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PROLOGUE


 


 


Alain
checked his gear and looked at the throngs of people gathered in the park.
These rallies created an almost festive atmosphere, but they were rarely productive
beyond the spectacle. Mostly they were attended by college students looking to take
selfies to show their friends online how socially aware and politically active
they were. He would be surprised if many of them even knew the name of the
speaker.


To
be fair, Antoine Lavoisseur’s political heyday had come and gone. Despite being
the loudest voice in Paris politics, he was, after all, only a mayor. The
government of the entire nation was located here. He doubted the Mayor of
Washington, D.C. or London enjoyed any more prestige than Lavoisseur. Still, it
was a peculiarity of the young that they felt a need to comment on subjects
they knew nothing about.


“DS-213,
confirm equipment is checked.”


Alain
rolled his eyes. That would be Sergeant Luthier. The squat, balding sergeant
was the only member of the Paris Police Prefecture who felt a need to call his
officers by their badge numbers and not their names. Alain had dealt with the
portly supervisor for the past three years, and he counted down the days until
retirement when he could finally say everything to Luthier he had been waiting
to say.


The
sad part was that he wasn’t even the worst supervisor Alain had ever had. That honor
went to his first supervisor, Sergeant Cavalle. Luthier was self-important,
by-the-book and annoying, but Cavalle took a vindictive pleasure in
embarrassing every new recruit who joined the Prefecture. Alain could still
hear his taunting laugh.


“DS-213—”


“Equipment
is checked. All good.”


Luthier
paused a moment, and his tone was peevish when he said, “Please don’t
interrupt, DS-213.”


Alain
cracked a smile. “My apologies, Sergeant DS-144.”


Luthier
paused even longer, and Alain’s smile widened as he imagined the stuffy
sergeant reddening at the obvious disrespect. He knew he couldn’t really do
anything about that, since he was the one who insisted on badge numbers instead
of names. Alain stifled a chuckle when Luthier said, “Secure the perimeter,
DS-213.”


“Yes,
Sergeant.”


That
made Alain laugh even more. Secure the perimeter. What a joke. The worst they
would have to deal with is a bunch of kids shouting buzzwords at the mayor
while he angrily insisted he was still relevant and people should listen to
him. The last time there had been a riot at a political rally, it was a protest
against Margaret Thatcher’s solidarity campaign across Europe.


Mayor
Lavoisseur wasn’t British, and he wasn’t important enough to incite a riot.
Just important enough to force Alain and his companions to stand in the cold
for hours to prevent a threat that had zero likelihood of occurring.


But
hey, at least his equipment was good.


He
hated these rallies.


Well,
hate was a strong word. He was just over them. Hell, he was over everything.
Twenty-seven years with the Paris Police Prefecture, and the most exciting
thing he’d ever gotten to do was ticket drivers and arrest unlicensed
prostitutes. When he was young, he’d wanted to make a difference in the city he
grew up in.


What
a joke.


Oh
well. Three more years, and he was done. He just needed to make retirement.
Then he could spend his days traveling and drinking coffee and potentially
moving somewhere near the countryside, somewhere quiet. He wouldn’t be making a
difference that way, but that was all right. He had come to believe that
differences couldn’t be made. Not any that really mattered.


A
young woman with vibrant red hair caught his attention. She was part of a group
of tourists in their early twenties—British, he guessed by their style of dress
and the slightly more dignified way they carried themselves, not arrogantly the
way French girls did or seductively like Spanish girls. Alain wasn’t foolish
enough to believe that he could have a chance with any woman that young—or most
women his own age, if he were being honest—but that didn’t mean he couldn’t
look.And look he did. In addition to her wavy red hair, she had bright green
eyes; smooth, fair skin, and a body that even under her turtleneck sweater and
sensibly cut jeans was clearly of the sort that drove men wild. In his younger
days, he might have approached her. He wouldn’t have stood any more chance then
than he did now, but he would have given it a shot.


She
glanced his way, and he smiled and nodded. She returned a dazzling smile of her
own. He was old enough to recognize that she was only being polit, but he
allowed himself to imagine a world where her gaze communicated more than
politeness and her eyes looked at him with desire and not disinterest.


The
girl moved on, and after a long look at her shapely backside, Alain turned his
attention back to the crowd. The brief fantasy had at least calmed some of the
irritation he felt. He could do a passable version of his job until the rally
ended, then he could enjoy a latte at the Café Napolitaine before
heading home for the evening.


The
crowd roared. Alain turned to the stage to see the mayor gesticulating wildly
as he thundered on about unity and strength. It was a testament to Alain’s
disinterest that this was the first time he realized that the mayor had already
begun speaking.


He
wasn’t a particularly bad mayor. He liked him well enough. Of course, he’d also
liked the last mayor, who came from the opposing party, well enough. If he had
any strong political opinion at all, it was that both political parties were
essentially the same and only pretended to argue with each other. Sort of like football
teams. They would play their match, and when it was over, the winners would
shake hands with the losers and laugh about the mindless fans painting
themselves the colors of their favorite team.


He
listened without paying attention. When his eyes caught sight of the pretty
redhead standing a few yards away with her friends, he couldn’t keep himself
from staring again. She had a very pretty face that reminded him of that
actress from that movie in the 1950s with the cowboy actor John Wayne. She had
the hair to go with it, too, and the bright eyes.


He
tried to tell himself that her face was the only reason he stared, then
chuckled to himself. This was the closest he would ever get to her. If he
couldn’t enjoy her, he might as well not enjoy all of her.


His
eyes began to drift downward, but when a loud report thundered over the mayor’s
voice, he jumped, and his eyes turned back to the stage.


The
mayor stood in front of the podium, a bewildered expression on his face. He
looked down at his jacket, frowning at the growing red stain on his chest. He
looked back at the crowd and opened his mouth once more.


Then
he fell.


The
crowd stood in stunned silence for a moment. Then someone screamed and the
scene erupted into panic. Alain looked to his right and caught sight of the
girl’s horrified expression for a split second before the roiling crowd swallowed
her.


Alain
would freely admit that he was an old lecher and performed his job with a
minimum of effort, but he was officer and gentleman enough that for several
seconds, he struggled and fought to get to the woman to ensure she wasn’t
crushed by the crowd. Soon, though, it became clear that he wouldn’t reach her.
He shifted his focus to assisting his fellow officers in controlling the crowd,
but that quickly became impossible. Though they all wore riot gear, there were
far too few of them to do anything about a crowd of this size.


And
why would there be? Nothing ever happened at these rallies.


It
hit Alain hard that he had just seen the mayor of Paris die. The mayor of Paris
had just been assassinated in front of him.


Fear
overwhelmed his professionalism, and he shifted his focus to staying on his
feet so he wasn’t trampled by the fleeing attendees as he fled the park. He
would probably lose his job for his cowardice, but he didn’t care. Even if they
took his pension from him, he had enough saved up to move somewhere far away,
somewhere calmer than this nightmare of a city.


Merde, the mayor had
been assassinated!


Elbows,
shoulders and arms bumped and jostled him as he made his way to safety. Further
from the center, the crowd thinned, and though there was still danger of being bowled
over by someone running, the chances of being crushed were smaller than before.
He risked a glance behind at the stage and saw paramedics futilely trying to revive
the mayor.


As
he turned around a glint of something metallic caught the corner of his eye. He
looked at the roof of a nearby office building and saw another gleam.


That
was the shooter. He was sure of it.


A
flicker of bravery returned to him. He turned back against the crowd and
radioed his sergeant.


“Luthier,
this is Al—this is DS-213. I caught sight of a possible shooter in the…uh…” he
scrambled to try to remember the names of the buildings, but he couldn’t. He
hadn’t had cause to know that information in his entire career. “One of the
office buildings. Repeat, possible sighting of the shooter.”


There
was no response. Alain thumbed his radio again, and a spark shocked his finger,
causing him to drop the walkie. It was quickly swallowed by the crowd.


Well,
he had tried. It wasn’t his fault his radio had broken.


He
turned and once more fled with the roiling crowd.











CHAPTER ONE


 


 


For
a brief moment, Brianna Dagger thought she might have misjudged the height
difference between the roof of the boarding house and the roof of the pub next
door. Since the boarding house was three stories tall and the pub appeared from
the outside to have two stories of little flats above the actual business, it
seemed they would be the same.


The
thought hit her just as she vaulted from the edge of the boarding house roof,
making it too late to change her trajectory. She thought she might have to roll
the landing, but she'd judged the height difference correctly after all, and a
simple safety tap was all it took to steady herself and continue the pursuit.


Any
sense of triumph she might have felt about that disappeared when she heard the
shot and, more to the point, the sound of the bullet whizzing past her ear and
then striking the HVAC unit she'd landed next to.


She
rolled to the left, pulling her gun from her shoulder holster as she did. She
lifted herself up into a crouch and fired two shots at Liam Kelly. She wasn't
surprised that they didn't hit, but she hoped the sound would startle him and
give her a chance to catch up.


No
such luck.


She'd
known she'd find Liam in Dublin. The man never stopped talking about it. Kelly
was a third generation Irish American, but he liked to pretend he was a native.
When he went rogue and disappeared, she immediately suggested he would be found
in Ireland and probably Dublin. She didn’t ask for the assignment of collecting
him, but she should have known Jane would assign her since she was the one who
knew where to find him.


Brianna
was Irish-American as well, but while Liam was third generation, she was first
generation. She was born in Ireland and arrived in the United States as a
teenager.


Evidently,
Liam didn't feel there was anything wrong about firing at a woman who had ties
not only to his actual country but also the one he pretended was his. Then
again, most criminals had a rather self-centered view of the world.


She
watched as he ran and leaped over the building. He had no experience with
parkour at all. There was no efficiency of movement. He was simply barreling
his way over the rooftop without any real care for anything other than getting
further away from her.


And
that’s why Briana would catch him.


She
often thought of parkour as her salvation. She had actually grown up in Dublin
only five or six blocks from the pub. Those five or six blocks made all the
difference in the world, though. The pub was located in a safe area of Dublin.
Brianna's childhood neighborhood was most definitely not safe.


She's
grown up navigating the streets and by the time she was ten, that included
following around college students jumping and leaping their way through the
streets like acrobats. Eventually she learned about parkour and went out of her
way to make a study of it all. By the time she was thirteen she'd escaped one
drug dealer by vaulting her way between two buildings. A year later, she
studied more earnestly, finding mentors willing to share some of their skills
with her.


It
made sense that parkour was useful for combat. The name itself was derived from
parcours du combattant, the name for the obstacle courses used to train
soldiers in the French military. 


Right
now, her biggest obstacle was simply that she and Liam were at an impasse. He
might not have the running skill she had, but he had a gun, and even a badly
aimed shot could get lucky. Not to mention the slim but still present
possibility of Liam accidentally shooting a civilian.


She
crouched behind the housing for pub's satellite dish. Liam used the wall beside
the roof access door as cover. "Kelly," she called, "You need to
stop. You don’t have any outs here. Not one. Come on. You know how this
ends."


"It
ends with me walking away," he said, "but whether or not you can walk
away is up to you, Dagger!"


There
was no confidence in his voice, but that fear could turn to desperation and
desperation could be deadly. So, she tried to deescalate. "Okay, we're at
an impasse. I can't get you and you can't escape. Whoever makes the first move
is probably going to get shot, but that doesn’t change how this ends for you. You
know my backup is going to arrive soon. You might manage to kill me, Liam, but
you won’t be able to do that before they arrive and then it won’t matter if you
do."


As
she spoke, she scanned the rooftop. Constant awareness of her surroundings had
been driven into her as a necessity before she was ten years old. When parkour
was added to the picture, the awareness took on a more defined and purposeful
role. She already saw paths of least resistance, paths of most resistance, and
paths that appeared to be one, but were really the other.


One
path in particular looked promising. It would allow her to reach Liam quickly
while minimizing her exposure to fire. The one gap between the HVAC unit and
the doorway to the staircase was lit in a way that it would cast her shadow on
the wall of the building to her right. If she could get Liam to look that
direction, she could circle behind him and take him down.


It
was dangerous, but it was the least dangerous option short of waiting for
backup.


Brianna
wasn’t a fan of waiting, not for backup or for any other reason.


She
pulled a penlight from her belt and tossed it to her right. The light was a
good one, but she could get a replacement.


When
it hit the wall, she sprinted left. She couldn’t see Liam, so she could only
hope that he had taken the bait.


As
she crossed the gap between the HVAC and the stairwell, she saw Liam’s wild
eyes fixate on her shadow. He drew his weapon, waiting for her to appear to his
right.


When
she instead appeared to his left, he had just enough time to widen his eyes in
shock before her fist crashed into his liver. Kelly was a trained agent and
outweighed her by close to fifty pounds, but she used the momentum of her run
to add force to the blow and Kelly dropped instantly. A hiss escaped his mouth,
and he curled into a fetal position, too stunned to resist as she disarmed and
cuffed him.


“Fuck…
you…” He managed to squeak.


Brianna
didn’t dignify that with a reply.


She
heard the helicopter then and when its spotlight rested on her a moment later,
she lifted her hand in a thumbs up.


Five
minutes later, Liam Kelly was in the back of the helicopter. The head of the Gardai
unit offered Briana a ride home, but she said, “No thanks. I’d rather run.”


“Yeah,
I heard you did a bit of that,” he replied. “Your boss told me you’d be hopping
all over our rooftops like a jackrabbit. A bit of a march hare, are you?”


Brianna
forced a smile. The Guardsman didn’t understand this, but Jane didn’t mean that
as a compliment. “I’m well-known for my methods, or should I say infamous.” She
nodded at Kelly, who pouted in the back seat of the helicopter. “They’re
effective, though.”


“As
long as you’re effective, you can do whatever you want. Just try not to scare
anyone while you run. It’s nine-thirty on a Friday evening in Dublin. Everyone
will be drunk, and drunk people scare easy.” He smiled. “Wouldn’t want anyone
breaking a hip thinking they’d seen a ghost.”


She
laughed politely and waved goodbye before bounding up and over the wall of the
adjoining boarding house.


She
always ran after a case was closed. It was a way to release the excitement that
came when she succeeded in apprehending someone, and it was also a way to vent
the stress associated with conflict. Brianna was no stranger to conflict, but a
lifetime full of it hadn’t increased her taste for it.


