. This was millions of lives
at stake. “We have to convince them.”


There
were murmurs and nods of assent all around, but it was Mischa who spoke up
above the others. “What exactly did Mr. Bright say to you?”


Zero
blinked. “Um… he wanted me to kill Weisman. And he said that if I did, he would
let us leave the building without a fight.”


The
girl nodded. “Because Weisman knew about the bomb?”


“Maybe.
No. I don’t think he thought I’d really do it,” Zero reasoned. Bright was a lot
of things, and he relished being the puppeteer, but he was smart enough to know
Zero was no puppet. “Which means he wanted me to question Weisman, to know
about this.”


To
go crazy over it. To feel powerless, like I do right now.


“He
knew Weisman would spill,” Maya said thoughtfully. “So why show his hand like
this?”


“Because
he could be bluffing,” Alan ventured. “To interrupt the accords again.”


“But
like Zero said, we can’t take that risk now,” Strickland countered.


“No,”
Maya said slowly, “not necessarily because he’s bluffing. Because he’s certain
we won’t find it. Or that we can’t stop it. Or won’t even try to.”


“Does
it matter?” Zero asked, growing exasperated. “We can try to reason this from
every angle, but we simply don’t know. We need to contact someone --”


“What
else did he say?” Mischa pressed.


Zero
blew out a short, impatient breath. “He said… God, I barely remember now.” He
rubbed his temples and tried to recall as much as he could about their brief
phone conversation. “He said he didn’t want me dead just yet. He wants me to
see something. He talked about fate. He… he mentioned something about the stars
aligning. He was just showboating at that point, I’m sure.”


“What
makes you sure?” Mischa asked, her eyes narrowed in thought.


“Because
it was just swagger and braggadocio,” he insisted. “He wanted me to know that
he was the ‘bogeyman,’ not me. He called himself the puppeteer. The mastermind…”



Zero
trailed off.


Oh.
Shit.


Mischa
nodded to him, and then glanced around in turn to each of the other adult faces
present. “Is it not obvious?”


Penny
stiffened, not accustomed to being mentally upstaged at all, let alone by a
thirteen-year-old. “Is what not obvious?”


Mischa
sighed as if it was tiresome to have to explain. “When the memory suppressor in
Stefan Krauss’ head went haywire and he went rogue, he went after ‘the
mastermind.’ Bright assumed that meant himself, but he actually meant --”


“Joanna
Barkley,” said Strickland.


“Yes,”
Mischa agreed. “Bright also mentioned the stars aligning, which I suppose could
be a metaphor for the accords, but knowing that Bright likes to make a
statement, it could be a literal reference to a location; in this case --”


“The
Naval Observatory!” Maya concluded.


“So
what, Barkley’s been living with a thermonuclear bomb under her floorboards or
something?” Reidigger mused. 


“It
could be in the observatory itself,” Todd suggested.


“No,”
Penny argued, “I doubt it. That place is fully staffed. They do astrometry
there, Earth orientation parameters, satellite positioning. Someone would have
certainly noticed.”


“What
about the other observatory?” Trent asked.


Now
all eyes were on him, and he shifted nervously.


“What
other observatory?” Zero asked.


“You
know? The old one. The original observatory was built in, like, the 1820s or
something like that. Obviously they don’t use it anymore. It’s still there, but
it’s a historic site now.” He shrugged and said, “What? We went on a tour when
I was in high school.”


“A
historic site,” Maya nodded. “They wouldn’t remodel or tear it down. No one
works there. As safe a place as any could be to… you know. Plant a nuclear
bomb.”


Zero
had to admit that he was impressed with their reasoning. It made sense; it all
fit. But it was still just a hunch. And even if it wasn’t, what if Bright was
bluffing so that Zero would figure it out and rush there?


What
if he was counting on them going to the wrong location, and the last thing he
wanted Zero to see was the flash that would end not only his own life, but
millions of others?


“It’s
as good a bet as anywhere,” Reidigger spoke for the group. “We can sound the
alarm on the bomb, but we can’t give up the place.”


“Why
not?” Strickland asked.


“For
one? You know they’ll send a hundred guys there. Bomb squads, emergency
personnel. It’ll make news. And if his location is blown, who’s to say Bright
won’t get antsy and detonate early?”


“Assuming
he can do that,” Penny added.


“Not
to mention,” Reidigger pointed out, “we want Bright to keep thinking he’s
holding all the cards. We can assume he wanted Zero to know about the bomb,
maybe even the when, but not about the where. So it seems pretty obvious to me
-- we have to go there.”


“Hang
on --” Zero interrupted, or tried to, but Penny spoke over him.


“I
have a way in. It’ll get us onto the property but we might have to duck some
guards.”


“Wait
--” Zero said.


“Not
a problem,” Maya told Penny. “Trent and I can cause a distraction, pull them
off --”


“Hey!”
Zero snapped. Everyone silenced quickly. “Listen to yourselves! We’re not all
rushing off to the site of a nuclear bomb! Okay? That’s insane. It’s idiotic. I
agree that someone needs to go, so I’m going. Not any of you.”


“Is
that right?” Penny cocked a hip and placed a hand upon it. “And what do you
plan to do if you find it? Got a lot of experience disarming nuclear bombs?”


“Do
you?” he countered.


“Better
shot than you have. Not to mention I know how to get in, and I’m not telling
you. I’m coming with you.”


He
couldn’t really argue that. “Fine. Then Penny and I go --”


“Now
hang on,” Reidigger protested, at the very same time Strickland said nearly the
same.


“No,”
Zero said firmly. “This isn’t up for debate, okay?”


“Why
not?” The voice that spoke this time was Sara’s. She had been entirely silent
so far, during the whole conversation, leaning against the green SUV with her
arms folded and her gaze cast downward at the parking lot. But now she pushed
off from the car and took a large stride towards him, but kept her arms crossed
across her chest. “Why is it not up for debate?”


“Because
I said so,” Zero told her, using the most authoritative dad voice he could
muster.


“Mm,”
Sara said, as if thinking about it. “That doesn’t really work for me.”


He
scoffed in disbelief. “It doesn’t work for you? Well, I’m sorry, but
it’s final.”


She
shook her head. “No. I don’t think you get to decide that anymore.”


He
blinked, astonished at her brazenness. “Sara, I don’t know how many times I
have to say the words nuclear bomb to get it through your head --”


She
waved a hand dismissively. “Yeah, I heard you. And you know what? There’s
always a bomb. There’s always some big, world-ending cataclysm. Isn’t there?
And for the past three and a half years, you’ve run straight for it, every time.
You’ve left us behind, every time. Not this time. If the world ends tomorrow
morning, or the world we know ends tomorrow morning, we all go. Together.”


Zero’s
ears felt hot and he was about two inches away from shouting, but before he
could get another word in edgewise Maya stepped up beside her sister. “We all
go, or no one goes.”


Mischa
joined them, taking Sara’s hand. “And I think you know by now that we are more
than capable of keeping you from going if we wanted to.”


Zero’s
mouth felt dry, and he only then noticed it was because it had been hanging
open. All three of them, his daughters, were banding together against him.


“So
this is how it is?” he murmured. “Three on one?”


Sara
shook her head. “No, you idiot. Aren’t you listening? It’s four, or none.”


Zero
rubbed his cheeks with both hands, hard enough that he felt like he could have
rubbed them right off his face. Not that he didn’t appreciate that his girls
were bonding, but it wasn’t supposed to be against him. Couldn’t they see the
severity of the situation here?


He
turned to the other three. “Someone help me out here?”


Strickland
looked away. Penny just shook her head, no.


“Alan?”


Reidigger
flashed him a small smirk. “Hey. You know what? Each of these girls has had my
back when I needed it. And I’ve got theirs. Time’s long been past to tell them
what they can or can’t do. Do I like it? Not really. But if we’re going to be
running towards a nuke -- and believe me, you’re not going alone -- I’d feel
just fine with them running alongside me.”


“Ride
or die,” Sara added meaningfully.


“Fine.”
Zero threw his hands up in defeat. “Fine. If this is how it’s going to be,
then…” Then he had nothing more to say. Even if he could find a way to duck the
girls and go there alone, they might just follow him -- and that could spell
even worse trouble than them going together.


“We
still need to call it in,” said Todd. “And now. Before we get back on the
road.”


Penny
nodded. “Right. About that. There’s just one more little problem.”











CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR


 


 


Penny
sighed and swallowed the lump of anxiety in her throat as she explained.
“Assuming we can get through to Director Barren, and assuming he takes the
call, we’ll have to identify ourselves, and tell him about the possibility of
the device. He’s going to have the call traced, and he’ll have enough time to
do it, too. He’ll have a location and he’ll know who’s calling, and that’ll be
more than enough reason for him to send anyone and everyone he can to pick them
up in the hopes of catching all of us.”


Zero
closed his eyes. “You’re saying we’re going to have to leave someone behind.”


She
nodded. She hadn’t meant to come off as bluntly as she did, but time was of the
essence here. “Yes. We can’t count on outrunning them all the way to
Washington.”


“I
don’t want to leave anyone,” Zero said aloud, and to her it seemed like it was
more for the sake of morale than necessity. They had no choice here. An entire
city and more was at stake; millions of lives and the seat of the United States
government.


Penny
knew who it had to be. She didn’t want to say it aloud, but she already knew
who it had to be.


There
was no way that Zero was going to do it, of course. And not a single one of
them would willingly give up one of the girls. Penny was needed as the best
chance to disarm the device if/when they found it. 


That
left Alan, Trent, and Todd.


“Aw,
hell,” said Alan. “I’ll just say what everyone is thinking. It’s gotta be me.”


“No,”
Trent said suddenly. “It should be me. I’ll do it.”


Alan
scoffed. “You ever talk to the DNI directly? Ever met him?”


“Well,
no…”


“Would
he know who the hell you are if you called him?” Alan pressed. “Would he take
you seriously for even thirty seconds?”


“I
guess not,” Trent murmured.


“It’s
gotta be me,” Alan said again. “I’m injured, I’m old, and I’m pretty sure just
about anyone could smell this hat from a quarter mile away.”


Zero
shook his head. “We all know you’re better with one arm than most people are
with three.”


“Damn
straight.” Alan grinned, and no one else argued, seeming to have come to the
same conclusion but not wanting to say it aloud. “Maya, you still got that
burner?”


She
quietly pulled the phone from her pocket and held it out to him.


He
reached for it.


In
the moment before the phone and his hand touched, another hand shot forward and
snatched it out of her palm. Todd grabbed it tightly, took two quick steps
back, and held the phone up over his head as if they were about to start a game
of keep-away.


Penny
balked. “What are you doing?”


“I’ll
do it,” Todd told them. “I’ll call it in. I’ll give myself up.”


“No,”
she said reflexively. They needed him there. She needed him there.


“Listen
to me.” He held his free hand up, palm out, as if one of them might rush at him
for the phone. “Alan is a wanted criminal. There’s no guarantee that they’ll
take him alive, knowing what he knows. There’s no guarantee they’ll take him
seriously about the bomb. And there’s no guarantee, even if they do, that
Bright’s people can’t get to him. I have to do it. I have to let them take me
so that I can look the DNI in the eye, maybe even the president, if I can, and
make them believe it.” 


“They’re
going to arrest you,” Penny argued. “They’re going to charge you with terrorism
and treason and who-knows how many other felonies!”


“Oh,
but it was fine when I was going to do it?” Alan muttered behind her, but she
ignored him.


“It’ll
be okay,” Todd told her. He smiled a little, and she found herself blinking
back tears.


She
reached for him, and hugged him, and he hugged her back with one arm while the
other still held the phone up high as if she might try to take it from him,
though she didn’t.


“We’re
still going to get married, right?” she asked.


“Of
course. As soon as all this is done. But let’s keep it small. I was thinking
destination. Maybe Hawaii?”


She
wiped her eyes on his shirt. “Ugh. Not Hawaii.”


He
laughed a little, and kissed the top of her head. “Okay. Not Hawaii. We’ll
figure it out. But you have to go now. Penny? Come on. You have to go.”


She
finally released him, and he backed away. He wished the others good luck, and
he shook hands with Zero, and then they got back into the cars and prepared to
head south, but without Todd, who stood there in the parking lot, in the shadow
of a tall tractor trailer and watched them go.


She
watched him back, through the rear windshield, and before they turned and were
out of sight she saw him mouth something to her, and though he was too far to
know for sure, she was certain it was I love you.


No
one spoke for about five minutes. Penny sat beside Mischa in the backseat of
the SUV, with Sara in front of her and Zero driving. Maya, Trent, and Alan were
in the black truck two car lengths’ ahead of them.


At
last Sara asked, “So what now?”


“Now,”
Zero told her, “we find a place to dump these cars. Pry off the license plates.
Scratch the VINs. Wipe them of prints.” He listed off items lazily, almost
trance-like, as if he was reading from a grocery list. “Find new rides. Head
south. Hope that Todd sounds the alarm, and the city is evacuated. Find the
bomb. Disarm it.”


“Then
find Bright,” Mischa added. “And kill him.”


“Right,”
Zero agreed. “Then find Bright and kill him.”


 


*


 


Todd
gave them about fifteen minutes to gain a decent lead, get some miles away,
before he made the first call. He killed the time by sitting in the shade of
the big truck, his back against a rear tire, and wondering what it was Penny
had against Hawaii.


He
would have to ask her next time he saw her.


If
he saw her.


He’d
once thought that the best and worst day of his entire life was when he met
Agent Zero. Now he knew he was wrong. Because if he hadn’t, he never would have
met any of those people. Every one of them had changed his life in some way,
however minor it might have been, and even though having never met Zero would
have meant he wouldn’t be sitting there in the parking lot of a rest stop in
New Jersey thinking about Hawaii, he realized he wouldn’t have traded the last
two years for anything.


He
powered on the burner, and he punched in a number he knew by heart.


It
rang once, twice, and then a woman answered. “Hello?” she said, in that mildly
defensive way that suggested she had no idea who was calling.


“Hi,
Mom. It’s Todd.”


“Oh,
Todd! What number is this?”


“It’s
someone else’s phone,” he told her. “Listen, I’ve only got a minute, okay?”


“Is
something wrong, honey?” his mom asked, and he could see her there in his mind,
likely in the kitchen, which had the best reception in their Maryland house,
her brow creased with concern.


“Yeah.
Um… you might hear some things about me, Mom. Really soon. Things that aren’t
going to be good but they’re also not going to be true. There’s something I
have to do, because it’s the right thing to do. It’s going to spell some
trouble for me.”


“Honey,
you’re scaring me a little,” his mom told him. “Please, what’s this about?”


“I
can’t get into all that right now. There’s no time. But I need a favor. Two
favors, actually. First, I want you and Dad to pack a bag and go to Aunt
Mary’s. Tonight.”


“Aunt
Mary’s? Mary in Hoboken?”


“Yes,
Ma.” He smiled a little. “You only know the one Aunt Mary.”


He
wasn’t sure if they would be affected at all, if Zero was right and the Tsar
Bomb went off. He was mostly certain they’d be out of the initial blast radius,
but Penny had mentioned windows breaking four hundred miles away, so who knew
for sure what sort of fallout someone only fifty miles away would sustain?


“Trust
me on this,” he added after his mother’s silence. “You know what my job is,
Mom. Please do this for me.”


“Okay,”
she agreed quietly. “I will. What’s the second favor?”


“Before
you go, I need you to get on the computer for me. I need some phone numbers,
right away.”


“What
phone numbers?”


“Well…
let’s start with CNN.”











CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE


 


 


President
Jonathan Rutledge was taller than many of his contemporaries, though he’d never
been quite content with the ratio of his body. He had a fairly stout torso,
long arms, and long legs, the sort of legs that his mother, when he was a boy,
would pinch affectionately and refer to as “dancer’s legs.”


It
was those long legs that propelled him now, his legs and his anger, hurtling
towards the West Wing basement on strides long enough that his Secret Service
attaché found themselves moving double-time to keep up.


He
wasn’t sure when the news had broken. He only knew that he had gotten it three
minutes ago, maybe just a little less, which had incited an immediate call to
action in the Situation Room for anyone who was available. And so he strode
meaningfully, angrily, despite the protests of his security that this was not,
in fact, what he should be doing at that moment.


Rutledge
burst into the subterranean conference room with all the purpose of a man on a
mission and demanded, “Someone tell me just what the hell is going on
here!”


The
only people in the room, given the extremely short timeline, were his Chief of
Staff Tabitha Halpern, Director Barren, who had already been present in the
White House at the time, two aides, and of course the black-suited security
detail that trotted on his heels.


Tabby
stood, dressed smartly in an aubergine pantsuit that complemented her brown
hair, though he couldn’t fully appreciate that at the time. “The news broke
about… nine minutes ago, sir. First by CNN, and then by four other networks. An
unconfirmed report of a nuclear device planted somewhere in Washington, D.C.”


Rutledge
heard her, though he did not pause or break his stride until he had come to the
far end of the long conference table. He did not sit, but gripped the back of
his leather chair with both hands. “And? Was this anonymous? Is there any
substantiation?”


“Um…”
Tabby consulted some notes in her arms and said, “It appears that each outlet
was informed separately, sir. By the source.”


“The
source. The source? Are you telling me that someone is claiming responsibility
for this?”


“Yes.
Yes sir, I am.”


“Well?”
he demanded. “Who?”


She
looked away, and towards the DNI for just a moment, and it wasn’t lost on
Rutledge that David Barren fidgeted in his chair slightly.


“The
source is Agent Todd Strickland, sir,” Tabby told him. Then she quickly added,
“Allegedly.”


Rutledge
did not need this. He did not need this ever, especially not today, of all
days, and if he could he would have breathed fire. How ironic, that world peace
seemed to want to make him a violent man.


He
released the chair and instead leaned over, putting both his palms flat on the
smooth, polished conference table, and he said, “David. I believe I gave you
explicit instructions to find out what was going on, and to find where our
people were, and what had happened to them.” 


“Yes
sir. You did,” Barren said flatly.


“And
now we learn that a seemingly rogue agent is reporting not to you, or to me,
but to goddamn CNN?! About a nuke?!” His forehead was hot. The pressure
in his skull felt like he himself could explode, with as great an impact as an
alleged bomb.