And
yet here you are working as a paramilitary agent.


She
grinned at herself as she leaped from the roof of the boarding house to the
fire escape of a taller boarding house. She could almost always tell when a
fire escape or ledge or some other object was sturdy enough to support her, but
there was always a risk that she could misjudge something.


It
was that risk she loved more than anything. More specifically, it was the fact
that no matter the risk, no matter the obstacle, she overcame it. Always.


That’s
why she had joined the Agency. She faced more risk and more daunting obstacles
here than in any career she could have chosen.


And
she overcame them every time.


She
swung up the fire escape using the rails rather than the stairs. At any moment,
she could slip and fall seven stories to the ground, but this was basic parkour
and hardly a risk to someone of her skill level.


She
leaped over the roof, doing a front flip and landing on her feet, then rolling
gracefully to slow her momentum without hurting herself. That wasn't at all
economy of movement and was more gymnastics than parkour, but she was giddy and
allowed herself the excess for the moment.


She
jogged to the edge of the building and looked out at the lights of Dublin. She
really had to come visit Ireland on an actual vacation one of these days. She
didn’t really think of herself as Irish anymore despite her childhood, but it
might be nice to reconnect with that side of her.


One
day.


She
sat on the edge of the roof and looked down. She had long since lost her sense
of vertigo.


It
was a generalization that all Irish people drank excessively, but the six or so
twenty-somethings stumbling down the alley below definitely had. Fortunately,
no one saw the ghost sitting on the rooftop seven stories above them.


Not
that she really was a ghost, even in the figurative sense. That title belonged
to one person only.


She
had to give Sam a call sometime. It had been too long since they talked.


Her
phone buzzed. Maybe Sam had beaten her to it.


It
wasn’t Sam. It was Jane.


She
felt the typical rush of annoyance that accompanied a message from Jane, but when
she read the text, that annoyance vanished, replaced by shock.


MAYOR
OF PARIS ASSASSINATED 1440 PARIS TIME. REPORT TO FIELD OFFICE IMMEDIATELY.


Brianna
wasn’t sure why in hell the CIA had an interest in the mayor of Paris, but it
had to be important if Jane McCleary was going to summon her to the CIA’s
Dublin office at ten o’clock in the evening.


She
went back the way she came, refraining from the more acrobatic movements she
used earlier and moving with the economy for which parkour had been invented.
Had she run through the streets, it would have taken her nearly an hour to
reach the CIA field office. Instead, she arrived in twenty minutes.


She
leaped from the roof of the office and landed in front of the door, startling
Ioan Finney, the station chief. He jumped, dropping the sheaf of papers he
held. Brianna suppressed a smile as she walked inside and helped him gather
them.


“For
Christ’s sake, Dagger,” he scolded. “You know we have trams here, right? You
don’t need to run across the rooftops like a comic-book hero.”


“Where’s
the fun in that?” she asked with a grin. “Besides, Jane says this one is
urgent.”


“Very.
That’s why I’m on my way to the Embassy now. I left your itinerary at the front
desk. You leave immediately.”


“Do
I have time to get my bag?”


“Your
room in Paris contains everything you need, I’m told. If you have personal
preferences, you’ll want to take that up with Director McLeary. Now, I’m sorry
to be rude, but I really must get going.”


“You
should try free running,” Brianna suggested. “It’ll save you a lot of time.”


Finney
gave her a look, then continued on his way. Brianna chuckled and headed to the
reception desk, where a very confused operative—even the receptionists were
trained operatives at CIA offices—handed her a packet. “I haven’t looked
inside,” she said, somewhat unnecessarily and therefore probably
disingenuously, “but Finney said your flight leaves in an hour.”


Brianna
opened the packet and saw the ticket. The flight actually left in forty
minutes.


“There’s
a car waiting for you outside,” the operative said, “if you want one.”


Brianna
was tempted to try free running to the Dublin Airport, but she decided to take
the car ride to review the case file instead. It was thin at this point, but it
contained enough to be very disturbing.


The
mayor had been shot by a sniper from a distance estimated to be well over a
kilometer. They didn’t know where the shot came from exactly yet, but the
bullet was a standard-issue NATO round, 7.62mm. There were a number of rifles
chambered for that round, but very few that were effective at that range. Their
suspect was likely ex-military or paramilitary.


Or
active duty. Liam was a traitor to his country—both of them. It was quite
possible that someone in Paris was a traitor to theirs.


Or
perhaps they just hated the mayor. As Brianna researched the deceased
politician, she learned that he was well-known not just in Paris but in all of
France for his polarizing policies. Many people heralded him as the next
Robespierre. Many said that in support of him, but many others, of course,
meant that as an insult and a warning combined into one.


Well,
just like Robespierre, someone had executed him for his policies.


She
reminded herself that she couldn’t know that for sure. Politicians could be murdered
for personal reasons just like normal people.


But
a normal person couldn’t have shot the mayor from over eleven hundred yards
away.


Her
phone buzzed. Another text from McLeary. PROCEED TO LYON OFFICE IMMEDIATELY
UPON LANDING. I WILL MEET YOU THERE.


Brianna’s
eyes widened. Jane was actually meeting her in Lyon. This was really big.


Did
they suspect the shooter to be American? Another rogue agent? The mayor of
Paris was hardly high enough up the food chain to matter to foreign powers
seeking to undermine U.S. influence.


She
rolled the question around in her mind for a while but eventually decided she
would have to wait to talk to Jane before she could speculate.


She
reached the airport just in time to board the flight. The CIA apparently hadn’t
considered this mission urgent enough to charter a flight for her. Or maybe
they’d considered it too urgent to wait for a charter.


As
the plane lifted off, she caught a glimpse of Ballybough, her old neighborhood.
An image flashed across her mind of a dirty, grinning man, an equally dirty
knife, and a scared little girl trying not to let her terror show.


Then
Ballybough disappeared underneath the clouds. The image faded, and Brianna
closed her eyes and rested for the rest of the flight into France.











CHAPTER TWO


 


 


This
wasn't the first time Brianna had experienced a descent into the Lyon–Saint
Exupéry Airport. She'd never completed a mission in France, but she often
traveled there because the CIA resources in the embassy in Paris were the most
significant in Continental Europe. Most of the intelligence resources were
concentrated at the US Consulate in Lyon, the third-largest city in France but
largely ignored for some reason when it came to anything other than
transportation and logistics. She felt the familiar excitement of a new mission,
although this time, she wasn’t sure if excitement was appropriate.
Assassinations weren't trifles, and the fact that she would be involved in this
investigation and response ought to have weighed on her.


She
didn't dwell on her excitement too much, though. She was in the CIA because
there was nothing that suited her so completely. Her almost desperate need to
see justice prevail made law enforcement a necessity, and her unique outlook
and skillset were best utilized on foreign soil. As clumsy and cliche as it
might appear, she was born to do the work of a CIA agent, and she lived for the
gravity that these missions provided.


She
recalled her first descent into Lyon, when the lights spread out beneath her,
and she was still young enough and new enough that their twinkling seemed
almost like a proclamation about the excitement of her life and her profession.
She missed that first wide-eyed look. The excitement she felt at a new mission
was the closest she came to that feeling these days.


She'd
meet her partner at the consulate. He was on leave when she was volunteered to
apprehend Kelly. Brianna was fairly sure that Jane had assigned her the mission
hoping that without Max, she would fail and be exposed as nothing special and
not the darling of the Agency the way the top brass in Washington saw her.


She
felt another leap of excitement at the thought of seeing Max again. Max was
more like a brother than a partner. Like a brother, she alternately liked him
and despised him. He was infuriating and admirable at the same time.


And
he was good company. That mattered a lot in a job that required someone to be
invisible to other people.


If
he had been in the seats next to her, he would have said something silly about
the cobblestone streets or the air of centuries of history or something like
that. Then he would ramble on about the Roman Empire and how they had invented
modern infrastructure or something like that. She often teased him by saying he
would have been a better historian than operative.


When
the plane touched down, her mind flew into action. Before she was four steps
out of the gate she would call for a ride, and she imagined she would walk into
the consulate within forty-five minutes of landing. 


She
was wrong about that. She stepped out of the gate and lifted her phone to make
the call but put her phone back in her pocket when she saw the familiar face of
Jane McLeary.


She
had met her at the airport. This was really bad.


The
director stood near the gate, anxiously scanning the passengers. The anxious
expression diminished only slightly when she saw Brianna walking toward her. 


Jane
McLeary had been a beautiful woman in her youth. Now in her fifties, she wore
the lines and scars of a life lived staring into the abyss and watching it
stare back at her.


She
rarely wore those worries so obviously. “Just your overnight?” she asked
Brianna.


“Finney
said I’d have a room prepared for me.”


Jane
turned and walked away. That was all the answer Brianna would get, but it
wasn’t a denial, so for Jane, that counted as yes. Jane walked hurriedly,
forcing Brianna to quicken her pace. 


What
made this assassination special? Well, certainly, any assassination needed to
be taken seriously, but what made this one worthy not only of CIA involvement,
but also of Jane’s demeanor. The woman was legendary for her ability not to be
affected, or at least to appear unconcerned. She’d been in East Berlin when the
wall came down, a new agent just finding her footing. Two others on her team
panicked, and the story of how she kept her head and got them out as various
Eastern Bloc operatives were clearing up loose ends was passed in almost
reverential tones from agent to agent.


This
was about more than the Mayor of Paris. 


They’d
only gone a few steps when they were joined by a police escort. At least it
appeared that there wouldn’t be any problem with cooperation from locals.  


They
remained silent on the drive to the Lyon office. Obviously, they couldn’t
discuss sensitive details in front of their escort, but they wouldn’t normally
sit silently. There would be at least some attempt at a pleasantry in spite of
the animosity they felt.


Well,
that was fine with Brianna. She wasn’t a fan of pretending to be something she
was not, and she wasn’t a fan of dealing with that behavior from others either.


They
reached the Lyon office in fifteen minutes. The station chief was there to
greet them, but when he saw Jane’s expression, his smile vanished, and he only
said, “Conference room one is ready for you, ma’am.”


The
moment the two of them were inside the conference room, Jane was all business.
“Sit,” she commanded Brianna.


Brianna
obliged. “May I ask why the urgency?”


“You
may, but I don’t have a good answer for you.”


“Does
that mean that there isn’t a good answer, or does it mean that there is one,
and you’re not going to give it to me?”


“It
means we’re moving on from that subject,” Jane replied. “You have the report,
so you’re aware of the basics.”


“Yes.
Have the police determined the location from where the shot was fired?”


Jane
scoffed. “The police have yet to determine the difference between their heads
and their pompous French asses. We’re officially cooperating with locals, but I
want you and Max to handle as much of this without their so-called help as
possible.”


“Has
anyone claimed responsibility?”


“The
usual. Terrorist groups who we know aren’t active in the city but try to put
their names in the news anytime anyone dies.”


“But
why the mayor of Paris? I understand he’s well-known in French politics, but
why would his death be so important on an international scale?”


“That’s
another question I don’t have an answer for,” Jane replied. “Any idea why your
partner is late?”


Brianna
blinked at the sudden change in subject. “No. I thought he was with you.”


“No,
he was in London. I sent him his itinerary. His flight should have landed
before ours.”


“Maybe
he got here early and when you weren’t in the office, he went out for coffee.”


Jane
glared at her. “So that’s a thing with both of you then? Acting like immature
children? For God’s sake, you’re a grown woman in your thirties, not a
teenager.”


Brianna’s
lips thinned. “I know how old I am, ma’am.”


“Then
act like it,” Jane snapped. “This is a serious matter.”


“More
serious than apprehending a rogue agent who made terrorist threats?”


“I
don’t appreciate your sarcasm, operative,” Jane replied, “but yes, this is more
serious.”


“But
you won’t tell me what’s going on.”


“What’s
going on is you and Max need to find out who killed the mayor and why. Bonus
points if you apprehend the suspect or suspects without killing them.”


The
door opened, and Brianna turned to see Max Turner walk in.


He
wore his typical cocky smile, but that smile vanished when he saw the two
women. “Is this a bad time? I can come back when you two are done.”


“Screw
you, Turner,” Jane snapped. “Did you read the briefing I sent?”


Max
shared a look with Brianna. “Yes, ma’am. Have we determined the shooter’s
location?”


“Not
yet, but since that seems to be important to both of you, that sounds like an
excellent place to start. Dismissed. Brianna will fill you in on the way.”


“On
the way where, ma’am?”


“How
the hell should I know? Do you want me to do your job too, operative?”


“No
ma’am,” Max said, lifting his hands placatingly. “We’ll see you later.”


He
and Brianna left the office and headed to the front desk. The receptionist
informed them that they had been assigned a car and a room in Paris. He
provided the operatives with keys and an address for the room.


On
the drive, they discussed a plan of action. Jane’s sarcasm aside, determining
the location of the shooter was critical, so they decided to work on
that first. “You gonna call Alex?” Max asked. “He might be able to help us with
this one.”


Brianna’s
phone buzzed. It was Alex. “Speak of the devil,” she said. “I’ll ask him right
now.”


Interpol
Inspector Alessandro Rossi was as devilishly handsome as his name suggested, a
tall, dark-haired Sicilian man with the passion of a true Italian and the body
of a god. Brianna wasn’t sure how serious she was about him yet, but he was
definitely fun. While she was with him, she was absolutely sure she was serious
while they were together. It faded as quickly as the spent passion when they
separated. He was also the personal consideration about which Jane had warned
her.


She
answered, and Alessandro’s suave voice replied, “Ah, amore mio. It is
you.”


“I’m
in Paris,” she began.


Allesandro
interrupted her. “The fates have decided to bring us together once more. Tell
me, where are you staying? I can arrange for Max to have a different room so
you and I can greet each other properly.”


“Cut
that out, Alex,” she said, calmly but firmly enough to get the point across.
“We’re here for business, not pleasure.”


“Business
can be pleasurable.”


“It
can be, but not tonight. Max and I are heading for the crime scene. I want you
to meet us there.”


Alessandro
wisely chose not to continue teasing. “Of course, Brianna.” Then, he added, “It
will be good to see you again, even if you’re in one of your moods again.”


Brianna
rolled her eyes. Evidently, he hadn’t decided not to continue teasing. “I’ll
see you soon, Alex.”


She
hung up, and Max said, “You sure you don’t want to take him up on the room
offer? I wouldn’t mind looking for a nice French girl to spend the night with.”


She
rolled her eyes again. “When we find the shooter, you can have as many French
girls as you’d like. Right now, you’re stuck with the Irish one.”


“Does
this mean you’re giving me a chance?”


She
shoved him playfully. “Focus. God, why is it that sex is all you guys ever
think about?”


He
stared at her incredulously. “Have you had sex?”


She
didn’t dignify that with a response.











CHAPTER THREE


 


 


“How
many people dream of coming to Paris,” Max asked, “the most romantic city in
the world?”


Brianna
was still irritated at Jane for her snarkiness earlier. It didn’t help her mood
that Alessandro had semi-seriously asked if he could spend the night with her
when they had both agreed to keep their personal and professional lives
separate. That made her tone uncharacteristically short. “I don’t know. Why
don’t you look it up and leave me alone? We’re here on business, not for
romance.”


“Damn,
Bri,” he said, “I’m just making conversation. What the hell?”


It
was exactly the right time to apologize so naturally Brianna didn’t. She
glanced at the GPS screen on the dashboard and said in a far less snappish
tone, “It looks like this is still the fastest route considering the traffic.
Six minutes away.”


“Do
we know anything about the crime scene?”


“Nothing
Jane didn’t tell us,” she responded. “It’s not a famous square or anything. I
think there are a number just like it in Paris. The mayor was fond of spreading
out his appearances among the different quarters of the city, I guess. That’s
probably what made him so popular.”


“Seems
like he wasn’t universally popular.”


“No
one’s universally popular. And the more popular you are with some groups; the
more others hate you.”


“You
think they’ve already screwed up the evidence?”


“Probably,”
she said. One of the groups that wasn’t a fan of the mayor was the Paris Police
Prefecture. The mayor had made no secret of his desire to slash law enforcement
budgets across the board. The Paris Police was under the jurisdiction of the
Ministry of the Interior and not under the mayor’s control, but he was popular
enough that he could influence people in the French government. After all, Paris
was the capital. It was even possible that the shooter was a police officer,
although that wasn’t likely.


That
wasn’t why Max and Brianna worried about the evidence, though. The truth was
all law enforcement always screwed up the evidence. Screwed up the evidence
was just another way of saying didn’t do it like I would have,
but those differences in style mattered in cases like this. 


On
the other hand, this was an assassination in a crowded square. This wasn’t
exactly the kind of a situation where an investigation had much of a crime
scene to investigate in the first place. The critical issue was ballistics,
which could determine the location of the shooter. The problem was determining
the exact location of the mayor when he was shot, and it was all but impossible
to get a clear picture of that because the camera angles were all wrong. There
was plenty of footage, but the mayor moved around a lot on stage, and the local
police, evidently, had a difficult time ascertaining exactly where he stood
when the bullet entered his body. Since he stumbled for several steps before
falling, and eyewitnesses gave the typical expected contradictory statements
that always resulted from large crowds and chaos, that first step was the
critical missing piece.


It
was particularly difficult because it produced a wide arc to create a range
from which the assassin shot. A determination of his position, the angle of
entry, and a laser pointer would get them very close to the shooter. Good
ballistics would allow the exact location to be pinpointed in a matter of
minutes under ordinary circumstances, but not in this case.


 “So
where do we start?” he asked.


“We
start by trying to reconstruct the events as well as we can, see if we can
piece together something about the shooter’s location that gets us there
faster.”


“I
was hoping you might have some godlike insight that would help us cut this
short so we can get to bed.” She looked at him sharply, and he said, “I mean
sleep. Actual sleep. Not everything is a joke, Bri.”


She
sighed. “Sorry. Jane just has me in a bad mood.”


“What
else is new? Jane’s always in a bad mood, so she can’t handle it when anyone’s
in a good mood.”


They
parked the car and the first thought that occurred to Brianna was that the
taped off perimeter was far too small. She imagined a square like this,
surrounded by small shops and bistros, would be difficult to shut down
completely without a lot of pushback from the community. Keeping them open was
a priority. “Bigger priority than something as irrelevant as an assassination
in broad daylight,” she muttered.


“What?”


“They
haven’t actually defined the scene,” she said as she slipped her seat belt off.
“They’ve just taped off a section almost at random.”


It
wasn’t the worst she’d seen. There was an assassination in Malta that was even
worse. The local police hadn’t even taped off the stage there.


Of
course, that politician was almost universally hated. The Maltese police didn’t
need to pretend to care that he was dead.


The
Paris Police weren’t putting much more than a token effort into showing concern
for their mayor’s death. The officer who briefed them was almost bored, and
when Brianna asked if they’d determined the trajectory of the shot, he seemed
almost offended.


“That’s
what you do, no?” he asked.


Brianna
didn’t bother to argue. She’d learned the hard way how stubborn locals could
be.


She
stepped away without a response, smiling drily when the officer muttered something
about “rude Americans,” under his breath.


“I
thought Alex was going to meet us here,” Max said as they approached the stage.


“I
thought so too,” Brianna replied. “He must have been called away.”


“Or
maybe he’s still on his way,” Max suggested.


“Maybe.
I’m not waiting for him, though.”


She
hopped up on the stage. The police had at least managed to mark an estimate of the
spot where the mayor was shot and the spot where he had fallen. 


She
stood in the spot where they believed he had been shot and looked around. The
night was dark, but the buildings were well-lit, and Brianna was used to
wandering cities at night, so she could still get a fair sense of distance.


The
police believed the shot had come from over a kilometer away based on the wound
and the disfigurement of the bullet upon impact. It had entered his back and
pierced his chest before falling onto the ground in front of the stage.


It
had entered his back, but the damage from the high-powered round was severe
enough that they hadn’t been able to determine the precise angle of entry. That
left far too many options for a shooter on a rooftop. If the shooter had fired
from a window, that left far more options. Brianna counted thirty different
buildings between eight hundred and eighteen hundred meters that could have
been used by the assassin.


“We’re
thinking ex-military, right?” Max asked. “For the shooter?”


“Probably
ex-military or ex-law enforcement, yes,” Brianna said, “but let’s not put all
of our eggs in that basket yet.”


“What
eggs? We have nothing.”


Brianna
hopped off the stage. She was about to respond when she saw something out of
the corner of her eye. She tilted her head and approached a small patch of
white near where the bullet had landed. The police had marked the bullet’s
impact with the ground with a flag and a circle of red paint, but they hadn’t
noticed the white residue next to it.


Brianna
stooped down and scraped a small amount of the powder onto a card, then
inserted the card into a baggie and placed it in her bag.


“Phosphorus?”
Max suggested.


“Maybe,”
she said. “We’ll send it to a lab for a better look.”


She
stood, and as she stood, a small yellow sticker caught her eye.


She
stooped again and waved Max over. He squatted next to her and whistled.
“Lovely.”


“Yes,”
she deadpanned. “Very.”


The
sticker was of a vineyard with the sun just poking over the horizon. Except
instead of the sun, it was a bird with flaming wings and glowing red eyes.


That
was the logo for an anarchist terrorist group called Phoenix Rising. Brianna
hadn’t encountered the group before, but she knew them by reputation. They were
known for supporting various freedom fighter groups in the developing world and
were believed to be responsible for the assassinations of over two dozen
political leaders, but they had never been connected to an assassination in the
developed world before. If they really were behind this assassination, then they
were moving up in the world.


Brianna’s
phone buzzed. Jane. Brianna would normally be irritated with Jane hovering over
her like this, but if Phoenix Rising had assassinated a political figure in the
capital city of a great power, then it made sense why the CIA was so concerned.


“Dagger,”
she answered.


“Anything
to report?”


“Actually,
yes,” Brianna replied. “We found a logo for Phoenix Rising. I’ll send you the
image now.”


“Phoenix
Rising? There’s no way they’re involved. They’re small time.”


“So
was Al-Qaeda,” Brianna countered.


Jane
sighed irritably. “The Agency doesn’t suspect Phoenix Rising, and they haven’t
claimed responsibility. This is something for which they would certainly want
to claim responsibility.”


“Unless
they’re planning something bigger,” Brianna offered.


Jane
was silent on the other end. The implications of Brianna’s statement were
sobering, to say the least. If Phoenix Rising had assassinated the mayor of
Paris as a “test run” of a plan to go after someone more highly ranked, such as
the President of France, then the CIA could be facing the kind of trouble not
seen in decades.


“All
right,” Jane said, “Go ahead and follow up, but don’t get tunnel vision. There
are any number of people or groups who could have wanted Lavoisseur dead. Let’s
not get a hard-on for Phoenix Rising just because they’re the flavor of the
week.”


“Well
put, ma’am,” Brianna said drily.


“Screw
you, Dagger. Just stay focused, all right?”


She
hung up before Brianna could point out the contradiction in telling her not to
get tunnel vision then immediately insisting that she stay focused. Brianna
sighed and dialed Alex.


“I’m
so sorry, Brianna,” Alex said when he answered. “Just after I hung up with you
earlier, my supervisor asked me to stay behind the scenes as much as possible.
Unfortunately, I’m somewhat of a celebrity in Europe after the case in
Luxembourg.”


Brianna
smiled. She had worked with Alex on the Luxembourg case. They had traced a
human-trafficking ring to the tiny little country and stopped them just before
they kidnapped the Grand Duke’s daughter to use as a hostage while they fled to
Thailand. Brianna had managed to avoid the spotlight, but Alex hadn’t.


Brianna
had managed to avoid the spotlight, but not Alex’s charms. Their relationship
had begun the day before she was supposed to return to Europe.


“You’re
thinking about our first night, aren’t you?” Alex teased. “On the roof of the
Grand Duke’s palace.”


Brianna
felt heat come to her cheeks and ignored the romantic reference. “We found a
Phoenix Rising logo stuck to the stage near where the mayor died.”


Alex’s
mood instantly grew serious. “Phoenix Rising? Really?”


“Really,”
she confirmed. “I need whatever intelligence you have on them.”


“Not
as much as I thought we did, evidently,” he said, “I’ll send you what we have,
but to start, you might consider asking around Belleville.”


“Belleville?”
The Parisian neighborhood of Belleville was known as a hotbed for organized
crime, but not of the terrorist sort. Maybe that neighborhood had moved up in
the world too.


“That’s
the most recent information we have of a possible Phoenix Rising cell. We don’t
know for sure that they’re operating here, and I feel compelled to remind you
that any teenager with a printer could have printed out that logo and stuck it
to the stage. However, if they are involved, you’ll find them in Belleville.”


“Will
you be joining us, or are you still stuck at the office?”


“For
the moment, I am stuck at the office. If that changes, I’ll let you know. Be
careful, amore.”


“I
will,” she said, not returning the pet name. Alex had made his long-term hopes
for their future clear, but Brianna wasn’t sure if she shared those desires
yet.


She
was absolutely sure she didn’t want to think about that in the middle of a
case.


“That
was obviously Mr. Honeybuns,” Max said with his typical helpfulness. “Does he
have something for us?” He smirked. “I mean, he has something for you,
obviously, but does he—”


“Belleville,”
she said curtly. “If Phoenix Rising is operating in Paris, they’re in
Belleville.”


Max’s
eyes widened. “Wow. They’re moving up in the world.”


“My
thoughts exactly.”











CHAPTER FOUR


 


 


Belleville
was an interesting neighborhood. It was the definition of a melting-pot. From
Tunisian Jews to enough Chinese to form one of Paris’s Chinatowns to Parisians
who traced their lineage through generations in France; the neighborhood could
easily be considered a beautiful cultural hub and a microcosm of the elegance
and attractiveness that Paris wanted the rest of the world to see the city as. 


Underneath
the surface, it was one of the highest-crime neighborhoods in all of Paris.
Most of the crime presented itself as vice, but the prostitutes that lingered
on every corner and the drug dealers that skulked in every alley were just leaves
on the various trees of a forest of organized crime that ran this and most
other vice dens in the city.


As
though to illustrate this, a group of three men immediately ceased talking as
Max and Briana parked and exited their vehicle. The car was unmarked, and the
two of them were obviously not wearing uniforms, but people from the streets
had a sixth sense when it came to cops. Brianna often wondered if the CIA would
be as successful if they infiltrated the underbelly of the world instead of its
ivory towers.


The
men let them pass unmolested, content to allow the obvious cops to go ruin
someone else’s day.


Deeper
into the neighborhood, the crime was slightly better hidden. There were still
some artists hawking their ware from makeshift stalls, and a few civilians
remained on the streets. 


“You
got their faces clear in your head?” Max asked.


“Yeah,
but I can check on my phone if I draw a blank.”


On
the drive over, Brianna reviewed the files Alex sent. There were three
identified and active Phoenix Rising contacts in Belleville. Their plan was
relatively simple. Locate one and conduct surveillance. It wasn’t as fully
formed a plan as Brianna might have wanted, but right now she needed to think
like a criminologist and not an operative. During a mission, a plan not yet
fully formed could be disastrous. During an investigation, though, it was
business as usual.


She
looked around as they walked from the lot. It didn’t take long to realize there
were more than just a few people still out. In the United States, New York was
often called the city that never slept. Evidently, Belleville was a lot like
New York. Walking along the street made it a lot easier to understand the
beautiful cultural hub aspect of the neighborhood. Buskers sang songs in French
and English. She thought she caught a bit of German there as well. There was a
great deal of laughter and camaraderie, too, a surprisingly common thread in
neighborhoods considered bad.


Brianna
didn’t like this many people out on the street at once. She wasn’t exactly afraid
of crowds, but she didn’t feel comfortable in them either. It was difficult to
run with real freedom when surrounded by people.


“That’s
him,” Max said, drawing her from her thoughts, “nine-thirty.”


She
scanned that direction and saw the suspect. A witness would describe the man as
medium height, medium weight, and in his early- to mid-thirties. Claude Boucher
was a law enforcement nightmare in that he looked like everyone else. That
would have made him an excellent operative if he hadn’t decided to be a
terrorist instead.


As
she and Max fell into step to close the distance a bit, Brianna noted the man’s
behavior. He was clearly up to no good. He made an effort to appear to be doing
nothing at all. He showed a little too much interest in a stall where woven
bracelets were sold. She could almost hear him counting in his head to see how
long he should listen to a busker singing a stripped-down version of Baker
Street in a slightly Nordic accent. He scanned the area around him as he
walked, something anyone might do, but he made it a point to react to too many
sights.