 One
of the double doors to the Situation Room was still ajar, and it swung open,
and an instant later it was filled by a man in a charcoal-gray suit, broad
shouldered and dark-haired. “Sir.” It was SAIC Thomas Bishop, his head of
security at the White House, and his pink cheeks suggested he had run there.
“I’m sorry for the intrusion but we have to take this threat seriously and get
you to safety.”


Rutledge
waved a hand at him as if the very notion was ludicrous, even though his
intention was just to signal to give him a minute. “Someone tell me what we
know and how seriously we should be taking this.”


Tabby
and Barren exchanged a quick glance. “Well, we know that a lot of people are
taking this very seriously already. Highways out of Washington are clogged.
Police are being dispatched to try to safely and effectively route as many
people out as they can, though no formal evacuation has been called for.”


“Sir,”
Bishop pressed from the doorway, “I really have to insist…”


“We
also don’t know that the source is actually Agent Strickland,” Barren said.
“There’s no evidence or confirmation other than the name.”


Rutledge
rubbed his eyes. Of course the protocol for such a situation would be to take
the bomb threat at face value. But that would mean interruption of the Cairo
Accord, which -- if he had to guess -- was precisely what this person wanted.
He would even go so far as to bet that there was no bomb, and that the delay
would be for naught.


And
then what? Would they reschedule, only to have another threat crop up? And
another? Until the American people lost faith, until their fellow member
countries decided that it wasn’t worth the potential risk of some perceived
madman who may or may not have a bomb?


“Where
is Barkley?” he asked.


“On
a conference call,” Tabby answered promptly, “with the Secretary-General of the
UN.”


Jon
turned to Bishop. “Have her cut it short. Get her to safety.”


Bishop
turned, and spoke quietly into an earpiece, but he didn’t leave. After a moment
he turned back and said, “Consider it done. But sir, we really have to get you
to safety as well…” 


There
was a sound then. It was a dual high-pitched chirp, a beep-beep, and
then silence for five whole seconds, and then another equally insistent beep-beep!


“That’s,”
David Barren cleared his throat. “Excuse me. That’s my ringtone.”


“Maybe
you should answer it, David,” the president suggested. “Maybe it’s answers.”


Beep-beep!


“Sir.”
Bishop stepped forward, into the Situation Room. “At this point I have to
advise you that the Secret Service has authorization to remove you from the
premises by force if necessary.”


Beep-beep!


Rutledge
stared at Bishop, almost daring him to make a move. “Answer the call, David.”


Barren
pulled out his cell phone. He frowned at the number.


Beep-beep!


Bishop
took another step forward.


“This
is David Barren.” The DNI answered the call, and then he frowned, and then he
said, “I see. One moment.” He pressed a button on its screen and set the phone
down on the surface of the conference table. “You’re on speaker. The President
of the United States is here. Please repeat what you just told me.”


“Sir.”
The voice came through, sounding small and distant but clear, and it said,
“This is Agent Todd Strickland.”


Jon
stared at the phone. Bishop stared at the phone. Tabby stared at Jon.


The
president said, “I need confirmation that the person I’m speaking to is
actually Todd Strickland.”


There
was a moment of silence, and then the voice said, “I was in the Oval Office
when you signed the executive order to release Preston McMahon from duty with
the US Army in order to join EOT. The VP and the DNI were present as well, but
McMahon was not. He was in Fort Benning, enjoying his last night as a Ranger. I
believe your words were that he ‘deserved one last night with his pals.’”


Rutledge
nodded, more to himself than anyone else in the room. “Alright, Todd. Why don’t
you tell me what’s going on?”


“Yes
sir. I’m sure you’ve heard the news but I’ll repeat it for you: we have strong
reason to believe there is a thermonuclear device somewhere in Washington, D.C.
This device was referred to as a Tsar Bomb, and if that’s true it would have a
blast radius five miles wide, perhaps more. That’s not to mention nuclear
fallout, seismic wave, and so on. We also have reason to believe that this bomb
may be set to detonate at or near the scheduled signing of the Cairo Accord
tomorrow morning. But it is entirely possible that it may detonate sooner than
that.”


Rutledge
put a hand over his mouth and sighed into it. Hearing it on the news or from a
White House aide was one thing; hearing it from Strickland was quite another,
lending to the threat a weight of gravity that felt heavy enough on his
shoulders to pull him to the floor.


“Strickland?
This is Director Barren. We need some legitimacy here. What evidence do you
have of this device? How did you come to learn about it?”


The
voice through the phone told them, “A helicopter took off from the Buchanan
Building in Midtown Manhattan today and crashed in Central Park. I was aboard
it. Two men were recovered at the scene; one was Preston McMahon. The other was
an engineer who told us about the device, and that it was in D.C., though he
could not tell us an exact location.”


“Can
we confirm that?” Rutledge asked, aware that Strickland could hear him. “Is
this engineer person still alive?”


Barren
winced. “He is, but last update that I received was that he was going into
surgery.”


Rutledge
cursed under his breath. “Todd? I need to know why you reported this to the
media first, and not directly to us. You must understand how that looks.”


“I
do, sir, and the reason is admittedly a long story that I’m afraid I can’t get
into right now. Suffice it to say that I needed not only you, but also the
public to take this in earnest. Even if that meant a little panic.”


Rutledge
frowned at that. Why would he not take it seriously from one of his own agents?
There had been the incident in the church, but that didn’t explain Strickland’s
absence, or why he felt he might not be taken at his word.


“Agent
Strickland,” said Barren, “you keep saying ‘we’ and ‘us.’ You should know that
eyewitness camera footage in Central Park not only placed you there, but in the
company of Zero and other known fugitives. Are you with them now? Is he there?”


Zero?
Rutledge
was now thoroughly confused. What did Zero have to do with this? And why was he
a “known fugitive?” It seemed Barren knew more about the situation than he had
apprised the president. 


“He
might be,” Strickland said cryptically. “I know your people are tracing this
call and trying to determine our location, but they don’t need to. I’ll tell
you where we are, and we’ll stay here. But I need you to take this seriously. A
lot of lives may depend on it.”


“Agent
Strickland,” said the president. “Todd. We are. We are going to consider this
threat to be legitimate.” He trusted Strickland. He trusted Zero. If they said
there was a threat, there was a threat. It was the simplest form of math to
him.


The
DNI snatched the phone up and took it off speaker. He put it to his ear as he
rose and said, “Alright, Strickland, tell me where you are…” His voice faded as
he strode out of the Situation Room.


Tabby
Halpern turned to him. Her face was two shades paler than when the call had
begun. “So we’re going to believe that there is a nuclear bomb in Washington?”


“Yes,
Tabby we are,” Rutledge told her. “And we’re going to act accordingly. Go, now.
Evacuate the White House. Call the mayor for formal evacuation proceedings of
the city, and then get yourself clear.”


“Yes
sir.” She scurried out of the room and the two aides followed.


Now
it was only him and Bishop. “We really should go now, sir,” said his head of
security.


Rutledge
sighed. God, he was tired. He hadn’t slept well in a week.


Instead
of agreeing with Bishop, he lowered himself into the leather chair at the head
of the conference table. “No, Thomas. I don’t think I will.” 


“Sir?”


Rutledge
put his elbows on the table and tented his fingers in front of his nose. He had
been abducted, once, by terrorists, and nearly killed in the desert. His life
had been directly threatened on three separate occasions. Joanna had nearly
been killed. Their first attempt at the Cairo Accord had resulted in a foreign
nation being bombed.


But
it wasn’t peace that was trying to kill them. It wasn’t peace that was making
him a violent man. It was those opposed to it, those who, for some reason,
beyond logic or rationality, were so antithetical to the belief that people
around the globe could just… get along, for lack of a better term; it was those
people that were trying to kill them.


And
frankly, he was goddamn sick of it. 


“I’m
not leaving, Thomas. At least not willingly. Do what you feel you have to do.
Drag me out of here, knock me out, bind my limbs and carry me… but I don’t want
to leave.” He sighed. “I want to be here, where I belong, when I sign that
accord tomorrow morning. And by God, I plan to sign that accord tomorrow
morning. At my desk. As it should be.”


Bishop
reached for the back of the nearest leather chair. To Rutledge’s surprise, he
scooted it out, and he sat. “May I suggest a compromise then?”


“What’d
you have in mind?”


“The
bunker, sir. Below the White House. It runs more than a quarter-mile deep and
was literally built to withstand a nuclear blast. Usually it would be a last
resort, but… maybe it’s apt, in this case.”


Rutledge
considered it. The bunker had generators, power, internet. It could work. He
could be safe (presumably -- the bunker’s ability to withstand a nuclear blast
had, of course, never been tested) and he could still sign the accord on White
House grounds, in Washington, D.C.


“I
think that might be agreeable,” he said. “But what about my desk?”


His
head of security suppressed a smile. “It’s a very heavy desk, sir.”


“Right.
Compromise. Alright, Bishop.” Rutledge stood. “I can agree to that. But I want
to speak to my wife first.” Deirdre was, thankfully, four states away, visiting
her family in Michigan. “And I want a camera. I want to address the nation.
Moreover, I want the sons of bitches responsible for this to see it, and to
know that we are not going to be intimidated anymore.”


“Yes
sir,” Bishop agreed, and he stood as well. But then he frowned slightly, and a
hand moved to his earpiece, listening. His hand fell away and he stared at
Rutledge. “Sir… we have a problem. I sent a team to retrieve the vice
president, and… she’s gone.”


Rutledge
blinked. “Gone? What do you mean, gone?”


“I
mean that she was not on the conference call with the Secretary-General. She
must have slipped her security detail. The VP has vanished, sir.”











CHAPTER TWENTY SIX


 


 


Daylight
began to wane as they headed south on I-95, ever closer to Washington and,
presumably, a nuclear bomb. Zero drove, with Penny alongside him and the other
five behind them in a white panel van. They had hit a frustrating amount of
traffic around Baltimore that they couldn’t skirt for the sake of keeping as
low a profile as possible until they reached D.C. But now, as they approached
the capital mile by mile, the situation became eerie.


They
had ditched the two vehicles as planned -- literally ditched, in a deep rut on
the side of a road -- and relieved them of their plates and VINs and any
evidence they had ever been inside them. The tires were slashed for good
measure (at Sara’s behest but without much of a reason; she just seemed to
enjoy doing it). They had dropped Alan at a commercial rental agency a mile and
a half up the road and he drove back to pick them up, in the white van he had
hotwired.


The
van was large enough to carry them all, and hopefully innocuous enough to avoid
suspicion. They could have been anyone in a white van; a contractor, perhaps,
or making a delivery.


But
as they approached Washington the flow of traffic waned to a trickle, and then
almost nothing at all. The sky was a dull orange that signaled dusk and the
southbound lanes were empty, while the northbound lanes of 95 were clogged,
jammed with all manner of vehicles, laden to the ceilings with people and
belongings, goods strapped and tied haphazardly to the roofs.


People
were getting out. Whatever Todd had done, it had worked. This was further
evidenced just a few miles down the road, where a digital sign told them in
large orange letters that I-95 into D.C. was closed.


“They’re
evacuating,” Penny said aloud. She didn’t need to, they could all see it, but
Zero imagined that it helped her feel better that Todd had accomplished his
goal and not stayed behind and turned himself in for nothing.


“But
the highway is closed,” Zero noted.


“We’re
not going that way,” she told him. “Take the 495 junction.”


He
frowned -- the junction would skirt them around D.C., not into it -- but he did
as she said, taking the exit when it came and heading southwest in a general
direction towards Fairfax, instead of the capital.


Soon
they crossed the bridge over the Potomac and she once again directed him to
turn, and then again, and finally to park, and though he refrained from asking
questions, he had no idea what the hell they were doing there.


They
left the van parked near the shore of the Potomac River in a mostly-rural area
overlooking a small city that, if he wasn’t mistaken, was McLean, Virginia, or
at least near to it. They followed Penny on foot, hiking briskly for close to
ten minutes along the shore until they came to the round, yawning mouth of a
culvert that had just a small amount of water trickling from it and appeared to
run perpendicular under the river.


“In
here,” Penny told them.


“Penny,
hang on, what is --” But she had already disappeared into the dark, man-made
cavern before Zero could ask.


Alan
shrugged and followed, ducking a bit at the low culvert ceiling. Maya and Trent
followed, and then Sara.


Mischa
waited for him. “You’re not scared, are you?”


He
frowned. “Of what?”


“Of
the dark. Or small spaces. You said before you were scared of lots of things. I
wanted to make sure this would not be one of them.”


He
smiled. “No. I’m not afraid of the dark. Go ahead; I’ll be right behind you.”


Mischa
entered the culvert, and he followed, bringing up the rear. The small amount of
fading daylight was not enough to light their way, and after only a few dozen
yards they were engulfed in darkness, inching forward, the only sounds their
shuffling footsteps and the trickling water around their feet.


But
then Zero saw a faint yellow glow ahead, seemingly far ahead, but before long
they reached it, maybe two hundred yards from the mouth of the culvert. The
glow was a single bulb in the concrete ceiling, covered in a waterproof dome.
Their tunnel ended but split off in both directions in a slow curve. Penny had
stopped, along with the others, waiting for Mischa and Zero to catch up.


“Penny,”
he said, keeping his voice low though it echoed in every direction. “What is
this?”


“I’ll
show you.” She reached for a box on the wall, a box he hadn’t noticed before
now, just a small silver cube that looked like an electrical junction. But the
smooth face of it flipped up at the flick of Penny’s fingers, and revealed
behind it a numeric keypad.


She
pressed four buttons, and what had seemed like the terminus of the tunnel in
front of them slid open.


Alan
chuckled. “Well. Ain’t that something.”


Penny
went through first, and then the others, and Zero noted that the door that had
slid aside was not concrete at all, as it had been made to look, but three
inches of reinforced steel. On the other side, Penny again punched in a
four-digit code on a matching keypad and the door closed again behind her.


They
stood now in another tunnel, this one very different than the culvert. For one,
it was dry, and even warm. The walls and floor were flat, smooth cement under
their feet and cinder block walls painted white. Overhead were bright white
daylight bulbs, spanned every twelve feet or so and linked by a thick white
wire that hung with a bit of slack between each fixture.


And
because the tunnel was lit, he could see very far down it, but couldn’t see
anything that looked like the end. It seemed to just go on forever.


“We’re
under the Potomac,” Penny told them. “I don’t think I need to tell anyone here
that this is a secret tunnel. It extends for just over three miles, and it ends
at the Naval Observatory.”


“The
bunker underneath the vice president’s house,” Zero said knowingly, and just a
little impressed. “How did you…?” 


But
Penny only smiled cryptically. “It’s good to have friends in high places -- and
to know their secrets. Let’s hurry; we have a bit of a hike from here.”


They
walked as briskly as they could, taking the better part of forty minutes to
make the trek. The tunnel curved ever so slightly as it went on, and Zero
noticed that even though it appeared to be straight and level there was a
slight decline to the floor, evidenced only by his feet feeling heavier with
each step and a very mild pull at his lower back. They were going deeper
underground.


No
one spoke during the hike, or almost no one. At one point Trent Coleman
muttered, “A bottle of water would be great right about now.”


To
which Alan snorted and said, “A golf cart would be better.”


Zero
didn’t know what the others were thinking and he didn’t ask, mostly because he
didn’t want to know if they were thinking the same thing as him or not. They
were walking underground, and quickly at that, in the direction of a suspected
nuclear bomb that could go off any time. He could be wrong about Bright, and
now that the city was evacuating, he could detonate early. 


What
if it went off while they were down here?


Would
they be safe underground? He doubted it, and had to force the thought out of
his mind, the thought of them being buried under tons of stone and rubble, or
of the tunnel flooding suddenly and having no way out.


At
last they came to the end. There was another door, but not a hidden one or one
with a keypad; this was a simple steel door with a small security window and a
crossbar, like any ordinary exit in a school or administrative building. Penny
pushed through it. On the other side, there were lights but they were less
harsh than the daylight bulbs. The walls were still stone but were darker here.
The tunnel once again split into two directions.


“That
way,” Penny pointed, “leads to the bunker proper, as it were. Living quarters,
office, amenities, and supplies. This way,” she pointed again, “leads to the
elevator.” She started in that direction.


Zero
sensed, more than saw, movement down the corridor, the one that Penny said
would lead to the bunker. He quickly pushed his way to the front of the group,
in front of his girls, as a shadow fell long on the wall.


He
reached for a gun that wasn’t there. He’d lost his weapons in the helicopter
crash.


The
figure stepped into view. She was alone, and she smiled at them.


“If
I would have known you were bringing so many,” she said, “I might have put out
hors d'oeuvres.”


Zero
blinked in astonishment. “Barkley.”











CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN


 


 


“What
are you doing down here?” Zero asked incredulously. “You should have
evacuated!”


“That
wasn’t really an option,” she told him, or them. “I was about to begin a
conference call with the Secretary-General of the UN when the news broke. I
knew that if I stayed there long enough to attempt to contact Penny, they would
come for me and whisk me off to some safe house. Or, I could use the fact that
I was alone to my advantage, and sneak away. I’m not entirely sure what
possessed me, but I climbed out a window. No easy feat in heels.”


“So
you fled the White House?” Alan asked. “Probably the safest place you could
be?”


“Indeed.
I hid in the Rose Garden for a short while, if you can believe it. They
evacuated, and I came here. I had to wait until the observatory campus was
cleared. They searched the grounds twice for me before they left to search
elsewhere. From there it was easy to sneak inside and down here.”


Maya
raised her hand slightly. “Hi. It’s a pleasure, Madam Vice President. But… why?”


Joanna
Barkley smiled again. “At first I wasn’t sure. It seemed crazy. But then I
overheard a Secret Service agent saying that President Rutledge wasn’t leaving
either. He’s been secured in the bunker below the White House. In fact, they
believed I may have been trying to get down there myself and went to search the
grounds again. I suppose I didn’t leave for the same reason he didn’t; we’re
not going to be intimidated anymore. The Cairo Accord is going to happen. Even
if Washington is leveled over our heads.”


Zero
rubbed his face. “There’s just one problem with that, Ms. Barkley. The
presidential bunker is built to withstand a nuclear blast. This one, I have
serious doubts about.”


“That
is true. But then again, we’re not staying in the bunker, are we? Or else you
wouldn’t have come back here.”


Penny
stepped forward. “Joanna. We have reason to believe that the thermonuclear
device might be somewhere on the grounds of the observatory campus. We couldn’t
tell anyone this because of what it might mean, and what they might try to do.
We plan to find it, and to disarm it.”


If
the vice president was at all baffled, astounded, or frightened by this news,
she didn’t show it. Instead she simply nodded once and said, “Alright then.
Let’s go.”


Zero
quickly held up a hand. “No, no. You’re not coming. You’re either staying put
or, far more preferably, returning to the White House immediately and joining
the president.”


She
regarded him curiously. No, not quite curiously -- more like discerningly, in a
way he didn’t like much, a way that seemed like she was trying to figure him
out. And then she told him, “No.”


“No?”


“No.”


Zero
had always appreciated strong women. But why did all of them seem to be such a
pain in the ass today?


“This
is my home,” Barkley told him. “And my career. And my passion. The Cairo Accord
is the most important thing I have ever done and likely ever will do. One of
two things is going to happen: either I am going to live to see tomorrow
morning, and to see it signed, or I am going to die for its cause. But I am not
going to run. And I am not going to hide. If I can help, I want to help. And I
believe I can help.”


“Can’t
argue that,” Alan shrugged.


“I
like her,” Sara added.


“We’re
wasting time,” Penny announced. “Anyone who’s coming, come on. We’re going
upstairs.”


 


*


 


The
elevator rattled in its shaft as it carried the first four of them up to the
vice presidential mansion. Zero, Maya, Trent, and Mischa were the first wave, who
would split up and clear the house to ensure that it was empty. Barkley, Penny,
Alan, and Sara would follow. And from there… well, he wasn’t sure what they
would do quite yet.


The
door slid open silently, the face of it a false bookcase in a rear room adjacent
to a wide sunroom at the back of the large house. Zero was keenly aware that
none of them had guns; they’d spent all their ammo in the rooftop firefight in
New York and had left the weapons behind when they fled the Central Park crash.


They
had their brains. And their skills. And each other. That had to be enough.


Zero
and Mischa went one way while Maya and Trent went the other. The house was
mostly dark, only a few lights on here and there. Night had fallen during their
underground sojourn, and beyond the windows was simply black.


The
two of them cleared the second floor, and then the third, and rejoined Maya and
Trent on the ground level.


“All
clear,” Maya confirmed, and just in time, as the other four emerged from the
rear of the house and they convened in the kitchen.


“So
what’s the plan?” Alan asked.


Zero
wished he had one. He was going to have to make it up as he went.


“Barkley,”
he said.


“Given
the circumstances,” she said quickly, “I think Joanna is fine.”


“Okay,
Joanna, do you happen to have a map of the observatory campus?”


She
thought for a moment, and then dashed out of the room, and returned a moment
later with a large frame, about three feet wide and two feet long. She set it
down on the table between them all. “Will this do?”


It
was an aerial photo of the observatory grounds, in full color, apparently taken
by helicopter. From that high up the campus looked like it could have been part
of a university, an assortment of buildings separated by pathways, narrow
roads, lots of green and a few dozen trees dotting the property.


“Yes.
Perfect.” He pointed at the building in the northwest quadrant. “This is us,
the house.” 


Penny
leaned over and pointed to a building to the southwest. “This is the modern
observatory here.”


“And
here’s the historic observatory,” Trent pointed out. It looked like it couldn’t
have been more than a few hundred yards from their position. “If I remember
correctly, the first floor is an astronomy library. The second floor is the
observatory itself, the big dome and telescope and stuff. Oh, and there’s a
basement, with all sorts of old… you know, gadgets and whatnot, that they have
on display.”


“Okay.”
Zero rubbed his chin a moment. “We split into teams of two. Barkley and Sara --
I want you here, in the house, on the third floor. You’re going to be our
lookouts. We’ll want to know if anything or anyone is coming or going.” The
last thing he wanted was their little search party to be interrupted in any
way. 


He
expected pushback from Sara, but instead she nodded solemnly and said, “Okay.”


“Maya
and Trent,” he continued, “you two will cover the observatory basement. Me and
Penny will take the library. Mischa and Alan, the observatory. Search
thoroughly.”


“We’ll
need a way to communicate,” Alan pointed out. 


“Here.”
Barkley tapped a spot on the photo twice. “The guard house. They’ll have
radios, and I believe a small armory as well.”


Zero
nodded. He hoped they wouldn’t need guns but still felt a bit naked without
one.


“Alright,”
he said. “Girls -- the three of you come with me to the guard house. Grab a
radio. Weapons too, if we can. Then back to your respective teams. The other
four, head straight to your positions and start searching. Everyone got it?”


“Got
it,” came the almost-unison, overlapped reply.


“Good.
Let’s go.”


Barkley
grabbed up the photo and nodded to Sara. “See you in a few.” She headed towards
the stairs.


Alan,
Penny, and Trent left through a side entrance to head straight to the historic
observatory, while Zero and his three daughters walked out the front entrance
of the house and towards the guard house.


The
night was cool, and eerily quiet, save for a chorus of crickets, though every
now and then with no regularity there’d be some sound that implied life beyond
the campus -- a horn honking, a distant and unintelligible shout floating on
the breeze, a screech of tires. Washington was being evacuated but that didn’t
mean everyone would leave. Some would try to stay, as always happened in
situations like this. Zero couldn’t worry about that now. He couldn’t worry about
the safety of any individuals beyond his group; he couldn’t worry about
anything beyond the weapon they were there to find. It was all that mattered.


They
stayed low and moved fast, dodging trees in the darkness. There were
floodlights here and there throughout the grounds but they were off, or hadn’t
been turned on in the first place that evening, which made their travel just a
bit slower but the cover of darkness was more than welcome.


The
guard house was at the southern end of the property, just a small white
building adjacent to the road that granted access to the campus, with a window,
and a striped orange and white arm on a long electronic lever that was
currently down, as if it would actually do anything to block a vehicle that
wanted to get through.


The
door was unlocked. A quick search told him the guard house was empty. The
radios were easy to find, sitting in a multiple-dock charging station in plain
sight.


The
weapons were just a little more difficult. They located the gun safe easily
enough, but it was locked tight. The four of them fanned out to search for
keys, agreeing not to spend more than three minutes looking. Sara found a
screwdriver, thinking it might help open the safe. Mischa found a locked desk
drawer, and used the screwdriver to pry it open, which yielded a keyring.


Maya
quickly tried five keys in turn before the gun safe opened. Inside were a
half-dozen identical black Navy-issue sidearms, the Sig Sauer P226, and three
AR-15s.


They
took them all. Zero tucked two of the pistols into his jeans and slung the
strap of an automatic rifle over a shoulder. Maya did the same. Sara helped
herself to an AR-15, and Mischa took the last two Sig Sauers.


The
four of them synced their radios. And then with little more than a nod to one
another, they hurried back into the night to find a nuclear weapon.











CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT


 


 


Mischa
jogged to keep up with Maya ahead of her, and Zero ahead of her, but the
pistols felt heavy tucked into the back of her pants and she had to pause twice
to hitch them back up, losing a bit more ground. But she knew where she was
going and wasn’t concerned about keeping up.


She
heard the heavy thrum of helicopter rotors and looked up, just briefly and
instinctively, to see a military chopper flying low over Washington, though not
quite over the observatory, yet near enough to be loud in the otherwise silent
campus. It flew on quickly, likely transporting someone important or en route
to pick them up.


She
didn’t see Maya anymore in the darkness, or Zero, and despite her desire to get
to the observatory quickly and help, she settled for a brisk walk rather than
running.


That’s
when she saw it. A flash of movement, little more than a flitting shadow
between two trees about two dozen yards to her left. She stopped suddenly, and
even thought about reaching for one of the guns but decided against it because
of the noise. Instead she dashed forward and hid behind a tree, waiting,
holding her breath.


One
hand snaked around to the small of her back and wrapped around the grip of a
pistol, just in case she needed to draw quickly. Then she whipped around the
tree.


She
froze. The man did too, facing her, but not before crouching instinctively, his
knees bent but his back straight, both his empty hands out in front of him as
if he was going to try to shove her away if she got too close.


She
could see now why he had looked like little more than a flitting shadow; the
man was African-American, and in the moonlight she could see that he was
wearing dark denim jeans and a gray jacket.


He
didn’t look like any agent or law enforcement to her. But he also didn’t look
scared. He was unarmed and dressed like a civilian. He looked at her, and she
looked at him, unsure of what the right move was here. At last she slowly
pulled the pistol from the back of her pants. She didn’t point it at him but
merely showed it to him.


He
ran. He stood to full height, which was quite tall, took two steps back,
turned, and he ran, vanishing between trees.


Mischa
frowned. He hadn’t shouted for help, or even said anything at all, or radioed
someone. A looter, perhaps? An opportunist who thought the observatory or the
vice president’s home would be empty?


“Mischa!”
Zero said breathlessly as he trotted over to her. She turned to him, a gun in
her hand, and he frowned back at her. “What are you doing?”


“I…
I thought I saw someone. I was checking.”


“Well,
did you?” he asked. “See someone?”


She
wondered if it was even worth telling Zero about the man. She did not believe
he was there for any nefarious purpose, and it might distract them from the
task at hand.


“If
I did,” she told him, “they ran off.”


He
looked around quickly, and then shook his head. “Come on. We have more
important things to worry about.”


She
nodded, and tucked the gun away, and jogged after him, holding her heavy pants up
by two belt loops, and hoped she hadn’t just made a grave error by letting the
man run away.


 


*


 


Zero
burst through the door to the historic observatory to find that Penny had
already begun a thorough search on the first floor. The exterior of the building
was circular, but the walls of the first-floor astronomy library were squared
off with bookshelves containing all manner of texts on astronomy, US history,
former presidents and vice presidents -- and many of those books were currently
littering the floor as Penelope León tore them from their places by the armful
in a desperate bid to find the bomb.


The
center of the floor, between the bookshelves, held display cases with outdated
astronomical accoutrement, and on the opposite side was a metal spiral staircase
leading up to the domed observatory. Mischa rushed past him, to the stairs, her
tiny feet clanking up each step as she climbed hurriedly to help Alan search
the upper level.


“Penny,”
he said.


She
swept a shelf clear of its books and they crashed to the floor.


“Penny!”
he shouted. She finally looked at him, clearly annoyed. “The bomb isn’t going
to be on a bookshelf.”


“I
know that!” she said in frustration. “Look around, Zero! There’s no place here
large enough to house a bomb of that size!”


He
thought for a moment. “What else is on this floor?”


“Two
restrooms, down that hall,” she pointed. “I already checked them. They’re tiny.
There’s a janitorial closet. A small office in the back. That’s all.”


Zero
sighed and looked around. She was right; there was no discernible place on this
floor where one could hide a device as large as the Tsar Bomb would have to be.
Perhaps it was in the basement, where Maya and Trent were searching. Or above
them.


Although…


Although
he couldn’t help but notice that the squared-off bookshelves made the floor
feel smaller than the building did from the outside -- because of the circular
design of the observatory, there must be space behind them, he reasoned.


He
thought for a moment, and then maneuvered to the nearest shelf.


It
was taller than he was, six feet wide if he had to guess, and quite old by the
looks of it. It had about a half-inch of space between it and the next shelf.
He held his hand up to that space, hovering there, and then moving slowly up
and down it.


“What
are you doing?” Penny asked.


“There’s
an urban myth, here in America,” he said, not really answering her question, at
least not directly. “I’m sure you’ve heard of it. That when a new person
becomes president, they’re suddenly privy to all sorts of bizarre national
secrets.”


He
grabbed onto the shelf with both hands and gave it a firm, insistent tug. It
didn’t budge. It must have weighed a few hundred pounds, easily.


“I’m
not sure how true that is,” he said as he moved onto the next shelf and
repeated the process, moving his palm slowly up and down over the narrow crack
between the shelves. “I’m sure there’s a bit of truth to it -- like nuclear
launch codes, and military secrets and whatnot. But people tend to believe that
the president gets apprised about things like, you know, Area 51.
Extraterrestrial intelligence. Technology far beyond what the public could
fathom.” He chuckled slightly, and then gave the shelf a hearty tug.


“Okay…”
Penny followed him as he moved onto the next shelf.


“Like
I said, I don’t know about any of that,” he continued. “But I do know that our
past presidents have loved their secrets. I don’t mean secrets like
affairs, or children out of wedlock, though there were plenty of those and
probably more we don’t know about. No, I mean other secrets. American history
--” he paused a moment to sweep some books off the next shelf and onto the
floor -- “is rife with rumors and hearsay of secret societies, back-room deals,
shady interactions. The number of conspiracy theories surrounding Lincoln and
Kennedy alone are just mind-boggling.”


Penny
frowned. “I’m not sure where you’re going with all this.”


At
last he came to his point: “Do you have any idea how many secret rooms and
passageways there are in the White House alone? Let alone Monticello, or Mount
Vernon? Trent was right; this place, this was commissioned in 1825. The
president at that time was John Quincy Adams. He lobbied for it personally; he
was a big fan of astronomy, and he spent a lot of nights in the observatory
above our heads, with that telescope, looking at the stars.”


He
tugged on the old bookshelf. It didn’t budge. He sighed and moved to the next
one, the last one. It had to be that one. It just had to be.


“Ah,”
Penny said at last. “You’re suggesting, in the most circuitous way possible,
that the square-room-in-a-round-building means there could be a secret room or
space somewhere in here.”


“Yes.”


“And
the thing with your hand -- you’re checking for drafts?”


“Precisely.”
He felt no draft there. He grabbed onto the bookshelf. Penny did too.


Together,
they gave it a heave.


It
didn’t move. Zero frowned.


“Well.
It was a good theory,” she reassured him.


He
was wrong. He should have seen that coming, he supposed; it was a shot in the
dark.


“Maybe
the others will have better luck than we did,” she added with a hint of false
hope in her voice.


“Maybe.”
Zero folded his arms. He sighed, and he leaned back heavily against the shelf.


It
moved about an inch with his weight.


He
pushed off from it and spun to face it as if it had tried to bite him.


Penny
noticed too, her gaze flitting rapidly between the bookshelf and him.


“Not
pull…” she said.


“Push.”


The
two of them put four hands on the almost-two-century-old bookshelf, and they
pushed. It groaned. It gave. Inch by inch, the shelf moved, and it swung as it
did, in an inward arc -- on a track, Zero noticed. The bottom left side of the
shelf had a single metal wheel beneath it, long since rusted, moving along a
narrow track in the floor, hidden by the bookshelf’s mass, that clearly hadn’t
been moved in some time by its stubbornness. Possibly years.


They
pushed until the corner of the shelf reached the curved wall behind it and
stopped, refusing to move any further, and they gaped at the empty space beyond
it, or the mostly-empty space, because there was something there. 


Neither
of them said a word but he felt Penny’s fingers reach for his and squeeze
tightly and tremble just a little. Though, it might have been his fingers
trembling, if he thought about it.


“Dad?”
Maya’s voice chirped through the radio. “Alan? There’s nothing down here.
Everything is just… open, nowhere to hide anything. We’ve searched the place
top to bottom. Anyone else found anything yet? Any leads? Over.”


“Um…
yeah,” Zero murmured, and it took him a few seconds to realize that the radio
was not even in his hand but still clipped at his belt.


“Not
a damn thing, over,” Alan reported.


He
reached for the radio, and he tugged it from his belt and he held the button
down. “We, uh… we found it.”


“Sorry,
repeat? ” Maya asked. “Over.”


“We
found it. We’re looking at it. Right now. Um, over.”











CHAPTER TWENTY NINE


 


 


That
is a nuclear bomb.


The
thought was not his own. It was a voice, one behind him, possibly Maya or maybe
even Penny, but they sounded so far away from him.


The
device was about the size and even roughly the shape of a coffin. It was flat
on the bottom, and curved along the top, smooth in its metal casing, riveted
shut, no display or readout or timer or anything of the sort, not even wires
that they could discern, just a long metal sarcophagus fit for a few million
people.


To
look at it, tucked away along the far wall of the observatory behind the
ancient bookshelf, its two ends touching points on the curved wall, one might
not think much of it, and certainly not that it was a thermonuclear bomb
designed to destroy Washington, D.C.


But
they were sure of it. It had to be. The Tsar Bomb.


Alan
and Mischa had hurried down from the spiral metal stairs, and Trent and Maya
had hurried up, and now they crowded behind him in the open bookshelf’s space,
staring. 


No
timer. No wires. No idea how to stop it.


“Does
anyone want to reconsider getting the hell out of here?” he asked softly.


No
one answered, but no one moved either. He knew by now that none of them were
going to turn tail now. They’d come this far. They’d found it. 


“Any
chance we could airlift it out of here?” Alan ventured.


Trent
looked up, at the ceiling overhead. “How?”


Penny
shook her head. “This thing has to weigh close to two tons. Maybe more. No way
we can risk moving it.” She lifted the radio to her mouth, but paused for a
moment, and then pressed the button. “Joanna? Sara? Are you there? Over.”


“We’re
here,” said Barkley. “What’s the situation?” The two of them in the house had
obviously been listening in on the same channel when they’d found the bomb.


“I’m
going to need some things,” Penny told them. “Write this down if you have to.”


Zero
was glad that someone other than him had some cognitive function right now,
because all he could think, over and over, was holy shit, that is a nuclear
bomb, less than six feet in front of me.


It
was harrowing yet oddly exciting in a way that he would never admit. Its
coffin-like appearance filled him with dread, even while he held hope that they
could still stop this.


“We’re
ready, go ahead,” said Sara. “Over.”


“Okay.
A laptop. Power cord. A USB cable. In fact, all the cables, whatever you have.
A smartphone; I’m going to have to create a mobile hotspot to connect to the
internet. Let’s see… screwdrivers. A set, whatever you have or can find. Um.”
She knelt to inspect the bomb and placed a hand upon it.


“Should
she be touching it?” Trent asked nervously. “I feel like we shouldn’t be
touching it.”


“A
pry-bar,” Penny said, “or an equivalent. A hammer…”


“A
hammer.” Alan took off his hat. “We’re all going to die.”


“Just
one problem,” said Barkley through the radio. “The only smartphone is my own,
my personal line. They’re looking for me, I’m sure. If we turn it on, they’ll
find us.”