Someone
watching might see a man who enjoyed a song. Someone might see a man
considering a folk-art bracelet for his wife or girlfriend. Someone might see a
man whose eye was caught by the sight of a special at a café. Individually,
each of his acts did exactly what they were supposed to do, they made him seem
like an average forgettable man. Taken all together, though, they showed a man
pretending to be walking purposelessly and aimlessly.


“Something’s
happening tonight,” Max said.


“Yes,”
she agreed. “Call Alex. Tell him to be prepared.”


“Why
don’t you call him? He’s your boyfriend.”


“I’ve
talked to him twice already. Your turn.”


“Are
you mad at him, or are you trying to make him jealous?”


A
flash of irritation crossed her mind. “I’m trying to find an assassin. You call
him, and I’ll keep watching our man.”


“So,
I’ll call your man while you—” Max caught Brianna’s expression and lifted his
hands placatingly. “All right. Shutting up now.”


He
lifted his phone, but as he was dialing the numbers, Claude turned around. His
eyes met Brianna’s and though he kept his demeanor calm, she realized they had
been made.


Then
Claude’s eyes shifted to look behind them. He nodded, and alarms flashed in
Brianna’s head.


She
grabbed Max and pulled him into an alley just before a gunshot rang out. She
heard cursing and footsteps as their assailants sped after them.


“Shit,”
Max swore, putting his cell phone back in his pocket and drawing his handgun.


Shit
was right. No fewer than six individuals rounded the corner of the alley and
aimed weapons ranging from handguns to assault rifles at them. Brianna and Max
chose the better part of valor and ran, turning down another alley.


Their
pursuers gave chase, and when Brianna and Max reached a dead end, they knew
they would have no choice but to fight. They dove behind a dumpster, and when
the assailants rounded the corner, Brianna and Max returned fire.


The
initial surprise allowed them to shoot two of the terrorists down before the
others found cover on either side of the narrow intersection. In the streets,
Brianna could hear screams as people fled indoors at the noise of the gunfire.
The police would be here soon, but Brianna didn’t know if they’d arrive soon
enough.


The
terrorists were poor tacticians, but they had numbers and better weapons, and backed
into a corner as Brianna and Max were, their superior tactical skill would
avail them little. Brianna shot one more of the terrorists, but the other three
rounded the corner and unleashed a barrage of automatic fire as they approached
the dumpster.


Brianna
and Max shared a look. They would be overwhelmed quickly if they didn’t figure
something out fast.


Brianna
looked up and saw a bay window that opened into the alley. That gave her an
idea. It was risky, but their choices now were certain death or near certain
death, so she might as well grab at whatever straw left to them.


“I’m
going to push the dumpster toward them,” she told Max. “Then I’m going up top.
Run with the dumpster, and if anyone pokes their head around the corner, shoot
them.”


“That’s
you plan?” Max asked incredulously.


“Now!”
she shouted.


As
she shouted, she pressed her back to the wall of the building behind the
dumpster and planted both of her legs on the back of it. She pushed hard and
the dumpster rolled down the alley toward the shouting assailants.


She
leaped up and caught the windowsill, then lifted herself up and grabbed the top
of the window. She climbed to the top of the window, then looked up. It was
twenty feet to the roof and about seven feet in between the walls of the
buildings.


This
would be close.


She
focused on her goal and leaped to the other side. When her hands made contact
with the wall, she pushed back and up, bouncing from one wall to another and
gradually making her way to the roof. Below her, she could hear the rattling of
the terrorists’ rifles interspersed with the crack of Max’s handgun. When she
reached the top, she pulled herself onto the roof and looked down.


Max
had taken down one more of the terrorists, but the other two were keeping him
pinned down as they approached. Brianna took careful aim and fired twice. The
first bullet struck an assailant in the shoulder. He cried out and fell
backwards, then cried out again when Brianna’s second bullet tore open his
companion’s throat. He got to his feet and ran, leaving his dying friend
behind.


Brianna
let him go. It would have been better to find him and get him to talk to them,
but from the rooftop, she could see the approaching sirens. She and Max needed
to avoid any run-ins with the local police, who were already rather reticent at
the presence of two foreign agents actively investigating the death of their mayor
despite their initial show of cooperation.


She
dropped to the ground, the same way she had come up, pushing off of the
opposite walls to control her descent. When she reached the ground, she
beckoned for Max to follow.


“Come
on. We need to get out of here before the locals get here.”


“What
about the runner? He could have good info for us.”


“I
know,” Brianna said, “but if the cops start shadowing us, it’s going to be
impossible to do our job.” She heard brakes screech as the police vehicles came
to a halt outside the first alley. “Come on,” she said. “We have to go.”


Max
sighed and followed her. She led him through a maze of alleyways, not stopping
until she couldn’t hear the sirens behind her anymore. When she was sure they
wouldn’t be pursued, she slowed to a walk, much to the relief of a panting Max.


“Well,”
he said when he caught his breath, “So much for following Boucher.”


“We
did learn one thing,” she pointed out. “There are more than six active Phoenix
Rising operatives in Paris.”


“And
they’re aware of the CIA’s presence and actively trying to avoid notice,” Max
said. “Boucher recognized us. That’s not good.”


“No,”
Brianna agreed. “It isn’t.”


“How?
We’re not wearing uniforms.”


“The
same way those three men recognized us when we arrived. When you live on the
streets, you can tell when someone’s a cop. Boucher might not know we’re CIA,
but he spotted us as law enforcement from the beginning.”


“Well,
that sucks.”


“Yep.”


They
exited the alley and found themselves outside of Belleville entirely. The
neighborhood here was a much quieter middle-class residential neighborhood,
what would have been called a “bedroom community” in the U.S. The two
operatives stopped to rest and planned their next steps.


“So,
we’ve been made now,” Max said. “That’s going to spread through the entire
criminal underground. I’ll bet you anything that’s why Alex is stuck in his
office.”


“That
is why he’s stuck in his office,” Brianna confirmed, “but I don’t think
we need to be. Alex is known to all the criminal underground in France and
probably in all of Western Europe after the Luxembourg case. We aren’t. We know
that Phoenix Rising is active here, but I think it’s a good bet that most of
the criminal element doesn’t.”


“How
do you figure that?”


“They
didn’t claim responsibility for the mayor’s murder. If they wanted to make
themselves known, that was a damned good time to do it, but they didn’t. I
think they’re planning something much bigger, and they want to remain
undercover for now.”


“Well,
we can’t go back into Belleville. A lot of people saw us get into a firefight.”


“True,”
she said. “We can’t be seen in Belleville.”


Max
frowned. “When you say can’t be seen, does that mean what I think it means?”


“Yes.
I want you to take this,” she handed him the white powder, “and figure out what
it is and what it might have to do with our shooter. I also want you to work
with ballistics and see if we can figure out a location for the shooter.”


“At
the risk of having to hear your answer, what are you planning to do?”


“I’m
going to find Claude Boucher.”


Max
sighed. “Would it be worth my time to ask you to be careful?”


She
grinned at him as she pulled her hair back into a bun. “I’m always careful.”


Without
waiting for his response, she scaled the building in front of them and
disappeared over the rooftops.











CHAPTER FIVE


 


 


When
she got serious about it, a longtime practitioner told Brianna parkour was
based on general survival principles. The simple idea was that the shortest
distance between two points was always a straight line. In an emergency situation
where getting from point A to point B could make the difference between life
and death, doing so in a straight line was the best choice. The goal of
parkour, therefore, was to get by any obstacle with the least time necessary
and with the fewest detours necessary. 


Still,
there was no denying that parkour looked good. That made it attractive to a
great many people and to this day, there remained hardcore purists who hated
that. They considered parkour to be a philosophy, not a way to make a superhero
seem agile in a movie. A rigging or a frame was a way to scale a building
quickly, not an opportunity for a flip or twirl that might draw applause.


As
she rolled over the lip of the wall and onto the roof, tumbling into a crouch,
Brianna thought the purists had it right in that sense. Parkour was an exercise
in survival. It had certainly saved Brianna’s life on more than one occasion.


Bellville’s
roofs were uneven and cluttered. That made it easier to leverage momentum but
required more mental attention than a more organized roofscape.


She
started off on a sprint, leaping and vaulting from rooftop to rooftop, using
gravity and momentum to maintain her speed without using excess energy. At each
transition, she scanned the city below to see if she could come up with any
sign of Boucher or Phoenix Rising.


The
problem, of course, was that terrorist groups didn’t wear uniforms. She knew
what Boucher and his two named companions looked like, and she knew that they
would likely be found in this area. She wasn’t flying completely blind, but it
would have been nice to have a little more to go on other than a few
photographs and a neighborhood.


It
felt good to run. Each jump and vault gave her a measure of focus. It also
allowed her the opportunity to recognize when something seemed off. She’d find
anything there was to find as long as she kept at it. 


She
leapt to the next rooftop and found it covered with tables long unused. She
didn’t know if the place had once been a rooftop café or if a café in the
building below had been remodeled and put their old tables on the roof. She
vaulted over two tables on her way to the other side of the roof, but the third
was unsteady and one of the table’s legs gave way.


She
saw the collapse coming in time to roll to her feet, but she lost her momentum
and wouldn’t have enough energy to carry herself to the next rooftop. No
problem. She would just have to walk back and take the length of this roof at a
full run.


She
turned to head back but stopped when she saw something through the building’s
skylight window. She dropped to her stomach and peered into the skylight.


Four
men stood around a table. On top of the table was a map of Paris. Brianna was
too far away to see any details on the map, but she recognized Boucher and the
two other known Phoenix Rising members Alex had identified.


She
didn’t recognize the fourth man, but he appeared to be their leader. Claude and
the others seemed to defer to him, and his body language suggested authority.


She
pulled her phone from her pocket and prepared to take a picture, but before she
could, a voice called. “He! Que fais tu?”


Brianna
got instantly to her feet and found herself surrounded by a half-dozen armed
men. Five of the men drew handguns. The sixth—the one who had spoken—pulled a
walkie-talkie from his pocket and began to speak.


Brianna’s
instincts told her she needed to get that walkie. Now.


Another
skill parkour had given Brianna was explosiveness. Most people took time to get
up to speed. It took several seconds to get from a dead stop to a full run.
Brianna could reach full speed in less than a second.


She
used that skill now, sprinting forward and snatching the walkie from the
surprised guard and leaping off of the rooftop before the others realized what
was happening. Shots rang out behind her, and one whizzed just past her head.


She
didn’t stop, and she didn’t hide. It was risky to continue to leap across the
rooftops with men shooting at her, but it would be far riskier to allow herself
to be pinned down. She didn’t know how many terrorists Phoenix Rising had in
Belleville.


The
walkie buzzed, and she quickly shut it off. She could only hope that would be
enough to keep them from tracing her.


She
ran until she couldn’t hear shots anymore. Then she veered north and continued
to leap across the rooftops until she was out of Belleville. She descended into
an alley, jumping off of the walls of the buildings as she had before and
rolling when she landed to reduce the pressure on her joints. She came to her
feet and found herself in another residential area, although this one was
somewhat nicer than the middle-class neighborhood she and Max had split from
earlier.


She
left the alley and walked at a measured pace. Neighborhoods like this were keenly
aware of strangers, and if she did anything suspicious, she could expect the
police to be called. That was more of an irritation than a problem, but she
would rather not be irritated right now.


She
called Max. “Hey, Bri,” he answered. “The crime lab’s going to take a look at
the powder. Ballistics is still working on the shot trajectory, but they’ve
narrowed it down from thirty possible locations to eleven.”


“That’s
good,” she said, “Meet me at the safehouse.”


A
pause. Then, “Okay?”


“I
found a walkie from Phoenix Rising.”


“You
found a walkie?”


“I
took it. From a guard.”


“A
guard? Where?”


“I’ll
explain at the safehouse,” she said, “I want you to decrypt the walkie and see
if we can run a trace on the channels. That might help us figure out what
Phoenix Rising is planning.”


“You’re
not afraid they’re going to trace it?”


“I’m
afraid they’re moving fast,” she said, “and we don’t have time to wait. The
safehouse is hardened against EM traces.”


“That
only works if everywhere is hardened. If it’s only the safehouse, they just
have to go to the black hole where the walkie disappeared and never
reappeared.”


She
sighed. “I know it’s a risk, Max, but…”


Her
voice trailed off as she rounded the corner. The turn took her out of the
neighborhood and into a business district.


Spray
painted on the wall of the building directly in front of her was the Phoenix Rising
logo.


“Bri?
Bri, are you there? Brianna!”


“I’m
here,” she said. “Max, we need to move quickly, risk or no risk. Like I said,
Phoenix is planning something big. We need to find out what. You want to be
like Jane and criticize me?”


He
sighed. “All right. Bring it to the safehouse. I’ll see what I can do.”


“Thank
you.”


“Don’t
thank me yet. I’m still pretty sure we’re leading the enemy right to our
doorstep.”


She
rolled her eyes. “Well, thank you for the vote of confidence.”


“Give
me a reason to be confident,” he retorted. “So far, all I see are reasons to be
concerned.”


“How
about, I’m the greatest operative in the Agency, and you get to work with me?”


“So
humble too,” he quipped. “I’ll see you soon.”


Brianna
hung up, then opened her GPS. She scanned the map of the city and determined
the route that would get her to the safehouse the fastest. When she had it
mapped in her head, she replaced her phone and started to scale the wall of the
building in front of her. For a moment, she was face to face with the glowing
red eyes of the spray-painted Phoenix. They glared at her maliciously, taunting
her.


There’s
nowhere to run,
those eyes said. Wherever you go, I’ll still see you.


A
shiver ran through her. She forced it down and continued her ascent, but she couldn’t
shake the sense that something watched her all the way to the safehouse.











CHAPTER SIX


 


 


Brianna’s
heart hadn’t slowed yet. She sat on the couch, catching her breath. The
safehouse was, for all intents and purposes, just a typical flat. Some
safehouses were secure because of reinforcement and armor camouflaged to appear
like normal building materials. Some safehouses were secure only because they
were unknown and anonymous. This one was of the second type, aside from the EM
hardening, which in this case was scraps of tinfoil mixed with the insulation
in the wall to scatter radio waves. She’d been in safehouses that were mini
operational bases with surveillance hubs built into them, communication
capabilities, and armories, but most, like this, had basic technological
capability and a smaller cache of weapons, cash, and food.