Penny
looked at Zero. “I need to be online.”


There
was no other choice. If Penny said she needed to be online, then they had to do
it. He nodded to her, and she confirmed it through the radio to Barkley.


He
was glad they grabbed the guns. It was looking like they were going to need
them.


 


*


 


President
Rutledge was only the slightest bit sore that they could not remove the
Resolute Desk from the Oval Office and transport it to the PEOC. He had hoped
to sign the accord there, seated behind that symbol of America. But at least he
would still be signing.


The
bunker underneath the White House was located beneath the North Lawn of the
property. The Presidential Emergency Operations Center -- or PEOC -- had
originally been built during World War II for Franklin D. Roosevelt, but had
been expanded in the years after the September 11th attacks in order to
modernize. It was now a several-thousand-square-foot facility, complete with
communications equipment, conference rooms, bedrooms, bathrooms, its own air
and water supply, and a stock of food and necessities. The PEOC had
electricity, its own secure wi-fi network, and even plumbing that was entirely
separate from the White House.


It
was, essentially, self-sustaining from whatever catastrophe might be occurring
overhead. 


It
also felt claustrophobic down there. Despite the growing lateness of the hour,
Rutledge could do little but pace. There would be no relaxing. There sure as
hell was not going to be any sleeping; how could he, believing that a nuclear
bomb could go off over their heads at any moment?


He
checked in with aides regularly about the status of the evacuation. More than
seventy percent of the city had gotten out safely but highways were still
jammed, inching along. Members of Congress had been flown out by helicopter and
plane. His own staff had been evacuated to a secure location, all except for
Director Barren, who had accompanied him into the PEOC, and a half-dozen aides
and more than double that in Secret Service.


He
wished that Tabby was here.


He
wished that Joanna was here.


Moreover,
he wished they knew just where the hell Joanna was. They’d turned up not hide
or hair of her since her reported disappearance. The White House had been
thoroughly swept, as had the Naval Observatory before being fully evacuated
hours earlier.


Maybe
she’d already fled the city. He had to believe that.


Before
dusk had fallen, but after being secured in the bunker, Rutledge had briefly
addressed the nation, from an underground conference room that bore the Presidential
Seal behind him and with a camera that was somehow (albeit thankfully)
considered a necessary supply to have in the bunker. He barely remembered what
he’d said; it had been off the cuff, from the heart. He had told the American
people that while the nuclear threat was not confirmed, they were taking it as
seriously as if it was. He told them that Washington was indeed being
evacuated, and that providing shelter for friends and loved ones was the best
assistance anyone could give at that moment.


He
promised them that America would not be intimidated by terrorists. And to
illustrate his point, he revealed that he was not leaving Washington, and that
he would sign the accord, via live stream, at 9:00 am EST the following
morning, as had been planned.


In
the wake of his announcement, their phone lines and communications center had
been flooded with confirmations from other world leaders, many of whom took to
their own airwaves in their respective countries to issue statements in support
of the United States and Rutledge. It was universally agreed: come what may,
they would be signing the accord in the morning.


Even
if they were signing in the wake of a horrific tragedy in Washington, D.C.


In
the meantime, Rutledge couldn’t sit still. He couldn’t stay in one place. Try
as he may, he ended up pacing the corridors of the PEOC bunker, followed by at least
two Secret Service agents despite the absolute lack of threat that the bunker
afforded, skirting aides who scurried this way and that, speaking urgently
amongst each other.


“Sir!”
a familiar male voice called out. “Mr. President!”


He
turned and saw Director Barren jogging towards him. “Sir… I just received an
alarming update. Vice President Barkley’s phone, her personal cell phone, has
been off for hours, but it was just activated. At the Naval Observatory.”


Rutledge
could not believe what he was hearing. “Hang on. You mean to tell me that we
had people sweep that entire area, and they found nothing. Yet she just… went home?”


“No,
no sir. She wasn’t there before. Our people were certain. And there’s no
confirmation that she’s there now; just her phone. And it’s not at the vice
president’s home. The signal is coming from the historic observatory.”


Rutledge
frowned. That didn’t make any sense to him. “You’re certain?”


“NSA
and CIA techs have both confirmed it, sir.”


The
president stroked his chin. He hadn’t shaved today; he had stubble. “What does
this mean?”


“Isn’t
it obvious, sir?”


Rutledge
was already in a mood, and about to tell David Barren that no, it did not seem
obvious, and that perhaps he should do his job and explain it, but instead he
simply said, “What?”


“Agent
Strickland said that a bomb was planted. That observatory isn’t in use anymore.
It would make for -- well, for lack of a better term, it would make for an
ideal place to plant such a device.”


“Oh
God.” If the bomb was there… and Jo’s phone was there… and the terrorists that
had attacked them in Egypt had already made an attempt on her life…


“Then
we have to assume she’s there as well. We need to send someone,” Rutledge said
urgently. “Send anyone. Who’s available?”


Barren
shook his head. “Both Metro and Capitol Police have their hands full with the
evacuation. Secret Service is scattered. FBI could get here but it would take
some time.” Barren paused for just a moment and said, “Let me send CIA.”


“That’s
not their job,” Rutledge countered.


“It
can be today. If I give the say-so.”


The
president rubbed his face. “Fine. Give the word. But they need to exercise the
most extreme caution.” Not only could the vice president be there, but there
could be a bomb. “They get her, and they get her out. Is that clear?”


“It’s
clear, sir.”


Rutledge
turned, feeling the manic urge to pace again, when Barren spoken up again.


“There’s
something else you should know, sir. CIA intelligence has suggested that Zero
was in Egypt.”


Jon
Rutledge spun. He frowned so hard he squinted. “What? What are you saying?”


“Todd
Strickland lied to us and he lied to the CIA. Zero was in Egypt during the
attack. We know that now.” Barren shook his head and added, “Given his history
of volatility, and recent events, we are not discounting the possibility that
he’s involved, potentially even behind this.”


Rutledge
scoffed unapologetically in Barren’s face. “That’s preposterous.” 


He
turned again.


“Open
your eyes, Jon!” the DNI said forcefully. “He had unfettered access to you, and
to the VP, for how long? He was privy to national secrets, international ones
as well. His wife was murdered on their honeymoon. Who do you think he blames
for that? He went off the deep end, Jon, and we cut him loose, and you know
that!”


Barren’s
eyes were wide and slightly bloodshot. Loose hairs had strayed from his
combover and stood at odd angles, making him look desperate, fraying.


Rutledge
wondered, for a moment, if it was really Zero whose motives should be
questioned.


But
he was not going to have this conversation. Not now. Not when so much more was
at stake. “Send a team. Extreme caution. If the VP is there, they get her out
of there. Everything else is secondary. Do you understand, Director Barren?”


“Yes
sir.” Barren forced the words out between his teeth. “I’ll make the call, and
send a team.”











CHAPTER THIRTY


 


 


“Ooookay,” said Penny, drawing the first
syllable out for several seconds as she carefully extricated a second metal
panel from the side of the Tsar Bomb.


Zero stood behind her, giving her space
but peering over her shoulder. The inside of the device was more complex than
anything he’d ever seen, a rat’s nest of thin, colorful wires, hundreds of
them, criss-crossing and soldered in place to a large circuit board the size of
a coffee table.


What he was seeing looked alien,
impossible.


Sara stood beside him -- she and Barkley
had come to deliver the tools that Penny had requested, and they’d stayed --
and he felt her arm reach around him, across his back, and squeeze a bit. He
put an arm around her shoulders and held her close to him. Neither of them
could take their eyes off the device.


Maya and Trent were elsewhere, somewhere
in the observatory. Mischa was sitting on the floor, watching, with her back to
the secret swiveling bookcase. Further behind him and Sara, Barkley’s heels
clacked against the floor of the astronomy library as she paced.


“What if they trace my phone?” the vice
president asked. “What if they come here, and send a bunch of people, and
Bright detonates?”


Behind him, Zero heard Alan say, “I’m
not sure we’ll even know it. We’re talking instant incineration here. I mean, I
might not even get to finish this statement before…” Alan paused, and then
said, “Okay, maybe I will.”


“Alan,” Zero said sharply. “Not the
time.”


“Huh,” Penny said. Then, “Ah. Okay.
Well.”


“Do you have news for us?” Zero asked
hopefully.


“I should in a minute.” She had the
laptop that Barkley had brought open on the floor in front of her, next to the
bomb, Barkley’s phone connected to it to employ its network signal. She plugged
a cable into the side of the computer, and then carefully reached through the
rat’s nest of wires to attach the other end to the circuit board.


Her fingers danced along the clacking
keys. She grunted once in frustration, muttering something about a slow
connection, and then said, “Well, this is strange. This device isn’t emitting
any frequency that I can discern, which means there’s no remote detonator.
There’s also no timer or sequencing mechanism. At least that explains how it
went undetected; it’s not emitting anything unusual.” She typed some more, and
ran her finger along the touchpad, and cursed under her breath about not having
a mouse.


“Oh,” she said, her voice breathy. “Oh.”



“Penny?” Zero said.


Without looking up from the computer she
told them, “This bomb is receiving a GPS signal.”


“So it’s being controlled by satellite?”
Alan asked.


“Yes. Um, no. Sort of. But not quite.
It’s…” She squinted at the screen, and her face fell slack. “It’s sharing a
signal with another location. Several of them, in fact. Daisy-chained.”


“What’s that mean?” Sara asked.


“It means one is connected to the next
is connected to the next,” Penny explained as she typed some more. “There are
--” Her voice fell to a hushed tone. “There are seven in all.”


“Where?” Barkley was at his shoulder,
gripping it gently with one hand. Maya and Trent had rejoined the group behind
her.


Penny turned her laptop screen so that
the others could see. Displayed there was a Mercator projection, easily
identifiable as the entire world map, with seven blinking red dots scattered
upon it.


“Paris,” she told them. “Zurich.
Jerusalem. Tehran. Bratislava. And for some reason, West Virginia.”


Seven. Seven of them in all. Including
the one they were standing in front of.


“What
if these were just dummy signals,” Alan said hopefully, “to throw us off the
trail?”


Penny shook her head sadly. “I think we
all know that we can’t take that chance. And I think we all know how unlikely
that is.”


Zero felt lightheaded. He slumped a
little, putting weight on Sara’s shoulders.


There was not one Tsar Bomb. There were
seven, scattered around the world.


I want you to see fireworks.


That’s what Bright had said.


But moreover, he had made this personal.
Each and every one of those locations was a place that Zero had been, a place
where he had stopped some nefarious plot. The locations of the bombs were a
roadmap of the last three years of his life, globetrotting, ending threats.
Threats that, he could guess, had been bankrolled or at least supported in some
part by Mr. Bright.


Even West Virginia, seemingly the
outlier, was where Zero had rescued the former President McMahon from the hands
of the mercenary group The Division.


There’s something I want you to see.


This is what Bright wanted him to see.


Bright knew that he would not kill
Weisman. He knew that Weisman would spill about the Tsar Bomb in D.C. Maybe
that was the only one that Weisman actually knew about. Maybe Bright had
Weismans all over the world.


But he knew that Zero would figure it
out, and rush here, and attempt to save the day --


Only to find that this was one of seven,
and that he could not do the traditional Zero thing, and jump into a plane, and
fly off at high speeds to stop the plot.


Not this time.


“We have to tell someone,” Barkley said
in a near-whisper.


Zero ignored her, just for now, and
asked: “Penny, can you cut the signal? Interrupt the daisy chain?”


“I would very much advise against that.
There’s no guarantee there’s not a failsafe in place that would detonate all
the others in the event of an interruption.”


“How would we know if there was?” Maya
asked.


“We wouldn’t,” Penny told her. “But if I
was designing this, that’s exactly what I would do.”


It was downright diabolical. They could
interrupt the signal here and save Washington, but condemn six other locations
and tens of millions of lives, maybe more.


“What if we hacked the satellite?” Alan
ventured.


Penny shot him the flattest of looks.
“First of all, this?” She gestured to the laptop. “Not equipped for that. Even
if we had someone that could, there are thirty-three hundred active satellites
in space. And that’s operating under the assumption that the satellite
in question isn’t one that’s been hacked specifically for this purpose already.
We don’t have the time to find a needle in space.”


Barkley raised her hand slightly. “If
I’m understanding this correctly, the daisy chain means that all of these bombs
will go off simultaneously.”


“That’s right,” Penny confirmed.


“And every one of these countries is a
member of the Cairo Accord,” the vice president told them. “The member nations
are due to sign the accord at nine in the morning -- virtually, at the same
time. That can’t be a coincidence.”


“Instant peace,” Alan murmured, “or
instant destruction.”


Zero shook his head. Bright would not
win. He couldn’t. 


“We have to tell someone,” Barkley said
again.


Zero ignored the plea again, for now.
“Penny, we need a way to shut these down.”


She shook her head. “I… I don’t know.”


He released Sara’s shoulder and knelt in
front of the former CIA tech, reaching for her hand and holding it between both
of his. “Think, please. If you were the designer of this setup, these bombs,
what would you do? What would be the only way to shut them down?”


“I…” She shook her head again, her brown
hair curling around her chin. “I’m not sure… I suppose…” Her gaze flitted back
and forth. “I suppose the only way would be to interrupt the signal at every
location. At the exact same time.” 


He nodded. “You’re brilliant. If none
can go off, then none go off.”


“Right. That’s right. But Zero -- that
would require every location doing exactly what we’re doing now. They’d have to
find the bomb. Open it up. Connect to it. Be in contact with us. And shut it
down, at the same moment.”


He nodded again. “Good. Then let’s do
that.”


Zero released her hand and stood. To
Barkley he said, “You’re right. We need to tell someone.” He turned to Alan.
“Baraf.”


Alan blinked. “Baraf?”


“Yes. And --” He snapped his fingers.
“Mendel. She’s in Jerusalem, and she’s got friends in high places. Penny? Can
you pinpoint the coordinates of the other signals? Do you know where these
bombs are?”


“I… yeah. Of course I can.”


“Good. Get them.” 


They could do this. They could still
stop this.


“Hang on though,” Alan protested.
“Baraf’s a good guy and he can get the job done, but he’s on the straight and
narrow. He’s going to want to sound the alarm. We’re talking major panic here.
Just like D.C., maybe worse.”


He was right. But it was unavoidable.
“All that means is if they still go off, we have the chance to save some lives.
Get him on the phone.”


“Zero,” said Penny, but he was already
beyond the claustrophobic space behind the secret bookshelf, in the open
astronomy library, its floor littered with books, pacing and thinking. Six
other bombs needed to be found. Six other locations needed to be precisely
instructed and timed --


“Zero!” Penny followed him and grabbed
his arm.


“What is it?”


“Listen to me,” she said. “You asked me
what I would do if I had designed this, and I just realized something. Bright’s
finger needs to be on the trigger.”


He frowned. “I don’t follow.”


“We know Bright well enough by now to
know that he needs to be able to detonate if he wants. He wouldn’t leave it to
chance or the possibility of us actually pulling this off. He’d want his finger
on the trigger. Right?”


Zero nodded.


“But the design I just described doesn’t
allow for that. There’s no option for someone to intervene in the signal
without interrupting it -- unless he is one of the locations. Do you
follow?”


He followed. He followed perfectly, and
it made perfect sense. Seven locations -- six bombs. And one Mr. Bright,
ensuring that his grand scheme would go off one way or another. A link in the
daisy chain.


“Let me see that map again.” He and
Penny hurried back to the laptop, where Zero pointed at the West Virginia blip.
“Expand that.” She did, and he inspected it.


He had been wrong in his initial
assessment. The spot on the map was not the place where he had rescued
President McMahon from Fitzpatrick and his cronies. It wasn’t even close,
eighty miles or so away.


“There. That’s him. It has to be.”


“What if we’re wrong?” Penny insisted.
“What if it’s another bluff, and another bomb?”


“We’ll find out, won’t we? One way or
another.” His statement was in no way reassuring, not to her or himself or anyone
else. But they had to try. “Pen? Anyone have a pen?”


Joanna Barkley tossed him one, and Zero
quickly wrote the West Virginia coordinates on his arm.


“Guys?” Trent Coleman called to them
from the astronomy library. “Does anyone else hear that?”


Zero rushed out of the hidden space,
with Reidigger and Mischa and Maya, and all of them heard it -- the
unmistakable whump-whump of helicopter rotors.


They’d been discovered.











CHAPTER THIRTY ONE


 


 


Zero
wasted no time in calling the plan.


“Sara,
Joanna, upstairs now!” he shouted. “Bring a radio, call what you see! Maya,
Trent -- cover the main entrance! Mischa, cover the rear! Non-lethal force, but
no one gets in!” He strode to Alan and grabbed his best friend’s shoulder.


“Ow!
I was shot, remember?”


“Alan,
listen to me,” Zero said gravely. “What’s going on behind that bookshelf is
absolutely the most important thing that’s going to happen tonight. You know
that, don’t you?”


“Yeah,
Zero.” Alan’s voice softened. “Of course I do.”


“So
I need you to take this.” He shoved a Sig Sauer into Alan’s good hand. “And I
need you to go in there, with Penny. And I need you to shove that bookcase
closed behind you. Okay? With you, and Penny, and the bomb, and the phone. Make
this happen. Call Baraf. Call Mendel.”


Alan
looked up and away, as if he wanted to argue, and he cradled the gun awkwardly
in his hand, pressed against his chest. 


“Alan.
I’m asking you to forget about me and my family for once, as hard as that might
be for you, and literally save the world tonight.”


Reidigger
sighed. “Fine. I guess. If no one else will do it.”


Zero
couldn’t help himself. He grinned, and he squeezed Alan’s (non-hurt) shoulder.
“Go.”


“You
better take care of yourself and them!” Alan told him. And then he squeezed
into the hidden space, and grunted with the effort of pulling the bookshelf
back into place.


“Wait!”
Penny jumped up from the floor before the bookcase fully closed. “Here.” She
tossed something, and Zero caught it deftly. It looked like a coin, like a
silver dollar but thicker.


He
recognized it. It was a sonic grenade, one of Bixby’s design.


“Thanks
--” he started, but the shelf was closed, Alan and Penny behind it with the
thermonuclear bomb.