At
the moment, Max utilized some of that technological capability to assist him in
decrypting the walkie. As she watched him work, she thought as she often did
that she was fortunate to be partnered with him. She had certain very
specialized skills he didn’t have, and her background in criminology gave them
some significant advantages when it came to working a mission.


Max
was a jack-of-all-trades. He couldn’t be said to be particularly excellent in
any one aspect of fieldwork, but he knew a little bit about almost everything.
That came in very handy, especially in situations like this. Brianna knew
absolutely nothing about technology. Phones, radios, and computers were just
tools to her. She used them and appreciated them, but she had no idea how they
worked.


Max
wasn’t an ultra-nerd like the people at DARPA or the NSA who could look at a
computer and recite every line of code its software contained, but he had a
layman’s knowledge of how technology worked, and that was coming in handy right
now.


“How’s
it coming?” she asked.


“So
far so good. The model’s a basic civilian model, but the encryption is handled
through a scrambler attached to the walkie’s CPU. Taking the scrambler off
would be easy, but there’s a kill-switch attached that will destroy the CPU if
the scrambler is removed or compromised. What I’m trying to do is attach
a wire to the scrambler and run it through a decryption program. If I do it
right, then…”


The
walkie-talkie crackled, and she heard, “comme des moutons paniqués à cause
d'un trop grand nombre de loups.”


“A
large number of wolves?” Max asked.


“Too
many wolves,” she said, standing up and walking to sit next to him at the
table. “Like sheep in a panic because of too many wolves.” She listened and
said, “They’re talking about the police response to the assassination.”


She
listened for a while, but they didn’t learn anything new. “These two are just
crowing over their victory with the mayor. There’s nothing new so far. Maybe
there won’t be anything new at all. Let’s try another channel.”


Max
turned the nob at the top of walkie-talkie. This time, they heard two men
speaking in English, one with a thick French accent and the other with a more
subdued Spanish accent. This conversation, too, offered no real intel except
perhaps to give a general picture of the operations of the group. The two
groused about having to work this evening just because someone named Paul was
in Greece with a woman both men appeared to think was primarily useful for
certain parts of her anatomy.


They
flipped across the five different channels built into the walkie-talkie and
listened to a number of conversations. Although the conversations made things
clear that the participants were involved in illegal activity, none of it was
useful from a practical standpoint. She could see by the tension in Max’s body
language that he felt the same way.


But
then he switched from one channel to another, and his body language, like
Brianna’s, showed a great deal of interest as both heard, “…assassinat.”
There was a pause immediately after the word that seemed to Brianna to last a
decade.


Just
when Brianna thought she would burst with impatience, another voice spoke. “Je
ne sais pas. Comment ont-ils pu obtenir notre symbole?”


Brianna
and Max shared a look. How could they have gotten our symbol? Does this mean
Phoenix Rising isn’t responsible for the mayor’s assassination?


“Qui
qu'ils soient, ils sont dangereux.”


“Mais
pourquoi essaient-ils de nous en imputer la faute?”


Briana
leaned back and pursed her lips.


“So
Phoenix Rising isn’t responsible,” Max said.


“Doesn’t
look like it.”


“But
someone tried to set them up?”


“It
seems that way.”


“Why?
Are they going after Phoenix Rising, or are they just trying to distract from
their real intentions?”


“I
lean toward the latter,” she said. “Phoenix Rising is the hot topic in the
counterterrorism world now. They’re probably counting on people to just accept
at face value that Phoenix is trying to up their game.”


“Like
we did.”


“Yep.
Dammit.”


Her
phone rang, and when she saw Jane’s number, she swore again. “For God’s sake,
we’ve been in France for…” she checked her watch. “Holy hell, have we only been
here for seven hours?”


“Yep,”
Max said. “Sun’s just coming up.”


“My
God. What does she expect from us?”


“I
don’t know, but you better answer. She’s going to call me next, and you know
how uncomfortable I get around strong women.”


Brianna
glared at Max, and he said, “See? I’m very uncomfortable with the way you’re
looking at me.”


She
rolled her eyes. “All right, but you owe me for this.”


She
answered, and Jane said, “What do you have for me?” before Brianna had a chance
to speak.


Brianna
took a breath and prepared for what she was sure would be a highly frustrating
conversation. “We believe that Phoenix Rising is likely not the group
responsible for Mayor Lavoisseur’s assassination.”


“Okay.
Thank you for that. I also know that the Cleveland Cavaliers probably aren’t
responsible. Any idea who might be responsible?”


Brianna
sighed inwardly. “No. Not yet.”


There
was a long pause. Finally, Brianna said, “Are you there?”


“I’m
here. I was just waiting for you to tell me, ‘but we have a lead,’ or, ‘a
suspect,’ or you know, anything at all.”


“We’re
looking into some suspicious powder found at the scene,” Brianna explained.
“We’re also waiting for ballistics to confirm the location of the—”


“Oh,
for God’s sake!” Jane interrupted, “I didn’t assign you two to this case so you
could do police work! If I needed that, I would just talk to the Paris Police
Prefecture.”


“The
good old PPP,” Max quipped.


That
was a mistake.


“Is
that Turner?” Jane asked. “Put me on speaker.”


Brianna
grinned at Max, who pouted back at her. “Yes, ma’am.”


“I’m
sure you’re smiling right now, Dagger,” Jane said, “so wipe it off your face.
You two need to make progress on this case. That means you don’t sleep, you
don’t eat, you don’t screw around until we find whoever’s responsible. Get off
your asses and work!”


“We
are working, ma’am,” Brianna fired back. “We’re not just screwing around.
Working is how we figured out Phoenix Rising wasn’t involved, and we’ll
continue to work until we figure out who is.”


“Don’t
argue with me, Dagger! We just received word of a threat to the mayor of
London.”


“So,
these people hate mayors?” Max said.


“If
you’re trying to be cute,” Jane said, “you’re failing.”


“And
if you’re trying to motivate us, ma’am,” Brianna said, “you’re only getting in
the way. We were working before you called us. May we please get back to work?”


Jane
once more fell silent. Max stared at Brianna in shock, and she suppressed a
smile. She could almost see Jane shaking with rage. Finally, the line clicked
dead without a response from Jane.


“Do
you hate yourself or something?” Max said, “Or do you just like destroying your
career?”


“She
can be pissed all she wants,” Brianna said, “but when we give her the people
responsible for this, she won’t be able to do anything about it.”


“That’s
a dangerous way to live,” Max opined.


“I
jump rooftops for fun,” Brianna said. “I like living dangerously.”


“So
just screw me, right?” Max deadpanned.


“Not
a chance,” Brianna said, “but I suppose I can’t stop you dreaming about it.”


“Glad
you’re happy,” Max said, rolling his eyes. “As much as I would like to
speculate about screwing you, how about we do what we told Jane we would do and
get back to work?”


“Good
idea,” she said. “Any thoughts?”


Max’s
eyes widened. “Wait. You’re asking for my opinion? Did you hit your head
or something when you were jumping rooftops?”


She
rolled her eyes. “Ha ha ha. You want to work? Let’s work. What do we do now?”


“Well,
we’re back to square one,” he said, “so let’s go back to square one.”


“You
want to revisit the crime scene.”


“I
do. We know that Phoenix Rising wasn’t involved. Let’s see if we can find
something we missed that might tell us who is.”


“That’s
a good idea,” Brianna said.


“Hey,
I have those on occasion.”


“I
just admitted that.” She stood and reached for her vest but stopped when she
saw Max heading for the kitchen. “What are you doing?”


“Microwaving
some burritos. I know Jane thinks we don’t need to eat, but I think more
clearly when I’m not starving to death.”


“So,
you’re eager to get back to work, but only after breakfast?”


“We
can eat them on the way. Look, do you want one or not?”


Brianna
was ready with another snarky retort, but her stomach rumbled, so she said, a
little grudgingly, “Yes.”


“Yes,
what?”


She
rolled her eyes. “Are you serious?”


“Say
the magic word.”


“Oh
my God.”


“Nope,
that’s not it.”


“Oh,
for Christ’s… please. Please may I have a burrito, Max?”


“You
may,” he said primly.


Ten
minutes later, the two operatives finally left the safehouse, burritos in hand.
The sun was indeed rising. That was a good thing because it allowed them to
work with less fear of being stalked or ambushed.


It
also made the symbol painted on the wall of the building next to theirs clearly
visible.


This
wasn’t the symbol for Phoenix Rising.


The
image was not of a Phoenix, but of a winged snake. One wing was held high, its
tip pointed at the sky ahead of the snake. The other was held low, pointed at
the ground below the snake. In between the wings was a hollow circle that
looked like the letter O. The same circle was depicted above the snake’s head
and a third time in the snake’s throat just below its head.


“What
the hell is that?” Max asked.


“I
don’t know,” Brianna said.


“Do
you think it means something?”


“It
always means something,” Brianna said.


“Any
idea what?”


Brianna
looked at the winged snake. Its expression was flat and emotionless, as was
appropriate for a snake.


Or
an assassin.


“It’s
a warning,” she said. “It means there’s more to come.”


“More
what?”


She
met Max’s eyes. By his expression she could tell that was all the answer he
needed. She took a picture of the image and sent it to Alex for analysis, then
continued on her way.


They
took the bus to the park, remaining silent on the trip.


Did
that symbol belong to another terrorist organization? Were their assassins once
more hiding behind another group’s banner? Or were they emboldened by their
success and just starting to step into the light?


Brianna
didn’t have the answers to those questions, but one thing was certain: they
were dealing with a much larger conspiracy than it seemed at first.











CHAPTER SEVEN


 


 


Brianna
didn’t understand why this case felt so ominous. She was at the consulate now,
and she sat alone in the monitoring room. Data from all over the world flashed
over screens. Nearly everyone was gone for lunch, Max included, so she was
alone in the room. He’d promised to bring her some food, but she wasn’t sure
she would be able to eat anything.


The
crime scene was gone when they arrived at the park. The police had apparently
satisfied themselves there was nothing more to be discovered at the scene. A
call to the Prefecture revealed that they had eliminated three more buildings
as potential locations for the shooter, but there was still no word on the
mysterious white powder she had found.


Phoenix
Rising had seemed small time from the beginning, amateurish. It hadn’t been too
far a stretch to imagine they might be possible for Lavoisseur’s assassination,
though. Their experiences in Belleville proved that they were far more
entrenched in France than previously believed, but the conversations she and
Max overheard on the walkie made it clear that they weren’t the ones behind the
murder.


That
second symbol, the snake. That changed everything. If Phoenix Rising had shown
a greater amount of competence, Brianna might have thought the symbol to be an
intentional distraction, a red herring designed to throw anyone searching off
their trail. In this case, though, the symbol suggested the exact opposite.
Phoenix Rising was the red herring. Something, someone, or a group of someones
else was at play here. 


She
needed help. This was bigger than she could wrap her head around by herself.


She
pulled her phone from her pocket and dialed a familiar number. After three
rings, she heard, “Walker.”


“Ghost,”
she said.


He
whistled softly, “Bri, how many times do I have to tell you to call me Sam or
Sammy. Hell, Walker would be better than Ghost.”


“You
love your nickname,” she replied.


“I
love that the enemies think I’m a ghost. Not so much when you do.”


“Well
don’t call me Bri, then.”


His
tone was playful as he said, “I’ll call you Bri every time you forget and call
me Ghost,” but she knew it wasn’t an idle threat at all. He treated all
conversations, even pleasantries, as opportunities for object lessons. It made
him maddening sometimes but made him a valuable mentor at all times. 


“I
have a situation I think you can help me with,” she said.


“I’m
retired,” he replied.


That
was another thing. Exacting language. He demanded it. Nuance was critical, and
so was precision. Without precision, nuance was a distraction.


She
smiled wryly. She recalled all of his lessons as though she has heard them
yesterday.


“Not
active help,” she said, “advice.”


“In
that case, I’m all ears. What do you have going on?”


“I
recall looking at a file from twenty years back. Operation Aubrac.”


“That
cell was put to bed. Are they back?”


“No
but I’m dealing with another French terrorist situation.”


“So,
you reviewed that file why?” 


“You
encouraged me to read old files to learn,” she reminded him, “and who better to
learn from?”


In
many ways, Samuel Walker was family to her. She often thought of him as her
only family after her brother’s death. Her mother and father were distant,
almost detached from their children. They lived in the States, but their hearts
and minds remained in Ireland, and though they never said so out loud, Brianna
suspected that they resented their children for existing and obligating them to
move somewhere they could have a better life. In the absence of her real
father, Walker had served as a father to her, especially during difficult times
at the agency. 


“Tell
me what’s going on,” he said.


She
recounted the steps taken from the moment Jane called her to Paris. She talked
about the crime scene and about Belleville. She talked about Phoenix Rising and
how they had ruled out the budding terrorist group.


She
finished with, “And this morning, when we left the safehouse, we came across a
new symbol.”


“A
new symbol?”


“Yes.
I’ll send it to you.”


She
texted the symbol to Sam. A moment later, he said, “Oh, shit.”


She
raised her eyebrow. “Oh shit? What oh shit? I don’t like oh shit.”


“I
don’t either,” he said, “because if this is what I think it is, then it means
Oracle is behind it.”


“What’s
Oracle?”


“Not
what. Who.”


She
sighed in frustration. She understood Sam’s desire for specificity, but
sometimes he was too pedantic for his own good. “Okay. Who?”


“We
don’t know.”


She
took a deep breath to calm herself and said, “Okay. Wonderful. Please tell me
what you do know.”


“Stay
calm, Brianna. Don’t let impatience dampen your focus.”


She
frowned at that. It was a common phrase of his when he was training her and
possibly the phrase she hated the most. What she really hated was that she gave
him the same answer she always did.


“I’m
not letting it dampen my focus,” she said. “I’m just trying to get to the
point.”


“The
getting matters as much as the point,” Sam said. “The point is often a
distraction, and in Oracle’s case, it almost always is.”


Brianna
thought on that a moment. “So you’re saying that the mayor’s murder was just a
distraction?”