“Helicopter,
black,” Sara said through the radio, from her vantage point above them.
“Landing on the lawn about… forty yards or so from the observatory. Can’t tell
how many yet.”


Zero
grabbed up the AR-15, leaning against a display case, and he bolted for the
spiral stairs. His shoes clanged against the metal as he raced to the top and
joined Sara and Barkley in the wide observatory room. The old telescope was on
display in its center; the opening through which it had once jutted towards the
stars had been closed with curved glass, through which the two women were
currently watching.


He
knelt beside them and watched as the black helicopter’s skids touched down on
the grass. The sound of the rotors was louder up here, uninvited and intrusive.
He counted the men who jumped out of the chopper -- four, five, six of them. In
suits. They looked like agents.


“Boots
on the ground,” Sara said into the radio. “Six in all. A few submachine guns,
looks like small arms all around. They’re fanning out, using the trees as
cover.”


She
was right, for the most part. One of the men from the helicopter did not take
cover, but instead took a few steps away from the helicopter and towards the
observatory. He had something in his hand, roughly the shape of a handgun but
too large, funneling wide at the end.


Zero
couldn’t see the man’s features, but he recognized the jacket. This was Brown
Coat, from the pizzeria, he was certain. Brown Coat put the megaphone to his
mouth, and his voice boomed loud, even over the helicopter behind him.


“This
is Agent Smythe of the CIA,” he announced. “If the vice president is in there,
release her immediately, drop any weapons, and come out with your hands on your
head.”


“Maybe
I should go out there,” said Joanna. “Tell them what’s happening, tell them to
stand down --”


Zero
shook his head. “If you go out there, we have no leverage. There’ll be nothing
to stop them from storming in here.” He had no idea if these men were actually
CIA, or with Bright, or both, or would simply start shooting if they had the
chance, or any of a hundred possibilities.


Barkley
frowned. “I’m a little fuzzy on my status here. Am I a captive, or…?”


“I
repeat,” said Brown Coat (Zero had come to think of him as such, regardless of
what his name actually was), “Release the vice president immediately, or we
will use force. SWAT teams are en route.”


“What
do we do?” Sara asked.


Zero
thought for a moment. He looked at his forearm, on which he’d scribbled the
coordinates to the West Virginia location. It was a gamble, to be sure, but one
they couldn’t afford not to take.


He
had to get there.


He
took the radio from Sara and said into it, “Maya, I need that helicopter.”


“You
need cover fire?” she asked. “Over.”


“Non-lethal,”
he reminded her and everyone else. “These are agents. They’re just trying to do
their jobs.” He wanted to add, unless they try to kill you first, but he
assumed it was implied.


He
turned to Sara. The other AR-15 was nearby, lying on the floor of the
observatory. “We both know you want to do some shooting.” He forced a smile.


She
nodded, but didn’t smile back. “Be careful.”


“I
will.” He kissed her forehead. “I love you.”


“Love
you too.” Sara grabbed up the machine gun and reached for the bottom latch of
the window.


Zero
nodded to Barkley. “See you both soon.” He dashed out of the observatory, back
down the stairs, and straight to Maya and Trent. “The shooting is about to start.
Watch your backs and each other’s. Don’t do anything stupid.”


They
nodded, and took positions on either side of the front entrance, while Zero
strode quickly towards the rear, where Mischa was positioned.


“You
going to cover me?” he asked her.


She
nodded, and then said, “I want to come with you.”


He
sighed, and shook his head. “That’s not a good idea.”


“You
shouldn’t go alone,” she insisted. “And if Bright is there --”


“What
if he’s not?” Zero interjected. He hadn’t wanted to think about that, let alone
say it aloud, but he had to. “If I go there, and it’s a trick, and there’s a
bomb instead of Bright, I… I won’t have any way to interrupt the signal. You
understand? I won’t have a Penny with me. I don’t know what she knows, and
there might not be time. You see that, right?”


“Yes,”
she murmured.


She
knew what it meant. So did he. They all did. If six out of seven signals were
successfully interrupted, then one bomb would still go off. If he was wrong,
and there was a bomb instead of Bright, he would be alone at ground zero. But
if he didn’t go, then they all might be, plus five other major cities around
the world.


Mischa
held a Sig Sauer in one hand and she hugged him tightly with the other,
squeezing his back, which ached but he didn’t complain or wince. He hugged her
back, and then they positioned themselves on either side of the door.


“Ready,”
Mischa said into the radio.


“Ready,”
came Maya’s reply.


“Ride
or die,” Sara said through the radio.


He
felt, more than heard, the chainsaw-rip of automatic gunfire overhead. An
instant later there was a second burst, from the front of the observatory, but
by that time he had flung the rear door open. Mischa ducked out first, the Sig
Sauer huge in her small hands. She popped off two shots but Zero couldn’t see
what she was shooting at, if anything.


He
ran, flat-out sprinted from the rear exit, in a straight line through the
darkness of the lawn towards the nearest tree. The AR-15 bounced from its strap
against his shoulder. He skidded to a stop behind the thick trunk and peered
around it, gaining his bearings.


He
saw the helicopter, its cabin and cockpit doors still open. He saw agents
ducking and clambering for cover. Brown Coat had vanished somewhere.


He
saw yellow muzzle flashes from the observatory, heard the roar of automatic
weapons, and he ran again, this time bee-lining for the tree nearest to the
chopper. As he approached, he spotted an agent behind it, using it as cover.


The
agent saw him coming. He tried to get the SMG up in time but Zero was faster.
He kicked the gun aside and brought the stock of his rifle down on the top of
the man’s head. The agent crumpled at his feet.


“Sorry,”
Zero said breathlessly.


One
more run, and he’d be in the chopper. He heard shouting, and saw two agents
running, retreating towards the guard house, presumably to join the SWAT backup
that Brown Coat had threatened.


Zero
took a breath, and he ran for the helicopter. There was more shooting, and
plumes of dirt exploding from the earth, and chunks torn from trees around him,
and for the briefest of moments the intense irony struck him of one of his own
daughters accidentally shooting him.


But
he made it to the helicopter, and leapt into the open cabin, and pulled the
door closed behind him. He climbed over and into the cockpit, and was about to
settle into the pilot’s seat when he saw movement to his left.


Brown
Coat had taken cover behind the open cockpit door. He stared up at Zero in
astonishment, and Zero stared back.


“You…”
the man started, and reached for a gun in his brown coat.


Zero
kicked out and planted the sole of his shoe into Brown Coat’s forehead. The man
grunted, fell onto his back, and half-rolled over again.


Not
good, he realized. The only man on the scene that could positively identify him
as Zero had just spotted him. He’d report it. They would know he was there.


But
in a moment, I won’t be.


He
pulled the cockpit door closed and wrapped a hand around the stick.


 


*


 


As
soon as she heard her sister firing above her, Maya threw the front entrance
open, dropped to a one-kneed firing position, and squeezed the trigger in
controlled, three-to-four-round bursts. She purposely aimed just too high, over
the heads of the agents, and she watched them scatter for cover.


The
agent with the megaphone, the one called Smythe, dropped his device and fell to
his stomach. He crawled quickly on his belly, like a lizard, towards the
relative safety of the helicopter, and it was all Maya could do to hope he
didn’t get in and try to take off again.


She
couldn’t exactly shoot at him or it.


Behind
her, Trent squeezed off a few distracting shots with the black Sig Sauer, just
enough to keep the agents in cover, to keep them at bay.


She
saw them retreat, fleeing back towards the southern end of the campus, where
the guard house and access road was.


She
saw the dark shape that she knew was her dad, sprinting for the helicopter.


A
moment later she saw the shape of Smythe, tumbling backwards,
ass-over-teakettle.


The
helicopter lifted off. He’d made it. She stopped firing, and breathed a sigh of
relief -- just a small one, since the work was only now beginning.


Trent
put his hand on her shoulder.


Sara
ceased firing above them.


Maya…”
Trent said behind her, as if he wanted to tell her something important. Then:
“Maya!”


Smythe
was sitting upright. The gun was in his hands. It was pointed directly at the
open door, at her.


She’d
let her guard down. Just for a second. One second too long.


Two
shots rang out. One-two. Pop-pop.


Smythe
swayed, and slumped over.


She
had the stock of the AR-15 back to her shoulder in an instant, scanning left
and right for whoever had shot him. It wasn’t Trent. It wasn’t Sara. It was
someone else, someone out there… 


A
figure strode over to Smythe, crouched, and relieved him of his weapon.


Maya
squinted. In the moonlight, the man looked to be African-American. Tall.
Wearing a gray jacket.


No.


The
figure turned towards her, and took slow steps. He had a pistol in one hand and
Smythe’s SMG in the other but he didn’t point either at anything but the
ground.


“Stop!”
she shouted at him. “Stop right there!”


He
took two more slow steps, and then he did as she asked.


Maya
was shocked, and furious, and even a little frightened all at the same time.
She knew this man. The last time she saw this man, she told him that she would
kill him when she saw him again.


It
was John Watson. The man who killed her mother.











CHAPTER THIRTY TWO


 


 


Talia Mendel rose early, five thirty
a.m. in Jerusalem, and cursed at the darkness still outside her window. She did
not like to rise before the sun; it was unnatural. But today was an important
day, and she had much to do. 


She rolled out of bed and dragged her
feet as she shuffled into the bathroom of her north-side apartment, flicking on
the light and cursing at it, as well, for its brightness. She hadn’t slept
well, and the disheveled state of her short dark hair told the tale of much
tossing and turning during the night.


Half an hour later, her hair was combed
and styled, gently feathered against her forehead in a low swoop, the way she
liked it. She pulled on black jeans and black boots and a white v-neck t-shirt
-- she’d never been one for suits -- and applied some eyeliner in anticipation
of the first of many meetings that would occur today.


Because at four o’clock today, local
time, Israel would be signing the Cairo Accord, and she would be present for
it. 


The former Mossad agent was facing the
promotion of a lifetime, first in line for the appointment of a new joint task
force headed by the Israel-Palestine alliance which was now backed by the
United Nations and, with any luck, would only grow to become an international
agency.


It was very exciting, so much so that
the thoughts of it consumed her first waking hour, and it wasn’t until she had
almost fully prepared herself for the day that she realized she had not yet
checked her cell phone, plugged into the wall to charge overnight.


She checked it, and she almost dropped
it.


There were thirteen missed calls, and
almost twice as many text messages. She scanned them quickly: there was a
situation in Washington. The city had been evacuated. Threat of a nuclear bomb.
Accords were ongoing.


“Holy shit,” she said in English. It
was, in her opinion, the second-best of her four spoken languages in which to
swear, the first obviously being Russian and the last being her native Hebrew.


She did not bother calling anyone back
or even replying to the texts. As it was she would be due soon at Beit HaNassi,
the presidential residence in the Talbiya neighborhood of Jerusalem. She
grabbed her messenger bag, and her motorcycle keys, and was out the door less
than a minute later.


As she stalked quickly down the corridor
of her building, her cell phone rang yet again. She scoffed irritably -- she
could waste the time to speak with them now or just meet them in person, as she
was already on her way to do -- and reached for the phone in her jacket pocket.


It was not an Israeli phone number.


It was an American one.


That, historically, did not bode well
for Talia Mendel.


She hesitated, standing there in the
hall, almost too long, almost long enough for the call to go to voicemail, and
at the last possible moment she answered.


“Mendel,” she said. “Who is this?”


“This is Alan Reidigger. Do you remember
me?” The man’s voice was gruff, hasty, somewhat familiar but the name was a bit
lost on her.


“Reidigger… ah,” she said at last.
“Zero’s friend. Yes.”


She heard Reidigger scoff through the
phone. “Talia, are you aware of what’s happening in Washington, D.C., right
now?”


“I’ve only just heard. City-wide
evacuation, threat of a nuclear bomb…” She trailed off, recalling her history
with the man known as Agent Zero -- a man that she, admittedly, had quite the
crush on when they’d first met -- and realized that this was far from a social
call. “What is this about, Agent Reidigger?”


“I need you to listen to me very
carefully,” he said. “There is indeed a bomb, a thermonuclear device, and I
know this because I’m currently looking at it.” 


“I’m sorry, what?”


“Talia, listen. There isn’t just one.
There are seven. One of them is in Jerusalem. We have precise coordinates, but
this is going to require getting there, finding it, opening it… and other
things. Are you with me? Talia? Do you understand what I’m telling you?”


Her fingers felt numb. She’d heard the
words but somehow they didn’t make sense to her, as if something had been lost
in translation despite her mastery of the English language. “I… I heard you,”
she confirmed. “How do I know you’re telling me the truth? Why would you call
me with this news?”


“Honestly?” Reidigger said. “I wouldn’t.
But Zero would. He trusts you, and only you, to handle this. He knows you’re
capable. And if you’re good enough for him, you’re good enough for me. I’m
going to explain what needs to happen now, and I need you to follow these
instructions to an absolute T. Okay?”


“One moment,” she said. “Just one,
please.” 


Talia lowered the phone and put one hand
over her mouth and took a deep breath.


There is a nuclear bomb in Washington.


There is a nuclear bomb in Jerusalem.


This comes from Zero. He trusts you. You
trust him.


“Okay,” she told herself. “Okay.” She
put the phone back to her ear. “Reidigger? Tell me exactly what I need to do.”


 


*


 


“Sir? Flagg? Psst. Flagg. Hey.”


Sergeant Jack Flagg rolled over, and he
opened his eyes, just a little, squinting at the man in the doorway of his CHU
-- containerized housing unit, which was just a fancy US military term for
“shipping container that had been made over into makeshift living quarters.”


The man in the doorway was Reilly, his
night-shift guy, and it was still dark outside behind him at H-6, and if Reilly
was bothering him at this time of night then it must be something important.


Jack Flagg sat up, rubbed his eyes, and
said, “Yeah. I’m up. What’s up, Reilly?”


“There’s a call for you.”


Flagg blinked at Reilly. The guy was
young for this kind of job, thirty-two or somewhere around that, by far the
youngest on his team (hence getting the shit shift of overnight guard), but he
wasn’t stupid.


“You’re waking me for a call,” Flagg
said dully.


“Yes sir. I would’ve ignored it but the
guy kept calling, and asking for you, and then he mentioned that name, the guy
that was here a few days ago --”


“Zero?”


“That’s the one.”


Flagg rolled out of his hammock and
nearly lost his footing. He preferred the hammock over the stiff standard-issue
cots, though he knew he only had a year or two in him before it would be
impossible to continue sleeping in a glorified sling without significant back
pain.


“Phone,” he said, keenly aware that he
was in only boxer shorts and a tank top.


Reilly stepped into the CHU and held out
the black satellite phone.


“Zero?” Flagg said into it.


“No,” said the male voice. “Alan
Reidigger. Former CIA and EOT. We’ve met.”


“I remember. You’re a friend of his.”


“Yeah, that seems to be how everyone
remembers me,” Reidigger said gruffly. “Flagg, I’m not going to waste any time
here. I need to know if you have trustworthy contacts in Tehran.”


“Tehran?” Flagg rubbed his eyes again
with a fist. “Uh… yeah, I still know a few guys over there.”


“Are any of them EOD?”


That didn’t sound very good. There was
only one reason that anyone would request an explosive ordnance disposal
technician, and it wasn’t for a ride to the airport. “Maybe. Yeah. Former EOD,
anyway. Would that work?”


“Good enough,” said Reidigger. “And you
trust them?”


“Sure. With my life.”


“What about with the lives of several
million other people?”


Flagg’s throat ran dry. He grabbed his
nearby pants. “I think you should tell me what’s going on.”


 


*


 


Director Vicente Baraf sat behind his
desk at his office in Rome. He still wore yesterday’s cream-colored suit,
though his jacket was unbuttoned and the salmon-hued tie was loose around his
neck. As a director at Interpol, Baraf had been working tirelessly to assist
the United Nations in making sure that the Cairo Accord happened as it should,
which meant personally reviewing any and all suspicious chatter, threat
reports, tips, or anything else that could have meant an interruption like the
one that occurred in Egypt.


He had not gone home that night, and he
had not slept, and would not sleep, not until it was done, which was scheduled
for three o’clock in the afternoon, local time.


The last thing he expected was the call
from Alan Reidigger -- last time he had seen the man was, in fact, in Rome,
after Alan had been shot in the shoulder and confessed to a number of
international disruptions. Baraf had arrested him and turned him over to the
CIA, or more specifically, to Agent Todd Strickland.


Now Reidigger was calling him with a
fantastically outlandish story, one that was so seemingly far beyond belief
that, frankly, Baraf had little choice but to believe it.


He was well aware of what was occurring
in Washington. But if Alan Reidigger was to be believed, the same would happen
in six other locations throughout the world.


“Paris, Zurich, and Bratislava,” Baraf
repeated.


“That’s right,” said Reidigger.
“Washington, West Virginia, Jerusalem, and Tehran are all covered. But I need
your help, and Interpol’s, with these three locations. But Baraf -- your people
absolutely cannot tamper with these bombs. They need to follow Dr.
León’s instructions exactly.”


“And you have the coordinates to these
locations?” Baraf asked him.


“Yes. Once everyone is in position we’ll
interrupt the signal at the exact same time, simultaneously.”


“How do you plan to do that?” he asked.


“We sync to International Atomic Time,”
Reidigger replied. “Down to the very second.”


Vicente Baraf leaned forward, one elbow
upon his desk, and said, “Alright.”


“Alright?”


“Alright.”


“Huh. I have to admit,” said Reidigger,
“I thought you’d be the toughest sell.”


Baraf had always been a pragmatic man.
And simple logic dictated that there was no reason for Alan to lie about this.
He had nothing to gain from it, and his claim would be easily proven or
disproven by arriving at the coordinates given and seeing if there was indeed a
thermonuclear device planted in the cities he claimed.


In fact, it was precisely this sort of
reason that Baraf had not gone home, had not slept, and was still in the office
at all. He did not believe in fate, but this was as close as he would come.


“There is just one thing,” said Baraf.
“I cannot, in good conscience, keep governments in the dark. They will have to
be contacted. These cities and countries must be made aware.”


Reidigger sighed. “Yeah. We kind of
thought you’d say that. Do what you have to do, Baraf. Let them know. Call for
evacuations. Just don’t let anyone get in the way, and make sure that no one
messes with those bombs.”


“I’ll see to it personally,” Baraf
promised.











CHAPTER THIRTY THREE


 


 


Maya held the stock of the AR-15 tight
to her shoulder, aimed directly at the head of the man who murdered her mother.
Her finger was on the trigger.


Do it.


Squeeze it.


He deserves nothing less.


This man, the man standing before her
with a gun in each hand but both pointed at the ground, he was a killer. John
Watson was one of the so-called dark agents, the chupacabras of the CIA, little
more than whispered rumors to most but all too real for those who had
encountered them and lived to tell about it.


The agency had tried to make a dark agent
out of her, and she had refused. Because of this man, John Watson, who had
slipped her mother the potent toxin called TTX that had killed her as she
walked to her car after work one day.


The amended hospital reports would later
say it was a sudden ischemic stroke, and it would be another four years before
Maya learned the truth.


He deserved to die. As he stood there,
staring back at her, he did not look the least bit remorseful. Only stoic as
ever.


“Maya,” Trent said gently behind her.
“Maya, lower the gun…”


“Quiet,”
she snapped at him.


Trent had met Watson once before, on
their sole CIA operation, the one in which Maya was supposed to kill someone,
no questions asked. As far as Trent knew, Watson had intervened and done the
job for them, and sent Maya away to help her dad.


Trent didn’t know what this man had put
her and her family through. He didn’t know that if not for John Watson,
Katherine Lawson would still be alive, a happy wife and mother and art
restoration expert.


“Maya, he saved your life just now,”
Trent said behind her.


“Shut up, Trent!” Her finger danced on
the trigger, touching it, massaging it. She could do it. Pull it. End it.


Watson just stood there, quiet, stoic as
ever, though she thought she saw him nod just a little in the darkness.


“Say something!” she shouted at him
angrily. She couldn’t shoot him like this, just staring at her. She wanted him
to beg, or plead, or apologize, or explain himself, or tell her it was okay,
that this was the right thing to do, or anything. Just say anything. Give her
any reason.


Watson opened his mouth and said,
“Nothing left to say, Maya. What’s done is done; what’s said has been said. I
came here to help you, and I’ve done that. That’s what I felt was right. Now
you do what you feel is right.”


Fury bubbled up in her chest even as
tears stung her eyes. That was not fair of him, to swoop in here and save her
life again and pretend like he was the hero. He wasn’t the hero. He’d never
been the hero.


But is that worth making yourself the
villain?


The voice was small, distant, but it
belonged to her, in her mind, and she knew it was the voice of reason, and she
hated it.


“Maya,” came another voice, not her own,
but Sara’s. Behind her. Her sister had come downstairs from the observatory and
stood behind her now, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Maya. Get up. Come on.”


“No,” she whispered.


Sara knelt behind her, both hands now on
her shoulders, and she heard her sister’s voice, soft in her ear. “Look at him,
Maya. Look. What he’s done has already killed him.”


She looked. Past the barrel, beyond the
darkness, she looked into John Watson’s eyes, and for the first time, what she
saw there was not placid stoicism. It was deep, unfathomable sadness. What she
had so often mistaken as dispassion and detachment was sorrow so inscrutable
that this man did not care if he walked away or if she pulled the trigger.


“Don’t be like him,” Sara urged her
gently.


Maya slowly lowered the gun. She wiped
her eyes on her sleeve, and she stood. Sara’s hands fell away from her
shoulders, and her sister reached for the door, intent to close it on Watson
and this chapter of their lives.


There was a sound then, a loud SHINK that
sounded like it came from everywhere at once, and in the same instant the
floodlights installed around the grounds of the observatory campus came to life
at once, impossibly bright, like staring into the sun.


Maya put up a hand instinctively to
shield her eyes, and in that moment she saw them: men, a dozen, maybe more, an
alien force, each of them identical to the next, dressed head-to-toe in full
tac gear, visors over their faces, stripping them of individuality, each armed,
converging on their location from seemingly every angle.


The SWAT teams that Smythe had promised.
They’d arrived, and snuck up on them in the darkness.


Watson vaulted forward. He bounded twice
on his long legs, towards the open door of the observatory, and he leapt at
them.


A fusillade of bullets exploded. Watson
fell through the doorway and into Maya. She caught him, or tried to, but his
full weight against her forced her down, crashing to the floor of the library
with him atop her.


Trent pulled Sara back, and he slammed
the door shut, and immediately reached for the nearest display case. “Mischa!”
he shouted. “Barricade the rear!” Sara joined him, helping him to drag the
heavy display case in front of the door.


Maya struggled to catch her breath and
to extricate herself from beneath Watson. She shimmied out from under him, even
as he gasped for breath, and as she scooted back on her butt she saw that his
back was a shredded, bloody mess.


His eyes were wide, criss-crossed with
red capillaries, and a small amount of blood eked from the corner of his mouth
as he said, “That… was a hell of a… jump. Wasn’t it?”


Maya breathed hard and watched him as he
gulped air in mouthfuls.


He’d saved her life again, and possibly
that of Sara, and Trent.


She hated him all over again for it,
even as he lay dying.


“Hey.” He managed to roll over, onto his
back, blood spreading around him. “Ah. Hey. I… I’m sorry. You know.”


She shook her head. No. She didn’t
accept his apology. She wouldn’t.


She refused to shed a tear for him. She
just watched him die.


“Oh.” Watson stared up at the ceiling,
and he smiled. “There he is.”


And then he stopped breathing.


Maya climbed to her feet. She picked up
the SMG that he’d carried inside when he leapt. Trent and Sara were at
positions by the front door. Mischa, at the back.


McMahon was gone. Strickland was gone.
Watson was gone. Their dad was gone. Alan and Penny, for all intents and
purposes, were as good as gone. It was up to them, the four of them.


“Sara, get Barkley to the basement,”
Maya ordered. “Protect her at all costs.”


Sara nodded and jogged to the stairs.


“It’s up to us now,” she said to Trent
and Mischa. “Whatever it takes, we have to defend this place until it’s done.”


Trent nodded. “Whatever it takes.”


Maya took a position near the front
door, gripping the submachine gun tightly, and dared the men outside to try to
get in.











CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR


 


 


Zero piloted the helicopter due west
towards the coordinates that Penny had given him. As he had left Washington, he
feared that any moment, literally any second, he would see a
brighter-than-bright flash behind him, the fireball that would take out an
entire city and everyone he loved, and that he wouldn’t be there for it or for
them. And then, as he drew closer to the location, he feared the opposite, that
a flash would register in his brain for a millisecond before he and the
helicopter were engulfed, swallowed by the nuclear explosion, and that he would
die alone.


But neither of those things happened,
and he flew the helicopter dark, the lights off, ever closer to the West
Virginia coordinates. The flight path took him southwest of the Monongahela
National Forest, into a rural area with large swaths of darkness below and few
artificial lights.


A lightning-flash of a headache zipped
through his skull. He winced and shook it off, or more likely, it left just as
quickly, and for the briefest of moments he looked down at the controls in
front of him and wondered why he was in a helicopter and where he was going.


It returned to him an instant later, but
it was no less alarming. It served as a grave reminder of why he hadn’t planned
beyond finding and killing Bright. He hadn’t bothered to consider where they
would go, he and his family, or what would become of their lives beyond this.
Part of the reason was because he might not survive a direct confrontation of
Bright and his people. Part of the reason was because maybe none of them would
survive; the bombs could go off, or the CIA could find them, or any number of
horrible fates.


But the other part of the reason was
because he could not forget that his brain was deteriorating and would
eventually kill him.


He didn’t know when that would be. A
month from now? A year?


At
the moment, it didn’t matter, as long as it wasn’t today. 


His heart rate sped up as he approached
the coordinates’ location and saw nothing below. But still he lowered his
altitude, trying to get a better look at his surroundings. 


Then -- lights exploded beneath him,
bright white lights that illuminated a compound of sorts, a wide walled-off
square dotted with a few small buildings and what looked like a substantial
home within it. The lights came on, and he craned his neck and saw small shapes
scurrying about, people, Bright’s men, and he knew that things were about to
get rough.


Still he dipped the helicopter lower.


He was still about fifty feet from the
ground when the shooting started. Bullets pounded the sides of the helicopter,
the underbelly. Alarms blared on the console. Zero gritted his teeth, and he
shoved the stick. 


The helicopter dropped precipitously. He
braced for impact but still the landing was a jarring one, rattling his spine
and sending pain shooting up and down his back. The helicopter bounced, the
skids leaving the ground again and hitting a second time. Zero ducked and
covered his head as the windshield shattered, bullets tearing at the cockpit.
He crawled between the seats to the cabin and flattened himself on the floor.


More glass shattered. The shooting
waned, and then stopped, and there were shouts, and then more shooting.


Zero saw the corner of a black canvas
bag, sticking out partially from under the copilot’s seat in front of him. He
reached for it. It was an emergency med pack, and in that moment he knew what
he needed to do.


He tore it open, hoping to find what he
already knew would be in there, and it was, wrapped in transparent plastic that
he tore open with his teeth. The syringe of epinephrine was thick, the tip of
it stubby. He gripped it in his fist, and he stabbed himself in the arm with
artificial adrenaline.


Outside, the shooting stopped again.
There were shouts, words that he couldn’t quite make out over the ringing in
ears.


He sucked in a ragged breath as his
heart doubled its pace, pounding in his chest, easily jumping up to a hundred
and eighty BPM. His fingers shook; every muscle in his body seemed to contract
simultaneously, and then relax.


The pain in his back subsided with the
sudden release of intense hormones from his adrenal glands. He had five
minutes, maybe ten, and he would make use of them.


Zero grabbed at the AR-15, still hanging
by the strap at his shoulder. He threw open the cabin door, and he rolled out
of the helicopter.


The gun was up in an instant, and before
his brain fully registered what he was seeing, or before it could send the
impulse of recognition to his eyes and back again, he was already firing,
shredding a cluster of three men nearest to him.


He spun, still on a knee, and fired again,
in short precise bursts, dropping two more in a heartbeat.


Shouts, on the other side of the
helicopter. Zero rolled, on his side and underneath the aircraft, angling his
weapon at the legs he saw trying to maneuver around it, blowing out kneecaps.
There were screams. Bodies fell. He fired another burst, and there weren’t
screams anymore.


He rolled out from underneath the
chopper and stood, letting the AR dangle at his shoulder and pulling the Sig
Sauer from the back of his pants. There was movement, to his four o’clock, and
he barely even looked before firing twice. He heard a yelp and didn’t stop to
look.


Zero felt hyper-focused. The pain was
gone, at least for now, but he felt like if he stopped moving for even a second
it would all come rushing back, that he’d crash, and fall, and never get up
again. He stalked to the edge of a square steel building, moving slowly but
still not stopping, and heard the crunch of boots around the corner.


He quickly laid himself down, flat on
his back. The two men that rounded the corner had their guns up and their gaze
level, not cast downward. Three shots ended them both easily.


He jumped to his feet and stayed low as
he rounded the steel building. How many had that been? Ten? Eleven? How many
could there be?


He got his answer, or sort of did, a
moment later as he rounded the opposite corner of the structure and came
face-to-face with another guard. The surprised man panicked and fired, the
bullet missing Zero’s face by an inch.


In turn Zero swiped at the gun, twisting
it, and shot him twice, point-blank.


Now he paused, and he breathed, and his
heart pounded in his chest like a kettle drum but to his own surprise he didn’t
fall over.


He heard nothing. No more shouts, no
more boots.


There was a cabin ahead of him, rustic-looking
at a glance but looking stranger and stranger with each passing moment; it was
too modern, too new, too clean, and too large. It was as if someone had wanted
a mansion but wanted it to look like a log cabin at the same time and simply
decided to make a mansion with a log cabin’s exterior, which hardly worked and
ended up just being ostentatious.


But he wasn’t here to debate
architecture. He was here for Bright.


Zero strode up the four steps that led
to the front door. He lifted one foot, and he kicked the door just below the
knob. The jamb splintered and gave way, and in the same instant the door flew
open, Zero skirted to his left and took cover behind the wall.


Bullets tore the air where he had just
been. Predictable, that there’d be guards on Bright, and predictable that
they’d be waiting for him like that, as if it was some sort of trap to be on
the other side of a door. Zero reached into his pocket and pulled out the small
disc from Penny, the one that was just too thick to be a coin. He placed it
between his two palms and twisted, feeling the halves give way, rotating
against one another by a hundred eighty degrees.


Then he tossed the disc into the foyer.
He heard it bounce once, twice, and he covered his ears as tightly as he could.


Even with his hands over his head, he
still heard the muffled screams, and leaning there against the wall he felt the
vibration of bodies thumping to the floor. He waited a full ten seconds, and
then he uncovered his ears and lowered the spent AR-15 to the porch.


With the Sig Sauer in hand, he entered
the foyer. There were two men there, alive, one unconscious and the other
writhing, both bleeding from the ears. The sonic grenade had done its job,
emitting a dangerous and powerful frequency burst that blew out eardrums and
destroyed equilibrium.


He stepped over them, and with the
pistol up he stalked into a wide, open-concept kitchen, where a third man was
trying to stand though his arms and legs were shaky and he couldn’t seem to
tell which way was up. Zero ended him with a single round.


Beyond the kitchen was a wide living
room, with a leather sectional sofa and an impressive fireplace, inert as it
was, and a flatscreen television mounted on the paneled wall. There was a
European soccer match on, though the sound was muted.


Zero spotted a doorway out of the living
room and maneuvered to it carefully, his pistol ready. The doorway led to an
office; as he carefully sidled into view, he saw a wide desk, laden with a
computer and various equipment, a high-backed chair, which was empty, a few
paintings on the wall…


And then the man came into view. He was
about as tall as Zero, with smooth cheeks and neatly combed hair. He wore a
blue cotton button-down shirt with the top few buttons undone, and denim jeans,
and when he saw Zero he grinned, and he put his hands up near his ears, elbows
cocked.


“Alright, Zero. Alright. You got me.”


Zero shot him in the forehead.


The man’s head jerked, the painting
behind him now re-painted, and he fell backwards.


He told himself he would not hesitate.
He would not have a conversation. He would deliver to Bright a bullet and
nothing more.


Zero sighed. His heart rate was slowing;
the pain was creeping back into his spine and limbs as the adrenaline wore off.


But he could not rest. Not yet. There was
still work to do. He entered the office, stepping over Bright’s body, to
inspect the setup. This must be where the signal was coming from; it must be
what he had to stop, when the time was right and all the players were in place.


He rounded the desk and paused in
confusion. The computer screen was off. He jiggled the mouse and nothing
happened. He realized there were no sounds, no cooling fans or hums coming from
the machine, so he placed a hand on the side of the tall desktop tower.


It was cool to the touch.


“What the hell…?” Zero looked underneath
the desk.


Nothing was plugged in. Not the
computer, not the monitor, nothing.


“Hi Zero,” came the voice. He nearly
jumped, and looked around for the source. “On the desk. The speaker. You see
it?”


He did. There was a small black wireless
speaker near the mouse, and his cheeks flushed with heat as he suddenly
realized he’d been set up, yet again.


“Man,” said Bright. “I wasn’t sure you’d
actually figure it out and come here. But you do not disappoint, let me
tell you. Talk about an unstoppable force meeting an immovable object, huh?”


“Where are you?” Zero demanded.


“Don’t bother; it’s just a speaker, I
can’t hear you. But I can see you. I’m guessing you want to know where I am.
See, there’s a panic room in this house, and I’m in it right now, along with my
lovely assistant Michelle. She’s a bit freaked out by your excessive display of
machismo, so I’m going to let her stay here, and I’m going to come out,
and we’ll talk. Okay? Nod if that’s okay.”


Zero didn’t nod. His hands shook with
anger.


“Put your gun down on the desk. Come out
to the living room. Put your hands on your head. Only then will I come out.”


“No,” Zero said. “I’ll tear this house
down around you if I have to --”


“Zero, I told you already,” Bright said,
“I can’t hear you. But it looks like you’re angry, and probably threatening me,
so I’m just going to tell you, you’ll never get into this room without me
opening the door. Trust me. So please: put the gun down on the desk. Come out
to the living room. And put your hands on your head.”


Still Zero refused to move. He refused
to do what this man wanted him to do.


“Look, I’ve got all the time in the
world. But I think you know you don’t.”


He clenched his teeth and swore, and he
forced himself to put the Sig Sauer down on the desk. He stepped into the
living room and stood there, halfway between the muted TV and the wide, cold
fireplace.


“Hands on your head,” the speaker said
from the office, singsong.


Zero grunted, and slowly raised his arms
and put both hands flat on his head.


“Good boy. See you in a moment.”











CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE


 


 


Zero stood there, feeling awkward and
incredibly foolish with his hands on his head, having been duped by Bright. He
had figured it out, come all this way -- which is precisely what the man had
wanted.


From somewhere in the house was a loud
hiss, and the low rumble of a heavy sliding door, and then footsteps. From
overhead. There was a second rumble, presumably the panic room door sliding
back into place, and then a few moments later, he stepped into the room.


“Huh,” said Bright. “You actually stayed
there.”


The man before him was
not at all how he would have imagined Bright to look. He could have been Zero’s
age, maybe even slightly younger, or at least looked it. He wore aviator-style
eyeglasses that were just slightly tinted, and there was a slight hook to his
nose that implied it had been broken at some point in his life and hadn’t quite
healed right. His hair was long, past his ears, and he wore it pushed back off
his forehead. There was a day or two’s worth of sandy stubble on his cheeks and
chin and surrounding the smile on his face.


His hands were empty.
He’d emerged entirely unarmed. No weapon, no device or detonator.


“Wow. This is a real
pleasure,” Bright said. “You can put your hands down now.”


Zero dropped his arms
to his sides, and he threw himself at Mr. Bright. He raised a fist, intent on
breaking the man’s nose in a whole new way.


Bright turned. He was
almost too slow, almost, but he managed to duck Zero’s blow by a half an inch.
He grabbed a shoulder and a hip and he turned, pulling Zero’s body weight in
the air, and he threw him, just a few feet but straight into the nearest wall.


He felt the drywall
crack and give way behind him. Pain shot up his spine, radiated through his ribs,
and Zero fell to his knees. The breath was knocked from his lungs and he tried
desperately to suck air in.