“It
was the point, but also a distraction.”


Brianna
rolled her eyes. “Are you going to lecture me if I tell you that doesn’t make
any sense?”


“No.
That dilemma is what’s kept me up at night for the past thirty years. It’s why
Oracle is so dangerous.”


“And
you’re certain that he or she or they is behind this?”


“No.
But it makes sense. Oracle often hid their activities behind the actions of
another group. Usually, they would mask their actions behind a government or a
more high-profile organization, but they’ve been quiet for years. It’s possible
that they’re starting slowly, or it’s possible that this is a new person or
persons using the Oracle symbol.”


“Picking
up the torch, so to speak.”


“Exactly.”


“So
what can you tell me about them?”


Before
Sam could answer, an alarm went off. The lights in the room flashed red three
times before returning to normal. Brianna looked up at the screen and saw
London highlighted in red. A dialog box opened next to the city and details of
an upcoming political rally scrolled. To the other side, bright white letters
read HIGH RISK.


“Brianna?
Are you there?”


“Not
anymore,” she said, “we have a lead. Send the files to my personal inbox.”


“Will
do. Be cautious, Brianna. Take your time. If you want to go fast, you need to
go slow. The worst thing you could do right now is overlook a crucial detail in
your haste to solve this case. If Jane has a problem with that, you can tell
her to shove it up her ass.”


Brianna
reddened a little. “I’ll try to avoid telling her that but thank you.”


Sam
chuckled. “I’ll talk to you later, Bri.”


“Goodbye,
Ghost.”


She
hung up and started to dial Max, but he walked in with lunch just as she
started to punch in his number.


“Oh
good,” she said. “I hope that food can be eaten on the go.”


“With
you? Always. Where are we going this time?”


“London.”


“London?”


She
pointed at the screen, and he said, “Ah. I guess Jane was onto something after
all.”


“It
happens every now and then.”


On
the way to the airport, she called Alex. “Amore,” he answered. “How are
you? I’ve been worried about you. Why haven’t you answered my texts?”


She
frowned. “What texts? You haven’t been texting me.”


“I’ve
been texting your personal phone. Have you not been checking it?”


She
sighed. “No, Alex. I’m on assignment. I’m not checking my personal messages.”


“Well,
how am I supposed to reach you about personal matters then?”


“You’re
not supposed to. We’re working. I’m on assignment. We talked about this.”


“We
talked about not allowing our personal relationship to get in the way of our
jobs. We didn’t talk about pretending that relationship doesn’t exist.”


“We’re
not pretending it doesn’t exist, we’re just focusing on our jobs when we’re
working. It would be the same if we worked nine-to-fives in an office.”


“What’s
a nine-to-five?”


“That’s
an American term,” she said, “it means a typical workday. Nine a.m. to five
p.m.”


“Well,
we don’t work typical days.”


“That’s
not the point. The point is…” her lips thinned as she realized she had become
completely sidetracked from the point. “The point is that Max and I are on our
way to London. We’ve determined that an upcoming political rally in Regent’s
Park is a likely next target for our assassin. We’ve also determined…”


Her
voice trailed off. She wasn’t sure if she wanted Alex to know about Oracle yet.
He was her boyfriend, but he was also an Interpol agent, and while he might
have trouble separating his personal life from his job, his loyalties lay with
Interpol first. She didn’t care who got the credit for stopping Oracle, but
Interpol was more akin to the FBI than the CIA. They were adept at hunting criminals
who hopped national borders, but high-level intelligence work was not their
forte. Until she knew more about Oracle, she didn’t want Interpol involved.


“Determined
what?”


“We’ve
determined that Phoenix Rising is not responsible for the assassination of
Mayor Lavoisseur.”


“Yes,
you told me that already. Nothing else?”


“We’re
following up on a new lead. Have you been able to analyze the symbol I sent
you?”


“Well,
I’m not sure how much analysis there is to do.You sent me a symbol of the
Egyptian goddess Wadjet.”


“The
Egyptian what?”


“The
goddess Wadjet. She was the matron and protector deity of lower Egypt. I’ve not
heard of any known terrorist or criminal groups who use that symbol.”


Brianna
blinked. “Protector deity? Not knowledge or wisdom?”


“Not
particularly. Why? Should it be related to knowledge or wisdom?”


“I
guess not.”


Brianna
thought about that. Perhaps Oracle used Wadjet, but if the symbol was equally
recognizable as an Egyptian goddess, then it wasn’t necessarily Oracle. Anyone
could use the symbol of a protector deity. France wasn’t lower Egypt, but
whoever drew that symbol could be implying that they were protecting innocent
people from predatory governments and politicians, and that was why Lavoisseur
had been assassinated.


Dammit,
she hated not having answers. She had a criminology background, but her past
experience with the Agency mostly involved gathering intelligence and passing
it on to other people who did the thinking and analysis. It was exciting to be
leading an assignment and being the one to solve a problem, but the stress so
far outweighed the excitement.


“Brianna?
Are you there?”


“Yes,
sorry. I was just thinking.”


“About
what?”


She
shook her head. “I’ll have to think some more before I tell you. For now, I
need you to arrange for Interpol help in London. We might have a chance to
catch our assassin before he strikes again.”


“I’ll
do my best,” he said.


“What
do you mean you’ll do your best? You can’t help me?”


“I
have to call the Interpol lead in London. He and I don’t always see eye to eye.
I’ll tell him this is a CIA-led investigation and that if he can’t help me,
I’ll contact Scotland Yard. He hates British law enforcement even more than he
hates me. I’m sure he’ll agree to help. If something goes wrong, I’ll call
you.”


“Jesus.”
If there was one thing Brianna hated more than not having answers, it was
politics. Did everyone just conveniently forget their job was to stop bad
people from murdering innocent people on a global scale?


“Brianna,
please be careful. And please answer your phone when I call.”


“I’ll
be careful, Alex, but if you call me again, it better be related to the job and
nothing else. I’m not having this conversation again. Do you understand?”


Alex
was silent for a long moment. When he replied, his tone was terse and clearly
angry. “All right. I understand. I love you.”


Brianna
didn’t answer. After a moment, she hung up without response. She put her phone
down, sighed heavily and pressed her palms to her eyes for a moment. When she
removed them, she saw Max staring at her. “What?”


“Nothing,”
he said, quickly looking back at the road.


She
leaned back in her chair and looked out the window. So now her boss and
her boyfriend were angry with her. Maybe Max would get pissed at her soon. Then
everyone could hate her.


It’s
not about you, Bri,
Sam’s voice echoed in her mind.


She
sighed and closed her eyes. I know. Doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt.











CHAPTER EIGHT


 


 


Briana
felt a far too significant sense of foreboding as the plane descended toward
London Heathrow. She couldn’t dismiss it all as knowledge of the threat the intelligence
revealed. As frustrating as she found it, she couldn’t deny that a lot of her
foreboding had to do with the struggle to keep her feelings for Allesandro and
her relationship with him separate from work. As frustrated as she was with
him, she was just as frustrated with herself.


It
might have been easier to deal with if she were certain of her feelings for
Allesandro. They both traveled great distances. They both had demanding,
time-intensive jobs. At any given moment, they were far more likely to be in
two different places than in the same place.


The
net effect of this was that times when they came together were categorized by
almost frenetic passion and intense declarations of emotion. Seeing him for
only a few hours at a time every few weeks meant their time was spent mostly in
bed and on other activities. They never discussed anything serious.


But
he had a right to believe they were serious, and that was what particularly
frustrated her at this moment. When they were together, she acted like this was
serious. On more than one occasion, she'd almost told Allesandro she loved him
even though she didn't believe that she did. He'd told her he loved her, but
before now, those declarations only occurred when they were in the throes of
passion.


Dammit,
she wasn’t supposed to be thinking about his now! She was on assignment!


Max
was silent on the drive to Regent’s Park. He, at least, knew when it was the
wrong time to press an issue.


She
looked around the city, and her foreboding shifted from a focus on her
relationship to a focus on the coming rally. The speaker was Candace Hustler,
the UK’s Secretary of State for Justice. In the UK, that was a mid-level
cabinet rank, but still far higher up the ladder than a mayor. If she was the
target, then their assassin or assassins were ramping up.


Max
parked the vehicle across the street from the park. “Precautionary measures,”
he said. “How do you want to go about this.”


“Let
me start with the surroundings and see if I can find any sign of snipers. You
focus on the crowd. See if you can find anyone suspicious.”


“Fair
enough,” he said.


They
stepped out of the car. He started toward the park, and she looked around for a
way up to the rooftops. It was possible that her movements could alert the MI5,
but if they had agents watching the buildings, that was a good thing. She would
rather explain her credentials to MI5 than see them milling around like idiots
while a sniper killed the woman they were assigned to protect.


A
quick run allowed her to leap up to a balcony and then to vault from one
balcony railing to the next for four stories until her final leap upward took
her to the roof. From there, she moved quickly to the opposite end of the roof
and looked down on the scene. 


It
wasn’t encouraging. This location was far less controllable than the site in
France, and from her vantage point, she could see there were actually far more
places for a sniper to hide.


Hustler
ascended the stage, flanked by two MI5 agents in suits. They looked and acted
much like the U.S. Secret Service would at home. The difference was that the
Secret Service would have agents on every rooftop within a mile of the event,
along with helicopters and patrol cars roaming everywhere looking for anything
suspicious.


Then
again, the wounds of 9/11 were still fresh in America’s mind, even now, decades
later. They had learned the hard way that they weren’t untouchable. Britain
hadn’t suffered a catastrophe of that magnitude since World War II.


The
rally began. Hustler spoke like all politicians. She said as little as possible
as prettily as possible, seasoning her non-answers and baseless claims with
buzzwords and appeals to amorphous ideals such as common sense and decency.


Brianna
saw Max scanning the crowd and turned her attention to the rooftops. There were
too many for her to focus on. She checked her work phone for any messages from
Alex, and when she didn’t see any, she checked her personal phone, just in
case. Nothing.


Dammit,
was the London Interpol chief really dragging his feet? Or did Alex not think
to keep her in the loop? Was this his way of pouting because she told him she
couldn’t spend any time thinking about their relationship right now?


Sam’s
voice echoed in her head again. Be calm, Bri. Impatience can lead to panic,
and panic can blind you. Focus on what you can control.


“Well,
that’s all well and good, but what about when you can’t control anything?”


Sam’s
voice didn’t have a response to that. She sighed and continued to scan the
rooftops.


The
rally continued. Hustler spoke for about a half hour before she placed her
hands behind her back, lowered her head and paused. This was typical
politician's body language to indicate that she was about to make her closing
points.


She
opened her mouth to speak.


And
from a building a mile behind her, Brianna saw a flash of sunlight on metal.


Her
eyes widened. She opened her mouth to shout, “Secretary! Get down!”


And
just as she shouted that a shot rang out.


Brianna
looked down at the secretary to find she had already fallen to the ground. From
a mile away, the sound of the shot would take two or three seconds longer to
reach them than the bullet would. The secretary was dead by the time Brianna
saw the gun.


“Dammit!”
she shouted.


She
leaped off of the roof, slowing her fall by grabbing a balcony on each story
for a moment, then releasing it. When she reached the ground, she looked around
for Max.


She
couldn’t see him, but she did see an individual in a dark suit walking calmly
from the crowd. The rest of the attendees were screaming and running in terror,
but this man was walking casually, as though nothing amiss had occurred.


She
sprinted after him, but the crowd surged in front of her. She tried to push her
way through, but it was like swimming against a tsunami. She was pulled away,
and when she tried to reach the building again to climb to the roof, she found
the crowd just as thick in that direction.


The
suspicious stranger got into a car and drove away just ahead of the crowd.
Brianna could only watch impotently as he escaped.


A
strong hand grabbed her arm and slowly pulled her away from the crowd. She
looked up to see Max’s face, tense with frustration that matched her own. “I
saw someone!” she shouted to him. “He got away! He was driving what looks like
a Rolls Royce sedan.”


“I
know,” Max said. “I saw him too.”


“Did
you get a license plate?”


He
shook his head.


“Dammit!”


And
that, of course, was when Alex called her. “All right,” he said, “I just
finished talking with the London office. They’re going to place agents at each
major political rally scheduled for the next month. It won’t be in time for
today’s rally, but—”


"Damn
right, it won't be in time," Brianna snapped. "I just watched the
Secretary of State for Justice get shot dead in front of me."


Alex
was silent for a moment. Then he said, "Oh God."


“Yeah,
Oh God is right. What the hell took you so long?”


“I
flew over here. I headed for the Interpol office straightaway.”


Brianna
stopped dead in her tracks for a moment before Max pulled her along toward their
car. “You flew? You couldn’t call him?”


“I
did call, but he didn’t answer. I’m so sorry.”


Brianne
was on the verge of exploding. This was why she didn't want Interpol to take
the lead. She should have called the CIA office in London.


So
they could do what? Assign all two of their operatives to watch the rally.


No
matter which way she looked at it, there was nothing she could have done to
prevent this assassination. They were too late.


“I’m
still at the Interpol safehouse,” Alex said. “It’s two miles from Regent’s
Park. Meet me there, and we’ll coordinate next steps. It will be all right, amore.”


Brianna
was not at all convinced that it would be all right, and she wasn’t enthused by
the idea of working from an Interpol safehouse, but she didn’t feel like arguing
with him right now. “All right. Send the address to Max’s phone. We’re on our
way.”


“Max’s
phone?” Alex sounded injured. “But why—”


“Because
he’s driving, Alex!” she shouted.


“All
right. I’ll send it now. I love—”


She
hung up before he could finish and got into the passenger seat. Max got into
the driver’s seat and called Jane to update her. Brianna could only hear Max’s
side of the conversation, but Jane was obviously upset.


“Yes,
I know.” “We called Interpol for help.” “We believed they had greater resources
in London than we do.” “No, it was another sniper killing.” He looked at
Brianna. “Not at this time, but we believe the shot came from behind Secretary
Hustler.” “As soon as we know, you’ll… yeah, fuck you too.”


He
tossed his phone into the center console of their car and stared moodily out
the window.


Apparently,
Jane had hung up on him just before that last comment. Brianna hoped so,
anyway. She didn’t want Max reassigned as punishment, and she wouldn’t put it
past Jane to do just that.


They
took a circuitous route to the safehouse, not because they were afraid of being
tailed but because the pandemonium occurring near the park necessitated it.
Because of this, it was a half hour before they finally found themselves
walking up the steps to an upper middle-class rowhouse two miles from Regent’s
Park.


Alex
greeted them at the door. He opened his arms to embrace Brianna, but she pushed
past him and walked inside. She looked around but couldn’t see anyone else.
“What happened?” she asked. “The London Office was supposed to assist us.”


Alex
shook his head. “They’re not available anymore. The London office is busy
dealing with the fallout of all of this, just like the Paris office.”


Brianna
would much rather have found the leader of the London Interpol office and made
it clear that their actions had led to another assassination, but that wouldn’t
be fair. They hadn’t done their jobs, true, but even if they had saturated that
crowd with Interpol officers, it probably wouldn’t have been enough to prevent an
assassination. Besides, if they couldn’t be relied on to do even the minimal
job Brianna asked of them, it would be a waste of time to ask them for help..
“Okay. Then it’s just us. We need to get to work and figure out what happened.”


“We
will, amore,” Alex said gently. “But we need to take a moment to cool
off. Let me make dinner, and then we can approach this with even heads.”


Alex’s
English wasn’t perfect, but his point was clear.


And
valid. She sighed. “Fine. I’m going to the roof. Call me when dinner’s ready.”


“The
stairs don’t go to the…” Alex began.


But
Briana, of course, didn’t take the stairs. She opened the living room window,
and just before she started to scale the front of the rowhouse, she looked
inside and saw Max and Alex exchange a look.


Well,
whatever. They wanted her to cool down? This was how she would do it.


There
was just enough daylight left for her to see her way up to the roof. She sat
atop the rowhouse and looked out over the city as night fell.


Once
more, they were just too late to stop an assassination. Brianna was beginning
to feel like a fish struggling on a hook.


She
didn’t like that feeling. She didn’t like it at all.











CHAPTER NINE


 


 


A
lot of people would think that after the assassination, the area descended into
chaos. As Brianna replayed the events in her head, though, it occurred to her
that the entire area was chaotic from the outset. Chaos, really, represented
too high a surplus of variables and every individual was a variable. That meant
each person attending the event was a variable. That meant every member of law
enforcement at the event was a variable. That meant everyone on stage was a
variable. She was a variable. Max was a variable. The killer was just the
variable that made the chaos evident. 


Successful
assassinations like this one thrived on chaos. Chaos was the key to everything,
and the key to unlocking the truth was for Briana to navigate the variables
until one stood out.


That
was the damned theory, anyway.


The
problem was that no matter how she attempted to replay the events in her mind,
there were too many avenues of investigation, too many variable responses to
the variables.


“Damn
it,” she said under her breath.


“Figure
something out?” Max asked.


“Eureka,”
she replied. “That’s what I would have said if I figured something out.”


“You’ve
never said that.”


“I
just did,” she said. “Damn it all.”


“I
can’t come up with anything either. They kill the Mayor of Paris, and they kill
the Secretary of State for Justice in the UK. There's nothing linking those
two. There's no commonality between these crimes. I don't even know if it's the
same case. We just ended up with two assassinations at the same time."


Brianna
shook her head slowly. “No. No, there is commonality. Both assassinations were
carried out with precision. Whoever planned these killings out planned them out
to the second.” She gestured to the computer screens where footage from traffic
cameras, security cameras and MI5 body cameras played from the assassination
earlier that day.


“You
think the answer is in the footage?”


“I
think we’ll find more answers here than in our memories. We need to find a
point of similarity in the assassination method.”


“Aside
from the fact that they were both killed by the best damned sniper in the
world?”


Brianna
sighed. “Okay. I guess we need to find more points of similarity. I want to
know why these two targets. I want to know why the same flash of light on metal
at the moment of assassination. I want to know if the same symbol was seen near
Regent’s Park that we found in Paris. I want to know if we found any more of
that white powder near the Secretary’s body.”


The
door to the room opened, and Alex walked in. He offered a strained smile to
Brianna that she didn’t return. His smile faded, and he said, “Well, I can
answer two of those questions. The symbol of Wadjet was found on a bus bench
near the park, and we did recover some of that same white powder near the stage
where Secretary Hustler was shot.”


“Any
idea what it is, yet?”


Alex
shook his head. “Not yet. The lab can’t seem to find anything that matches our
database, so they sent it to the Oxford chemistry lab for a more in-depth
analysis.”


“Lovely,”
Brianna said. “How long will that take?”


“Well,
we told them it was of the utmost importance, and since one of their own politicians
has now been murdered, one would hope they will, as you Americans say, put a
rush on it.”


“I
guess that’s the silver lining to Hustler’s death,” Max quipped.


Brianna
and Alex looked at him.


“Sorry,”
he said. “Bad joke.”


Brianna
turned back to the screen. The video had reached the moment of the
assassination. A security camera from the park captured the flash of light off
of metal from the distant office building just before the shot was fired.


“At
least we know where the shot was fired from this time,” Max offered.


“I
want to know what that weapon was,” Brianna said.


“I
assume it’s a NATO issue sniper rifle,” Alex replied. “The round used was once
more the standard 7.62x51mm NATO round. It is a very high-quality round
intended for long-distance shooting, but nothing you wouldn’t find millions of
in the armories of every NATO member.”


“How
many sniper rifles do you know have an effective range of over a mile?” Brianna
asked.


“A
few. None chambered in 7.62, however.”


“Exactly.
If this was a .50BMG round, I would believe that it’s a standard weapon, but
7.62 rifles aren’t designed for use over a thousand yards. The first
assassination could have been a person, but it would be at the extreme end of a
sniper rifle’s ability. This one is far beyond that ability.”


“You
think it’s not a human firing the shots?” Alex asked.


“I
don’t know,” Brianna admitted, “but I would bet anything that the weapon used
is something we haven’t seen before?”


“Like
what?”


“That’s
what I want to find out.”


They
fell silent a moment. The video feed continued for ten minutes after the
assassination, then the computer automatically reset the feed to one hour
before.


“I’m
not sure it’s all that sophisticated,” Alex said. “The round, as I said, is a
high-quality round, but nothing out of the ordinary. It’s true that snipers
don’t generally use the round at distances greater than one thousand meters,
but the effective range of the round itself is more than three times greater.
The wind was calm yesterday, and the air temperature was fifteen degrees
Celsius. The sun was behind the shooter, and the sky was clear. These are ideal
conditions for shooting. It’s possible we’re just dealing with someone who’s
really good.”


“They’d
have to be exceptionally good. World-record good.”


“Is
that less likely than this being the result of some cutting-edge weaponry?”


“I
suppose I can’t know that for sure,” Brianna admitted grudgingly, “but I want
to look into it. And I want to know what that damned powder is.”


“All
right,” Alex said. “I’ll reach out to my contacts at Interpol records to see
what we know about a cutting-edge weapon that can reliably fire a 7.62 NATO
round at distances of greater than sixteen hundred meters.”


“Thank
you,” she said.


He
smiled at her, but there was more pain than gratitude in that smile. She felt a
touch of guilt and nearly reached for him.


But
they were working, and as much as it hurt, she was right that they needed to
focus on work and leave their personal feelings out of it.


Alex
laid a hand on her shoulder, and she decided she could at least allow that. It
didn’t do much to assuage her guilt, but at least it didn’t add to it.


He
left a moment later.


Max
sighed. “I’m going to bed. Doubt I’ll be able to sleep, though, so I’ll just
see if I can find anything on that guy we saw leaving the rally after the
assassination. I’ll keep you posted.”


“Thank
you.”


After
nearly two days without sleep, Brianna was weary to the bone, but she wouldn’t
be able to sleep either. Her mind was still racing.


She
reviewed the footage over and over, checking different cameras and different
angles. From time to time, she would stop and focus on the faces in the crowd,
trying to see if anything in the expressions of the attendees gave away… well,
anything. She checked for signs of the man in a suit. She saw several images of
him, but none of them showed his face. It was possible that was
unintentional—the footage didn’t show the faces of every one of the
attendees—but Brianna doubted it.


Alex
returned some time later. He sat with Brianna for a while but didn't interrupt
her while she worked. She wished she could just forget about the case for a
moment and enjoy some time in his arms, but a part of her also just wished he
would go away.


She
wondered for the first time if their relationship had run its course. Alex
clearly wanted more than she was able to give right now. He had said twice now
that he loved her—twice when saying it didn’t come during sex—and she was
inclined to believe he meant it.


But
she didn’t love him. Not yet. Maybe one day she could love him, but she wasn’t
in a place to love him now. She wasn’t in a place to love anyone yet.


And
maybe she never would be. She knew plenty of colleagues whose marriages had
ended badly because of the demands of the job. She knew many more who never had
relationships for that very reason. Relationships took time and effort to build
and maintain. Operatives rarely had any free time and even less effort to spend
on a relationship. So, most of them ended up like hers and Alex’s: passionate
and intense moments interspersed with long periods of very little contact.


She
wished things could be different for her and Alex. Except maybe she didn’t.


She
sighed and pressed her hands to her temples. “Dammit, why the fuck does
everything have to be so complicated?”


She
remembered that Alex was in the room and sat up quickly, heat coming to her
cheeks.


But
Alex was gone. Her embarrassment was replaced by a fresh wave of guilt. He had
left, and she hadn’t even noticed.


The
door opened, and she jumped, thinking absurdly that her thoughts must have
summoned Alex back.


But
it was Max, not Alex, who walked inside carrying two mugs of coffee. He smiled
at her under bloodshot eyes, and she wondered if hers were just as red.


“Hey
there,” he said quietly. “I brought you some coffee.” He set a cup on the desk
next to her, then took the empty seat to her right. “You look awful, by the
way.”


She
chuckled. “Thank you. You look like a serial killer from an old slasher film.”


“I
love those movies,” he said, “Lots of gratuitous nudity. It’s a high school boy’s
dream. Literally.”


She
laughed and nearly spilled her coffee in the process. God, it felt good to
laugh.


"So,
did you find anything?" she asked.


“Other
than the coffeemaker? No. You?”


She
sighed and shook her head. “No. Nothing. It’s like the assassin knew every
possible way they could reveal themselves and took care not to reveal
anything.”


He
sighed. “So the entire night is wasted, is what you're telling me."


“The
entire night?”


Max
stood and opened the curtains a crack. Sunlight streamed into the room, and
Brianna sighed. “Dammit.”


“Well,”
Max offered. “At least the coffee’s good. Try it.”


She
glared at him, but when she sipped the coffee, she grudgingly admitted, “Yeah,
it’s better than the junk at our safehouse. Maybe we’re working for the wrong
agency.”


Before
Max could offer his thoughts on that, the door opened, and Alex walked inside.
He looked far more well-rested than the two CIA operatives, but Brianna wasn’t
sure if that was because he slept or because of the news he brought them.


She
felt a rush of energy herself when Alex confirmed it was the latter.


“It
looks like you’re onto something, Bri,” he said. “The white powder we recovered
at both scenes is actually trioxy aluminum.”


“Trioxy-what?”


“I
don’t know the mumbo-jumbo, but it’s a key component in a disposable targeting
system being developed by an E.U led defense consortium.”


“A
disposable targeting system? Meaning one that disintegrates into powder upon
impact with the target?”


“Just
so. I don’t have many details on it, but it’s possible that’s how the sniper
was able to make such long-distance shots.”


“Any
idea who I could talk to about this compound.”


“We’ve
traced it to a secret lab in Zurich run by this consortium.”


Brianna
smiled at Alex. Then she broke a rule by standing and kissing him. When she
pulled away and saw the gratitude in Alex’s eyes, she decided it was worth it.


Maybe
things would work out after all. Personally and professionally.











CHAPTER TEN


 


 


The
news was like a cool drink of water after a jog in the desert. Actually, the
way her body lit up at the ready made it more like a shot of adrenaline. She
could feel her heart beating in anticipation and tensing for activity
regardless of her exhaustion. “We’ll be there right away,” she said.


She
looked at Max. “Pack your bag. We’re going to Zurich.”


Max
nodded and stood, but Alex lifted his hand to stop him. “Take a breath, Amore.
You don’t need to rush out here right now.”


Max
sat back down. 


“This
is a credible lead,” she said, doing her best to keep her voice even, “and evidence
suggests quite plainly that there are more events coming.” She could see from
Max’s expression that she didn’t do a very good job with her voice.


Alex
revealed the same thing. “You’re always leaping forward with your
investigations. Always—how you say?—full speed ahead. You don’t have to leap
about all the time.”


“What
the hell is that supposed to mean?” she snapped. Damn it, she sounded like Jane
right now.


“You
don’t even have solid evidence,” he said, “you care more about doing anything than
doing the right thing.”


Max
pretended to be very interested with the cartoon reindeer that decorated his
coffee mug.


“Seriously?”
She could feel the fire in her voice. “How many cases do I have to solve before
you’ll stop questioning me? Oh wait. I forgot. You don’t get to question me
because you’re not my boss, and I’ll tell you the same damned thing I tell her.
What I do works, and I’ll do whatever the hell I think I need to do to
successfully complete a mission.”


“Amore,
listen…”


“And
I can tell you something else, Signore Rossi,” she said. “You’re a
police officer. You don’t have missions. You’re constrained by procedures
designed to secure convictions. My job is to prevent deaths, not to clean up
the mess after people have already died, okay.”


Alex
flinched as though she had slapped him. His expression told her that her words
hurt a lot more than a physical assault possibly could have.


But
she couldn’t stop herself. Dammit, this was a good lead! Hell, this was the
lead. He couldn’t expect her to just sit still and wait for someone else to
figure it out.


"We're
not going to sit through five more assassinations so that things are done in
your buttoned-up, orderly fashion."


Alex
stared at her stonily. Max continued to study the reindeer on his mug.


“Max,”
Alex finally said, “may I speak to Brianna alone for a moment.”


“Yep,”
Max said, practically bouncing to his feet.


“No,”
Brianna snapped. “Anything you have to say to me, you can say in front of my
partner.”


Max
sat slowly back down and resumed his study of the mug.


Alex’s
lips thinned, but he kept his tone calm. “All right. I’m concerned that you’re
behaving with a lack of regard for your safety. I would appreciate it if you
kept in mind that people care about you and would like you to not get
killed by terrorists and assassins.”