“We don’t have to do
that,” Bright said. “That’s not why you’re here.”


“I’m here… to kill
you,” Zero managed.


“No, you’re not.”
Bright knelt. “Just like you’re not here to stop the bombs. You’re here to see.”


Zero forced himself to
stand. He balled his fists and squared off against Bright.


“Really,” Bright
sighed, “we don’t have to --”


Zero swung. Bright
dodged, a boxer’s maneuver, dipping his shoulder down and to the right,
forecasting his blow, but Zero couldn’t seem to move fast enough to stop it and
the fist dug into his solar plexus, again knocking the already-scant air out of
him.


He doubled over. Bile
rose in his throat.


“Look at you,” Bright said.
“You’re hurt. You’re exhausted. Took a lot out of you to get here. Wouldn’t
even be a fair fight at this point.” Bright reached for Zero’s shoulder and
pushed him, not too hard, but enough of a shove that he lost his balance and
fell back, on his rear end, still trying to catch his breath. “I bet you
assumed you’d take me easy, huh? But you don’t get to be in my position without
learning how to defend yourself. Trust me, I’ve had to get myself out of quite
a few jams.”


Bright left him there,
crossing to the wide adjacent kitchen. He stepped over the dead guard’s body,
to a refrigerator, and retrieved a glass bottle of water.


As he unscrewed the cap
and took a drink, Zero caught his breath, and stared at the dead guard on the
floor, almost equidistant between them. He had a gun. Zero could get to it…


“Don’t,” Bright warned.
“Just don’t. I don’t want to hurt you. I’m not a violent man.”


“You’re a goddamn
monster,” Zero panted. “You’re trying to kill millions.”


“Me?” Bright said
innocently. “No, you’ve got it all wrong. I’m rooting for your friends. Really,
I am. What possible benefit could I have to killing millions, tens of
millions of innocent people? There’s no money in that.”


“The accords.” Zero
grunted, and he held his aching ribs, and he forced himself to get to his feet.
“I see through you.”


He saw it now. What
Bright wanted him to see wasn’t the bomb, or the bombs, or the disastrous wake
thereof.


Bright was proving a
point. The Cairo Accords would mean instant peace between more than thirty
developed nations. Possibly more at this point, and in the near future,
possibly all of them.


But his bombs, spread
in six different countries, they had to be shut down at the exact same moment.
Instant peace, if it could be pulled off.


“You’re trying to
prove,” Zero said, “that that sort of global cooperation isn’t possible. That
even if we know about it, we can’t stop it.”


Bright grinned. “I knew
you were smart. You get it. I gave you everything you needed, and you figured
it out. And now, your friends are telling the world how to handle it. Who do
you think is going to be the one to fuck it up, hmm? Think it’ll be France? Or
Iran? Someone’s going to realize that by interrupting their own signal, they
save their asses, even if it means blowing up the rest. Or one of them is going
to mess up the timing, and blow themselves or the others all to hell. Maybe
only one bomb will go off. Maybe five will. That’s not the point. The point is
that the world is going to see that this ridiculous experiment of theirs is
useless, and over before it even began.”


“Yeah,” Zero muttered,
“I got all that. God, you like to hear yourself talk.”


Bright snickered. He
put the water bottle to his lips and tipped it back.


Zero made his move. He
vaulted forward on the hardwood floor, dropped to his knees, sliding towards
the guard’s body. His hand reached for the gun. He even grabbed it, wrapped
around the stock --


Bright stomped a foot
down, a brown loafer, on Zero’s hand. He howled in pain, a howl that was cut
short by the knee that impacted his forehead a moment later.


Stars exploded in his
vision. He felt himself tipping but he couldn’t tell which direction he was
going or how close the floor was. And then it was there, against his cheek,
cool to the touch.


He didn’t know how long
he laid there. It couldn’t have been more than a few minutes, and he didn’t
think that he lost consciousness, though he might have briefly. The next thing
he remembered was staring at the face of the dead guard, and then sitting up,
his head throbbing agonizingly. The guard’s gun was gone, kicked down the hall.
He looked left and right and didn’t see Bright, not at first.


But then he was there,
behind him, in the living room, sitting on the black leather sofa. “Hey. Come
see this,” he called to Zero.


The television was
still on and muted, but it was no longer European soccer; it was a news
station, and it was showing him a horrific scene in some city, overseas, since
dawn was breaking. His fuzzy vision cleared just enough for him to read the
ticker tape along the bottom of the screen and see that the city was
Bratislava. On the screen, people were running every which way, fleeing. Cars
were hurtling down streets with no regard for safety or pedestrians, jumping
curbs. Stores were on fire. Looters threw trash cans through windows.


“This,” said Bright.
“This right here. This is what it’s about. Panic. Riots. Destruction. Looting.
When the chips are down, people will tear each other apart. In the real
life-or-death situations, they will always choose themselves.”


“You’re wrong,” Zero
said, or wanted to say, but his tongue felt too thick in his mouth.


Bright leaned forward,
his elbows on his knees. “You know what my favorite part is? That you came
running here to kill me and to stop the signal. Was it going to be in that order?
Did you not stop to realize that you have no idea what or where the signal is?”
He snickered. “I could have detonated at any time, and you know that. But I really
want to see what happens.”


He had to act. He had
to do something. He couldn’t just sit there on the floor, his head spinning,
bleeding from the mouth and aching in twenty places.


He looked at Bright. He
looked at the leather sofa. The flat-screen television. The glass coffee table
between them.


Zero forced himself to
stand, with some difficulty, groaning as he did. “You know,” he said, and he
winced, “I just now realized it. What you are. Who you are. You’re just a
juvenile.”


Bright blinked at him.
“What’s that now?”


“You,” Zero said.
“You’re like a kid. Or a… or a frat boy, living on his dad’s money. You made
your fortune when you were -- what? Twenty? And then,” Zero chuckled, “and then
Shade comes along, or Bancroft, and he convinces you, still a kid, to start
running guns with him. All you’ve cared about is your business, and your
money.” He scoffed. “You don’t have a family. You don’t have friends. You have no
idea how people actually think, or how the world works.”


“Is that so?” Bright
said. He stood, and Zero knew he’d touched a nerve. “I don’t know how the world
works? I am how the world works!” he shouted.


“No,” said Zero, with
as much disdain as he could muster. “You’re how these governments want to make
the world work. And you’re going to see, today, when this works, and your
bombs don’t go off, just how little you know.”


“How little I know.”
Bright smirked cruelly. “How little I know, huh?”


Zero had hoped he’d
incite Bright into another fight. Close quarters. But the man seemed content to
trade barbs, as he sneered, and said, “Let me tell you what I know, Reid
Lawson. I know you. I know who your kids are -- Maya and Sara Lawson,
and your newly adopted little wretch, Mischa Johansson. Am I saying that right?
Mischa?” Bright grinned wide.


“So you know about me.”
Zero kept his voice even, trying to sound unfazed. “So what?”


“Oh, there’s more. See
-- I knew about your wife, too. Not your second one, mind you; that was all
Krauss. No, I’m talking about your first wife. The mother of your children.
Katherine Lawson.”


Zero’s nostrils flared
and he felt heat rise in his face at the mere mention of Kate. “What about
her?”


Bright was enjoying
this, too much, enough that Zero wanted to rush at him, then and there. “Oh,
this is just too good. Are you ready for this? Here goes: you believe that your
late wife was a, uh, what do you call it -- restorer, right? Restored paintings
at the museum?” He chuckled. “Your wife worked for the NSA, Zero.”


He blinked. That wasn’t
true. He knew that wasn’t true. He’d visited Kate at work before. He’d seen her
work. She was an excellent artist. She worked in a department with three
others, in the basement of the museum… 


In the basement. With
three others. People that she referred to by last name.


She was a great artist.
He knew that much for certain, had seen her paint, had seen plenty of her work.
But at work, at the museum, he had never actually seen her doing work.


He had never surprised
her at work. When he tried to, she claimed she was transporting a painting
here, or there, or off on an errand of some sort. 


He remembered the bizarre memory he’d
recovered of her, in the hall, on the phone with someone when she didn’t know
he was even home let alone there, speaking in code.


“You’re putting it together, aren’t
you?” Bright laughed. “Isn’t it rich? The NSA agent married the CIA agent, and
neither knew who the other really was. That’s some real Mr. and Mrs. Smith kind
of shit, isn’t it?” He laughed again, and he stepped closer, and he said:
“Here’s the real kicker, Zero. Or Reid. Or whatever. Your wife, she heard some
things that she shouldn’t have. She started trying to build a case against me.”


“Stop,” Zero murmured.


“So I told the CIA that she had to go
--”


“Enough,” Zero hissed.


“And they obliged. And well -- you know
the rest.”


“It’s not true!” he bellowed.


“Oh, it’s true. Believe it --”


Zero rushed at him again, feeling little
more than blind rage, swinging, grasping for anything he could grasp.


Bright ducked, and grabbed at Zero’s
shoulder, and under his other arm, and twisted his body, throwing Zero as he
did over a hip in a jiu-jitsu toss.


Zero crashed into the glass coffee
table. It shattered under his weight and he fell upon the pieces. Shards poked
at his back, some piercing through his skin.


It hurt. God, it hurt.


He knew it would.


He knew that was coming.


He knew that’s exactly what Bright would
do.


“You…” Zero wheezed. “You’re…”


“What?” Bright sneered, leaning over
him. “What am I?”


“Predictable.”


Zero slashed at him with the narrow
shard in his left fist.


A line opened on Bright’s throat. His
eyes bulged in shock, and he stumbled back. Both hands flew to his neck, as if
he could somehow hold it closed but it was too late; even before his fingers
reached the skin there, the thin line erupted, a horrific dark waterfall,
pouring down the front of him, soaking his shirt.


He staggered back again, into the
kitchen, and hit the island with his lower back. Blood poured onto the floor
and Bright slipped in it and fell. His hand reached up, grabbing for something
that wasn’t there, his fist closing and opening.


And then the hand drooped, and his arm
fell, and Mr. Bright let loose a long sigh of a death rattle.


Zero groaned, and he sat up laboriously.
There was glass in his back, and he was certain he had a few broken ribs and
had agitated his spine again, and maybe more, but he was alive. Bright was not.
That part was done.


“Oh. Ow.” He managed to get himself to
his feet, and took shuffling steps towards Bright’s body, where he fell again
to his knees, not caring that they were in the pool of blood, and he patted
down the corpse’s pockets until he felt a cell phone, and he pulled it out, and
called the number he knew by heart.


“Who is this?” Alan answered brusquely.


“Me. Hi Alan.”


“Zero! Jesus. You’re alive.”


“Yes. Thanks for the vote of
confidence.”


“And Bright?”


“Not so much.” He heard gunfire in the
background and wished he could muster the strength to be alarmed. “Girls. How
are they?”


“I… I don’t know, Zero. I wish I knew. I
really do. I’m locked in here behind the bookcase. Look, we’ve got things in
place, at least for the most part I think, and we’re shutting it down. Okay?
We’re going to shut it down at precisely one o’clock a.m. Eastern Time.
That’s one-zero-zero-zero-zero, according to International Atomic Time. You got
that?”


“Alan,” he said. “I don’t… I don’t have
the signal.”


“What do you mean? It’s not there? It
has to be there. Penny’s coordinates pinpointed it.”


“I mean, I don’t know where it is. What
device, or…”


“Zero? Zero, you still there?”


He was still there. He was just
thinking, back to what Penny had said earlier, in the astronomy library.


We know Bright… he wouldn’t leave it to
chance or the possibility of us actually pulling this off. He’d want his finger
on the trigger.


Zero looked at the cell phone in his
hand. Bright’s phone. The one that was in the man’s pocket. The one capable of
receiving, and transmitting, a GPS signal.


The elaborate computer in the rear
office had been a red herring. He hadn’t needed anything that fancy to pull off
his plan. Just a satellite signal and a modern phone.


“Never mind,” said Zero. “I got it. One
in the morning. Great.” He checked the time.


That was in three minutes. He had time.
Not much, but a bit.


But he was so tired. His eyes wanted to
close. Three minutes felt like it could be very long.


“Alan. Can I talk to the girls quick?”











CHAPTER THIRTY SIX


 


 


“Shit!” Sara hissed as she tossed the
useless AR-15 aside in the upper floor of the observatory. She pressed the
button on the radio and shouted, “I’m empty!”


“On the way!” said Maya back, and a
moment later there was stomping on the stairs.


Sara had left Barkley in the basement
and had been providing cover fire as best she could from above, keeping the
SWAT teams at bay and in cover, and they’d returned fire occasionally, blowing
out the windows of the observatory. Downstairs a few of them had tried to get
through the doors with handheld battering rams and blowing out the hinges with
shotguns, but the heavy display cases held, and the occasional shots from Trent
and Mischa kept them from trying too often.


Maya stayed low and rushed to her
sister’s side. “I don’t have much left either,” she admitted, but she passed
the rifle over.


The radio crackled. “Girls?” It was
Alan. “Listen to me. I have your dad on the phone. I’m going to put it to the
radio, so he can talk to you for a minute, okay?”


“Now?” Sara said incredulously.


There was a sound outside -- a deep,
heavy thunk! -- and something sailed through the broken window.


“Gas!” Maya shouted, and grabbed Sara’s
arm. The two of them ran, crouched, coughing, as they hurried to the stairs and
down them. 


Trent was at the front entrance, at one
side of the door. “I’m almost out!” he shouted.


“Keep holding!” Maya shouted to him, as
if that would solve his problem. The two of them ran to the rear entrance,
where Mischa was defending, a Sig Sauer in each hand.


“Girls?” came the voice through the
radio. “Can you hear me?”


“Yeah,” Maya replied, unarmed and taking
cover as Sara held the AR-15 at the ready near the door. “We’re here. All of
us. We’re here.”


“He doesn’t sound good,” Sara said
dourly.


“Just listen a minute,” their dad said
through the radio. “We don’t have much time to stop this. I just want to say
three quick things, okay?”


“Dad, you sound hurt…” Maya said in
alarm.


Sara breathed hard, not only because she
was right, but because there was a heavy thump at the rear door. They were
trying again to break it down.


“Don’t worry about that,” their dad
said. “Just three things. First, Bright is dead. He was here. He’s gone now.
It’s done. Second: you three need to look out for each other. Okay? That’s
really important. You need to stick together. There’s not a force on earth that
can stop the three of you together. Not even a nuclear bomb.”


His voice sounded thick, and his words
collided with each other.


“Dad, stop,” Maya insisted. “We’ll end
this, and we’ll come for you…” 


“Please. Listen. Third thing. I love
you. All of you. Very much. More than you know. Okay? And… and I think this
might be goodbye.”


Maya had tears running down her face.
She wiped them away quickly, even as the door thumped again in its frame,
threatening to split. Sara let the rifle fall by its strap, over her shoulder,
and dangle there, and she hugged Maya with one arm, and Mischa with the other.


Through the radio, their dad chuckled
lightly and said, “I guess that was actually four things. But I have to go now,
okay? It’s almost time. Take care of each other. I love you. Bye.”


“Dad?” Maya said into the radio. And
then she screeched: “Dad?!”


Sara’s own vision blurred with tears,
and she hugged both her sisters close as the door split and the display case
toppled.


 


*


 


Talia Mendel bit the knuckle of her
index finger, hard enough to leave indentations, almost hard enough to draw
blood. There were six technicians on the scene, but otherwise she had ordered
everyone else from the building. The coordinates that Alan Reidigger had
provided had led them to the second floor of a hotel in Jerusalem that had been
condemned three years earlier, and then bought for renovations. The deed was
held by an American company called Sunshine Realty, though it did not appear
that they had done any renovations to the place at all.


The bomb was there, and opened, and just
the sight of it was enough to make Mendel want to flee, to run as fast and far
as she could, but she didn’t because she couldn’t, so instead she bit her
knuckle and she watched the open laptop that was tuned to the International
Atomic Time, EST to be precise, as it counted down to one o’clock in the
morning, even though the sun had already risen there in Israel.


“Here it is,” she said in Hebrew to her
compatriots.


The closest technician to her, she
noticed, was sweating profusely, running down his forehead, and ordinarily she
might think he was weak for being so nervous and showing it, but today she
learned just a bit of compassion.


“Are we ready?”


“Yes ma’am.”


“Three,” she said. “Two. One. And --”


 


*


 


Vincente Baraf watched the scene on a
live feed via a hastily constructed command center in the Rome office of
Interpol. There were three monitors before him, each with a full-color stream
of the scenes in Paris, Zurich, and Bratislava.


Reidigger had been right. The Tsar Bombs
were there, and armed, and daisy-chained, as the Americans would say, via GPS
signal.


“Are we synced?” he asked the technician
behind him in Italian.


“Yes sir, synced and ready.”


One o’clock was approaching on the East
Coast of the United States.


Three. Two. One. And --


 


*


 


Zero sat on the floor of the kitchen in
Mr. Bright’s West Virginia compound. He had the phone in his hand, the web
browser open to a page that displayed the International Atomic Time.


The edges of his vision were fuzzy. But
he had to stay awake.


He was sitting in blood and had no idea
how much of it was Bright’s and how much was his.


“How the hell do I turn off the signal?”
he mused aloud, the words coming out sluggish and warped.


“May I?” said a soft voice above him.


He looked up, and he saw an angel.


No, not an angel; a woman. A statuesque
woman, towering over him, tall and blonde-haired and, if he had to guess,
Swedish in ancestry. 


“You must be Michelle,” he said, or
tried to say, but words were getting more difficult by the second.


She knelt beside him and reached over,
summoning a menu on the phone with an elegant finger. “There,” she said. “Press
that.”


He laughed, or almost laughed, but it
hurt to laugh so it came out as more of a groan.


Airplane mode. The way to interrupt the
GPS signal on a cell phone was airplane mode. Of course it was.


The browser told him there were five
seconds left. Then four.


Three. Two. One. And --


He pressed the button and interrupted
the signal.


There. All done.


“Hey,” he said, and everything felt like
slow motion. “Will you… check the TV?” He coughed and spat blood onto the
floor. “See if bombs… went off.”


“Yes,” the woman promised. “I will.”


“Thanks.”


He was so tired.


He felt himself falling, gently, and then
he was leaning against something soft. Some vague part of his mind told him
that it was Bright’s body that he was against, but he didn’t care. It wasn’t
the cold floor.


His vision faded. Or maybe he closed his
eyes. He couldn’t tell.


There was a voice. He knew it. He knew
that voice, calling to him. It had called to him before, during times like
these.


Reid.


It was Kate’s voice, and then it was
Kate’s face, in the otherwise darkness of it all, and she smiled.


But it wasn’t just her, because Maria
was there too, both of the great loves of his life, and for a brief moment he
worried that he might have some explaining to do, but then Maria smiled too.


Come with us.


I’m just so tired, he told them.


We know.


Come. 


It’s okay.


The girls will be fine. They’ll be together.


He knew that, and he went with them.


 
















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


One Month Later











CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN


 


 


Maya Lawson rose from the bed, and she yawned, and stretched
her arms. She padded to the adjoined bathroom to pee and brush her teeth and
her hair, and then she opened the wardrobe and picked out a black suit, pants
and a blazer, with a crisp white top.


Once dressed, she poked at Trent under the covers.


“Mm,” he murmured. 


“Are you going to get up?” she asked. “Or are we going to
keep pretending this is a thing?”


“We’re going to keep pretending this is a thing,” he replied.


She scoffed. “That bullet barely grazed you.”


He grinned up at her. “Yeah, but they gave me three months’
paid leave. Doctor’s orders, you know.”


Maya rolled her eyes. “Uh-huh. Okay, you enjoy it.”


“Give me a kiss.”


“Ew, no. Morning breath.”


He frowned. “Harpy.”


“Jerk.” She leaned over and gave him a very brief peck on the
lips. “See you tonight.” On the way out she added, “Some of us have jobs. Love
you!”


Maya left the bedroom and instantly the scent of cooked bacon
wafted to her. She ventured down the stairs curiously, and found the less
likely sister standing over the stove, humming a tune.


“So you cook now?” she asked coolly from the entrance to the
kitchen.


Sara waved a spatula at her. “Your sarcasm is noted, mentally
filed, and a very good way to keep me from doing nice things for you in the
future.”


Maya put her hands up in surrender. “Sorry. Just… changes
take some getting used to.” She noted the time and shouted, “Mischa! School!”


There was a groan, and the youngest of them shuffled from her
first-floor bedroom, wearing checkered pajama pants and a My Little Pony shirt
and grumbling about how she already knew whatever it was they were going to try
to teach her.


“Doesn’t matter, you’re still going,” Maya proclaimed. “Also,
aren’t you getting a little old for the cartoon shirts?”


Mischa looked down at her pink tee and said defensively, “I
like them.”


Sara gestured with her head. “Come on, squirt. Grab some
coffee and help me scramble some eggs.”


“No coffee!” Maya protested, but Mischa was already pouring
herself a cup.


A month had passed since they helped to disarm six
thermonuclear bombs hidden around the world. 


John Watson was dead.


A month had passed since six countries, working in unison,
had interrupted the satellite signal at precisely the same moment and stopped a
worldwide cataclysm.


Mr. Bright was dead.


A month had passed since SWAT had broken down the doors of
the historic observatory, at which point Maya and Mischa and Sara and Trent and
Alan and Penny and even Joanna Barkley had put their hands in the air,
surrendered, and been arrested.


Their father was dead.


The immediate aftermath was utter insanity. Six of them were
whisked off to armored vehicles, and taken some fifty miles away, and kept in a
holding cell with armed guards.


The vice president was not, and about twelve hours later, the
following afternoon, the six of them were released, and taken again by armored
vehicle, not to the White House but to a nondescript building in Washington
with long hallways and a very bland conference room, and in that conference
room were Joanna Barkley and the President of the United States and only one
other woman, who identified herself as Tabitha Halpern, White House Chief of
Staff.


And they told their story.


It was ultimately Barkley who saved their necks. She had
already told her side of the story, directly to President Rutledge. But it
wasn’t just Barkley; it was the additional testimony of Talia Mendel, Vicente
Baraf, and Sergeant Jack Flagg as well, each of which had had an instrumental
part in saving the world, even though Maya and her sisters didn’t know it at
the time.


So they told their story, and at some point the gravity of
their situation really set in, and Maya stood up at the table and said that the
deaths of John Watson, and Agent Smythe, and any other CIA agents, and any SWAT
team members should rest solely on her, and none of the others.


President Rutledge had held up a hand and said, “Ms. Lawson,
please sit down.” He explained that the deaths of those men did not rest on her
at all, but on those who had ordered them there, and that despite them being
good men who were just trying to do their jobs, it was not her responsibility
to take.


That still didn’t quite sit right with her. But she accepted
it all the same.


The Cairo Accord had been signed while they sat in the
holding cell. At precisely nine o’clock in the morning, Eastern Standard Time,
President Rutledge sat behind the Resolute Desk -- having been given the
all-clear that the threat was past -- and he signed the treaty on a live-stream
at the same moment as thirty-one other world leaders.


The United Nations made the decision to keep the accord
open-ended for any other nations who wished to join, and in the hours that
followed, as the world learned about the nuclear threats and how they had been
averted, fifteen more countries signed.


It wasn’t quite world peace, but it was as close as modern
history had ever gotten.


After that, after the meeting with the president and vice
president and chief of staff, everything was a bit of a blur. So many things
happened, so much news came and went that Maya had difficulty recalling the
exact order in which things had happened.


The engineer Len Weisman had been thoroughly questioned and
he folded easily, giving up everything he knew about the figure known as Mr.
Bright, though admittedly, it wasn’t all that much. Luckily, someone else
stepped out of the shadows, a woman by the name of Michelle Berg, who claimed
to have been the personal assistant to Mr. Bright for the last six years. She
had knowledge of much of his operation, though she disavowed any knowledge
about the project known as Fireworks, the six Tsar Bombs hidden around the
world.


But Ms. Berg had more than knowledge -- she had hard drives
full of recorded conversations, transcripts, hard evidence. In the days that
followed, Washington cleaned house. Dozens were arrested, most notably among
them the Secretary of Defense, CIA Director Shaw, and Deputy Director Walsh.


The DNI, David Barren, made it onto a plane and reached
Indonesia before he was identified by Jakarta police and extradited back to the
United States. Each and every one was in jail, without bail, awaiting trial for
their crimes. Even now, a few weeks later, the FBI was still conducting
investigations into just how far-reaching Bright’s influence was.


Maya, her sisters, Penny, Alan, Todd Strickland, and Preston
McMahon were, of course, presidentially pardoned. As Penny had said, it was
good to have friends in high places, and to know their secrets.


The house in which they currently dwelled was a rental, a
one-year lease while they sold their former home and looked for a new one. Maya
had invited Alan to stay with them but he’d politely declined, choosing instead
to relocate to a small but pleasant cabin about forty miles outside of the
city. It suited him well. But he still came by often and had dinner with them
at least twice a week, sometimes three times.


It was on those evenings, after a meal, that she and Alan got
to talking, and talking led to trading stories, and trading stories led to the
decision to write it all down. So now, when Alan came by, the two of them would
sit in front of a laptop and share what they knew, piecing it together as best
they could, sometimes with a bit of help from Strickland and Penny and even
Sara.


It was far from complete, and not yet finished, but when they
felt it was right they would publish the account online anonymously. They
wouldn’t use his real name, of course: only the moniker Zero.


The world deserved to know about him.


Maya wished they knew more about him.


Bright’s home in West Virginia had been raided, searched, and
thoroughly swept. They found Bright’s body. They found the stolen helicopter
and the dead guards. They found blood, a lot of it, more than could have just
come from Bright, and there had been a trail, leading from the kitchen, through
the sliding glass door to the deck, and down those steps, to a small river,
barely more than a stream really, that ran parallel to the property.


There was more blood there, on the shore of this river and
the stones, but that’s where the trail ended. Forensics determined that whoever
the blood belonged to had fallen into the river, floated downstream most
likely. Thorough searches did not recover a body, but it was the opinion of
experts on the scene that no one could have lost that much blood and survived.


Maya thought someone could. If anyone could, someone could.


Reid Lawson had been declared dead. The CIA agent known as
Zero had been declared dead as well, separately, of course, and was
posthumously awarded the Medal of Honor. They held a small token funeral for
their father. They shared in their grief, they shed their tears, and then they
moved on. They had to.


He had said goodbye. Maya knew what that meant.


At least she thought she did. Yet she still checked it, the
anonymous Chinese messaging app, each morning and each night. There had been no
messages.


Maya had breakfast with her sisters and waved goodbye and
headed out to her car. She worked on the Executive Operations Team now,
alongside McMahon and Strickland, and maybe someday Trent as well, who had an
open invitation whenever he decided he was ready to get back to work.


The Cairo Accord had, admittedly, made her job a bit boring.
But if that was her biggest complaint, then she couldn’t complain.


Her dad was right. They would be fine, as long as they had
each other. She missed him desperately, and some nights when she couldn’t sleep
she would come downstairs and every now and then she heard Sara crying softly
in her room, but she didn’t intrude.


They all missed him. They would never stop missing him. Maya
didn’t know what Sara or Mischa thought but she knew that she still held out
hope that there would be a knock at the door, and he would be standing there
sheepishly, or that she would walk out to her car one morning and he would be
there, leaning casually against it.


On this morning, Maya walked out to her car, and there was a
man there, not leaning against it and not exactly casual, but in their
driveway, and clearly waiting for her.


She approached him cautiously, frowning, and said, “Can I
help you?”


The man smiled. He was older, maybe fifty, thin, and had dark
curly hair. He was dressed in a suit but no tie, and he held a thick manila folder
under one arm. “Are you Maya Lawson?”


“I am.”


“My name is Dr. Eugene Dillard. I’m the head of the
Department of Neurology at the George Washington University School of
Medicine.” He held out his hand, and Maya shook it.


“Yes. Right. I don’t believe we’ve met in person, but my…”
She cleared her throat. “He mentioned you. That you were helping him.”


Dr. Dillard nodded, the smile fading to an expression of
sadness. “Yes. And my condolences. Truth be told, he helped me as well, at a
time that I didn’t know I needed it.” Maya wasn’t sure what he meant and
Dillard did not elaborate. “Anyway. I have something for you.” He handed the
folder to her. “These are copies of his medical records. At least the ones that
I had access to, between myself and his doctor in Switzerland, Guyer, may he
rest in peace.” He said the last part in a hushed tone, almost a whisper. Then
he added, “I know it’s not necessary but I thought you should have them.”


“Oh. Um… thank you.” She took the folder, and she nodded to
him.


“Anyway. Sorry again.” Dr. Dillard hesitated, as if he wasn’t
sure if he should say more, and then he quickly walked off towards a car parked
at the curb.


Maya briefly flipped through the folder. There were a lot of
brain scans, many pages of scrawling, almost illegible notes, words like
“hippocampus” and “amygdala” jumping out at her here and there.


She closed the folder, and one of the pages slipped and
fluttered out. She bent to pick it up and examined it, not sure exactly what
she was looking at.


“Dr. Dillard?” she called out.


He paused at the door of his car, and she jogged over to him.


“What’s this? It looks like some sort of schematic?”


He glanced at the page and he smiled. “That’s correct. My
colleague, Dr. Guyer, had an idea before his death. We kept it only between us;
not even he knew. The idea was to build an experimental chip,
essentially another suppressor, and to reinstall it but without suppressing any
memories, in the hopes that it would stall the deterioration in his brain.
Obviously, we never got a chance to test it.”


“Test it? You mean… you built it?”


He nodded. “I did. Well -- me and three grad students, but
yes.” Dillard got into his car, the door still open. “You know, come to think
of it, I don’t know what happened to the prototype.”


“What do you mean?”


“I was away for a couple of weeks. When I returned, it was
gone.” He shrugged. “Maybe it was one of the grad students who took it.” He
smiled. “Strange though, isn’t it?”


“Yes,” Maya agreed in a murmur. “Very strange. Um, thank you,
Doctor.”


“Take care.” Dillard closed his door, and he started his car,
and she watched him drive off.


Very strange indeed.











EPILOGUE


 


 


The man stood in water up to his thighs, the hems of his
cut-off denim shorts wet, and he held the wide net in both hands.


He was determined to do this. He’d watched the locals fish
this way, and they had made it look easy.


He brought both fists to his hip, clutching the net, and then
he twisted slightly and cast it out, intending the net to go wide and flat.
Instead, it stayed in a limp bunch and slapped futilely at the surface of the
water.


The man grunted in frustration, and then he laughed at
himself. If this was his biggest complaint, then he couldn’t really complain.


There were one thousand, one hundred and ninety islands in
the Maldives archipelago. Less than two hundred of them were inhabited. Up
until a few weeks ago, this one had not been, but now it was.


The island was private, had belonged to some dead
billionaire, sheltered as an asset of some corporation that was merely a shell
for another, or something of the like. He’d barely understood the semantics of
it when the statuesque blonde woman had explained it to him, while haphazardly
stitching his largest wounds as best as she was able as he sat at the edge of a
small stream.


All that really mattered was that no one would come snooping
around here. The island had a very small house, barely more than a shack,
really. It had no plumbing, but it had an outhouse, and it had no electricity,
but it had a small boat with an outboard motor.


There was another island a few miles away with a village and
friendly locals and a market. He’d only gone there twice so far, as needed. The
island had natural growths of papaya and bananas and, surprisingly, chili
peppers, which were particularly welcome to season the fish that he caught.
He’d gotten quite good with a spear but what he really wanted was to be able to
cast this damned net.


This man, his name was not Reid Lawson, nor was it Kent
Steele, or Agent Zero, or even just Zero. Of course it wasn’t, and it couldn’t
be, because those men were dead. Besides, if it was, his life and the lives of
those he loved could still be in danger. There would be others, like there
always were, lurking in the shadows, having grown all the more desperate now
that the empire had toppled. There would be those with nothing left to lose,
those bent on revenge.


There always were.


This man, his name could be anything. It could be Eugene. It
could be Alan. Or Todd, or Jon, or Chip, or Preston or, he supposed, even
Vicente.


The man gathered his fistfuls of net again. He scratched idly
at his neck, at a spot about two inches below his ear, where his jaw met his
skull. It was pretty much healed, but it still itched now and then.


He felt terribly for those that had mourned their dead, those
that might still be mourning, and even worse for those that didn’t have the
closure of knowing what had truly happened. He missed them fiercely, all of
them. He dreamed about them at night and sometimes even wept for them. Twice
now he had had to restrain himself from finding a way to reach out, to make
contact. But there was no way to do that from here, or from his little
neighboring island, which helped him to stifle those urges. 


They had each other; they would be safe. They might want him there
but they didn’t need him there. This was better. At least for now.


The man put both fists at his hip, and he twisted, and he
cast the net out.


“Ha!” he cried triumphantly as it arced and flattened and
settled upon the water, quickly sinking with its weighted edges. He dragged it
back to him, hand over hand, and then scowled at it when there were no fish
inside. But at least he’d casted it correctly.


Today, he would perfect this skill.


Tomorrow, he would settle on something to call himself.


And after that… he wasn’t sure.


Maybe someday he would return.


Maybe someday he’d even be needed again.


Maybe someday.
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ROGUE FORCE


(A Troy Stark Thriller—Book #1)


 


“Thriller
writing at its best. Thriller enthusiasts who relish the precise execution of
an international thriller, but who seek the psychological depth and
believability of a protagonist who simultaneously fields professional and
personal life challenges, will find this a gripping story that's hard to put
down.”


--Midwest
Book Review, Diane Donovan (regarding Any Means Necessary)


 


“One
of the best thrillers I have read this year. The plot is intelligent and will keep
you hooked from the beginning. The author did a superb job creating a set of
characters who are fully developed and very much enjoyable. I can hardly wait
for the sequel.”


--Books
and Movie Reviews, Roberto Mattos (re Any Means Necessary)


 


From
#1 bestselling and USA Today bestselling author Jack Mars, author of the
critically-acclaimed Luke Stone and Agent Zero series (with over
5,000 five-star reviews), comes an explosive new, action-packed thriller series
that takes readers on a wild-ride across Europe, America, and the world.


 


When
elite Navy Seal Troy Stark is forced into retirement for his dubious respect
for authority, he dreads the quiet life awaiting him with his brothers and
buddies in Yonkers, New York. But the quiet doesn’t last long: the NYPD needs
Troy’s military expertise to help find and stop a major terrorist threat to New
York City. To pre-empt the attack, they need him to fly to Europe and stop it
at its source—using any means necessary.


 


Troy
finds himself partnered with an Interpol agent who is as different from him as can
be, and their instant dislike is mutual. But they have an attack to stop, and
only a few days to do it, and together they’ll need each other as they
criss-cross Europe in a high-octane cat-and-mouse chase to shut these
terrorists down.


 


But
what starts off as a straightforward mission (and an opportunity to clear his
name) soon catapults Troy headfirst into a global conspiracy. These criminals
are more sophisticated than they appear, and even with Troy’s unparalleled military
skills, he and his team find themselves constantly one stop behind. With the
fate of New York City on the line, the stakes couldn’t be higher. 


 


Where
will they strike? And when? And can Troy stop it before it’s too late?


 


An
unputdownable action thriller with heart-pounding suspense and unforeseen
twists, ROGUE FORCE is the debut novel in an exhilarating new series by a #1
bestselling author that will have you fall in love with a brand new action
hero—and turn pages late into the night.


 


Books
#2 and #3 in the series—ROGUE COMMAND and ROGUE TARGET—are now also available.


 


 


 





 


 


ROGUE FORCE


(A Troy Stark Thriller—Book #1)
















 


 


 


Jack Mars


 


Jack Mars is the USA Today bestselling author of the
LUKE STONE thriller series, which includes seven books. He is also the author
of the new FORGING OF LUKE STONE prequel series, comprising six books; of the
AGENT ZERO spy thriller series, comprising twelve books; and of the TROY STARK
thriller series, comprising three books.


ANY
MEANS NECESSARY (A Luke Stone Thriller–Book #1) and PRIMARY TARGET (The Forging of Luke
Stone—Book #1) are each available for free on Amazon!


Jack
loves to hear from you, so please feel free to visit www.Jackmarsauthor.com to join the
email list, receive a free book, receive free giveaways, connect on Facebook
and Twitter, and stay in touch!
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