Alex's
statement prompted a whirlwind of emotions. She was touched by his concern, but
mostly, she was annoyed. This was the job, after all. If she'd wanted a
risk-free job, she could have been an accountant. She was working as a field
operative for the CIA. That came with risk. Max risked his life every day, too.
So did Alex. Was she not allowed to risk her own life just because Alex liked
her?


Even
more irritating was the little voice in her head that told her that Alex might
be right. She hadn’t put herself at unnecessary risk in London, but going back
to Belleville after she and Max were nearly gunned down was hardly a cautious
act.


Three
people now had warned her to stop being reckless: Jane, Sam and now Alex. It
was easy to dismiss the warnings of any one of them, but if all three were
noticing the same behaviors, then maybe she really did need to tone it down.


Except
that it was her job to prevent a series of coordinated assassinations that were
taking place with very little time in between them. The CIA was clearly very
worried about this, and it seemed they had good reason to be. Two politicians
dead in three days was a very bad sign. The fact that the victims’ importance
seemed to increase with each death was even more concerning. True, with only
two victims dead, she couldn’t know for sure that the assassin was escalating,
but the difference in status of the secretary compared to the mayor of Paris
and the difference in distance of the kill shots suggested that Oracle—if he,
she or they really were the ones responsible—was practicing for something big.


Brianna
didn’t like to think what that something big might be. But she had to. That was
her job.


"Alex,"
she said, lowering her own voice. "I appreciate and understand your concern.
However, the assassin is escalating rapidly. We've all but confirmed that he or
she is in possession of advanced weaponry. Twice, they've embarrassed multiple
agencies, both national and international, and there's no reason to suspect
they're slowing down. At this point, if things get worse, they get much worse.
We need to stop them fast.


“I
will take caution and do everything I can to protect my own safety, but
frankly, Alex, my safety is less important than the mission.”


“Not
to me.”


And
that was the problem. That was the reason why the two of them probably wouldn’t
work out in the long run no matter how much both of them wanted it.


She
didn’t tell Alex all of that, but she did say, “That’s a problem, Inspector
Rossi.”


He
stiffened, and she saw deep hurt cross his face for a split second before he
replaced it with defiance. “Do you think using my title will make me feel
differently?”


“I
think it will remind you that at the moment, we're acting in our capacity as
government agents, not as private citizens. We have a job to do, and it doesn't
matter how much we might dislike that job. More than just lives are at stake
here. If our assassin manages to kill multiple high-profile targets, we could
be looking at massive social upheaval and unrest that can have a global effect.
We don't have the luxury of preferring our own lives over our mission or the
lives of our loved ones."


Alex
met her eyes for a long moment, but eventually, his gaze faltered. He sighed.
“All right. I suppose it’s a waste of my time to at least ask you to be safe.”


“It’s
not,” she assured him. “I’ll do everything I can.”


“Why
is it that your definition of everything you can differs so greatly from my
own?”


Because
I’m willing to die to accomplish the mission.


She
didn’t say it out loud, partly because she didn’t want to worry him any more
than he already was, but also because she hadn’t yet perceived herself to be in
mortal danger. Even when she was surrounded by armed gunmen twice in the same
night in Belleville, she never really thought that her life was at risk.


Maybe
that confidence was what worried everyone so much.


Finally,
she said, “Can I have the contact information for your informant, please?”


Alex
also hesitated before saying, “Very well, Operative Dagger. I’ll have the
information sent to your Agency phone. I’ll tell my informant to expect the two
of you in Zurich post haste.”


“Thank
you,” she said. “I really do appreciate it, Alex.”


“Inspector
Rossi,” he said stiffly. He smiled thinly. “Remember?”


She
supposed she didn’t have the right to be hurt by hearing her own words thrown
back at her, but it stung anyway. “Yes. Thank you, Inspector.”


Ten
minutes later, she and Max were in a car on the way to London Heathrow Airport.
Brianna spoke fluent French, but her German was choppy at best. She could make
do with it if she had to, but she hoped that their informant was one of the
French speaking Swiss, or at least intelligible enough in the language to help
cover any gaps.


“Hey,
thanks for making me stay and listen to that,” Max said testily, pulling her
from her thoughts.


She
sighed and rubbed her temples. “Max, I’m really not in the mood right now.”


“Well,
it’s all about you, right?”


“For
God’s sake, Alex, what do you want me to do? No, really, what should I do?
Clearly my decisions are pissing everyone off, so why don’t you tell me exactly
what to do?”


“I’m
just saying, I don’t need to be present when you’re fighting with Alex. I’m
your partner, I’m not your damned husband.”


She
glared at him. “I am very aware of everything you’re not to me, Max. My hope
was that Alex would choose to avoid bringing up our relationship in front of
you.”


“Yeah?
How did that work out?”


“About
as well as this conversation is.”


Her
phone buzzed. Jane. Of course.


She
sighed and pressed her fingers to her temples again. Lovely. Someone else to be
disappointed in her.


She
answered, and Jane said, “What the hell happened, Dagger?”


“Secretary
Hustler was assassinated by a sniper firing from two-fifty-four East Martlesham
Court. The round penetrated the secretary’s ribcage between the posterior—”


“When
I want your sarcasm, I’ll fucking fire you and find an agent who isn’t a pain
in my ass. Your job was to prevent that assassination from taking place.”


“Is
that what your boss told you?”


Max
shook his head and gripped the steering wheel more tightly. Jane was silent on
the other end for a moment. Finally, she said, “Okay. We’ll deal with your
insubordination later. Where are you heading right now?”


“Zurich.”


“Zurich?
Why the hell are you going to Zurich?”


“We
have a lead on a possible weapon ID,” Brianna explained. “I don’t have any more
details right now, but I’ll keep you posted.


“Do
that,” Jane replied, “and while you’re at it, think about what I should tell
the Prime Minister when he asks me why the hell we couldn’t keep his secretary
alive.”


“You
can tell him that instead of looking for a scapegoat, he can help look for the
perpetrator.”


“Keep
being a smartass,” Jane quipped. “See what that gets you.”


She
hung up, and Brianna barely resisted the urge to throw her phone through the
windshield. She waited for Max to say something about her arguing with Jane,
but he kept his gaze fixed on the road and his mouth shut.


As
the adrenaline from her arguments with Alex and Jane faded, Brianna felt her
spirits sink.


She
was used to being the one backing enemies into a corner. She didn’t feel backed
into a corner, though. She felt more like a rat being led through a maze by
some faceless god waiting to see how much it would take to finally break her.


She
feared it wouldn’t take much more.











CHAPTER ELEVEN


 


 


“Pretty,”
Max said, looking out the window of the plane as it made its final approach.


Brianna
laughed. Max had a peculiar talent for simplifying everything. Maybe she would
take him with her when she could travel as a tourist. He could help her avoid
overthinking.


“What’s
so funny?” he asked.


“Nothing,”
she said. “You’re right. It’s pretty.”


It
really was. London and Paris both proudly displayed evidence of their past in
the charming cobblestone streets of Covent Garden and the Gothic architecture
of Notre Dame de Paris, but in terms of a connection to the past seamlessly
integrated with a look forward to the future, Zurich had both of them beaten.
Its Renaissance-era homes and inns melded perfectly with the post-modern sleekness
of the banking offices and trade centers. Brianna would love to visit as a
tourist one of these days when she didn’t have to concern herself with whatever
evil lurked beneath the quaint homes and charming streets.


Then
again, so much of her experience in Europe were tainted by her knowledge of the
underbelly. Would she ever be able to appreciate beauty without also seeing the
ugliness underneath?


The
plane landed a few minutes later. No car was waiting for them this time, but
that was all right. The informant had asked to meet them near the airport,
where the city was crowded with tourists and law enforcement.


They
walked from the airport to the nearby café where Hans Schrader was supposed to
meet them. Alex hadn’t provided a description, saying his informant often
changed his appearance. He would find them.


The
buildings near the airport tended far more to the modern than the archaic.
Glass warehouses revealed hundreds of smartly dressed people milling around
laboratories while many others sat in boardrooms or lecture halls and still
others buried their faces in computer terminals, busily typing away. From here,
Brianna couldn’t tell if the buildings were banks or think tanks or tech
companies. Possibly all three were represented in the bustling district. It
certainly didn’t look like the sort of place where advanced weapons were
created.


Then
again, DARPA didn’t look like anything special from the outside, but the most
deadly and advanced weapons known to man had been conceived of inside its
walls.


They
sat at the café and ordered a light breakfast and coffee. The server placed the
exquisitely poured cappuccinos in front of them, and when he left, a
nervous-looking man of around forty slid into the seat next to them.


“You’re
the CIA agents,” he said—in French, thankfully.


“Operatives,”
Brianna said.


“What’s
the difference?”


“Never
mind. What do you have for us?”


He
glanced around furtively. “Are you sure you haven’t been followed?”


"We're
sure," Brianna said. Then, to forestall any more delays, she said,
"It would be better for you to give us your information quickly, however.
That way, it doesn't look suspicious that you're talking to us for so
long."


“Right.
Well, I am Hans Schrader. That’s not my real name, but it’s the name I use when
conversing with foreign ag—operatives.”


It’s
also completely useless, Brianna thought but didn’t say.


“To
keep a long story short, I believe—as I told your colleague—that the weapon
used to assassinate the Mayor of Paris and the UK Secretary of State for
Justice was constructed at the Wadjet Factory.”


Brianna’s
ears perked up at that. “Wadjet?”


“Yes.
Wadjet Labs.


Brianna
looked at Max. “Where can we find this factory?”


“Well,
that’s the thing,” he said. “It’s gone dark.”


“Gone
dark? You mean it closed?”


Hans
smiled thinly. “It seems that way. No one’s been in or out of the building in
months. At least, no one’s been seen entering or exiting.”


“But
you don’t believe it’s ceased operations,” Max asked.


“No.
Zurich is not in the habit of leaving abandoned buildings standing. If the
factory had closed, the building would have been sold or demolished within a
few months. It’s been nearly a year, and there’s no sign of repurposing or
demolishing. Something’s going on there. I don’t know what, but I’ll bet you
that’s where you’ll find the answers you need.”


“Where
is it?” Brianna asked.


He
pointed ahead of them at a glass structure just beyond the first block of
buildings behind them. This building was tinted jet black, completely obscuring
everything inside. Brianna could see the faded image of the symbol of Wadjet
near the top of the façade.


“Be
careful,” Hans said, “I have a very bad feeling about that place.”


He
stood and left without waiting for a response. The server watched him leave
with a frown, then placed the two operatives’ breakfasts in front of them.
Brianna watched as he headed toward a tram stop and boarded one without looking
back.


“I
guess that was all he had for us,” Max said drily.


“He’s
scared,” she said.


“That
means he knows more than he’s letting on.”


“Or
that he knows that knowing anything puts a target on his back.”


“Well,”
Max said, “do we take breakfast to go?”


“No,
that will look suspicious. We don’t need to take hours eating it, though, so
let’s go to radio silence until the meal’s over.”


They
ate quickly, then proceeded immediately to the factory. The building wasn’t
particularly impressive. It was somewhat smaller than the other buildings and
other than the opaque tint in the glass, not particularly unique in its
construction. It looked like any number of office buildings Brianna had seen,
just made of glass rather than concrete.


“How
are we going to get in?” Max asked.o


“I’m
not sure,” Brianna said. “We’ll try the front door, but if that doesn’t work…
wait.”


“What
is it?”


Brianna
pointed ahead of them at a figure in a dark suit approaching the building a few
yards ahead of him. The coat was the same color as that worn by the mysterious
man leaving the park in London.


“Is
that our suspect from England?” Max asked.


“Looks
an awful lot like it might be,” Brianna asked. “Maybe we should follow him and
see where he leads us.”


The
two operatives continued to walk, deliberately passing the building without
looking back. They walked a few dozen yards, then turned to see their man
standing in front of the building. He pulled an object from his pocket—a phone
or tablet of some kind—and started typing something into it.


While
he was distracted, Brianna and Max crept closer. The stranger finished typing
into his phone, then started up the stairs.


He
walked up two of them before looking to his left. His eyes landed directly on
Brianna’s and rested there a moment before widening in shock.


Dammit.


“He’s
running,” she said to Max.


She
started after him, but he turned and sprinted away, just as she predicted.


“Dammit!”
she called out, “Hey!”


 The
man moved with surprising speed for someone wearing a three-piece suit. He
rushed off of the porch and sprinted toward the city, outpacing the struggling
operatives. Soon, he was pushing through the crowd, looking to hide himself in
numbers.


Brianna
considered slowing and letting him go so they didn’t compromise their cover,
but they had come so close. They were finally on track with the investigation,
and she didn’t want to lose their progress when they were finally starting to
learn something.


Max
seemed to feel the same way. He actually outpaced her, weaving through the
crowds of startled civilians on the sidewalk and gaining on the man.


He
nearly reached him when Brianna saw a glint of light from the top floor of a
nearby office building. Her blood froze.


“Max!”
she cried. “Watch out!”


Max
stopped running, and an instant later, he jumped as a bullet ricocheted off of
the sidewalk. If he had kept running, he would have been shot.


The
muttering and gasps of the crowd on the sidewalks turned to cries of horror as
people realized what had just happened. They began to scatter in all
directions, but since this crowd was led dense than the crowds at both
political rallies, Brianna was able to keep an eye on her suspect.


Max
turned to look at her, and she shouted, “Stay out of sight! I’m going after
him!”


“What?”
he cried. “No!”


But
it was too late. Brianna leaped up, grabbing an awning and using it to pull
herself up to a second-floor window. She braced herself against the sill, and
another glint of metal flashed from the same location. She pulled herself up to
the roof just before the window shattered. She heard cries coming from inside
the room and hoped no one had been hurt.


She
glanced back to see Max dive into an alleyway, safely out of the line of fire.
Then she looked ahead to see her suspect turn down another alley. She started
after him in a dead sprint, narrowly avoiding another shot.


She
leaped from the roof of this two-story shop and just got her fingertips over
the edge of the roof of the three-story building just ahead of her. She pulled
herself to the stop, and her instincts told her to hesitate.


That
split second saved her life. A bullet whizzed past her, and she suppressed a
shiver and continued to run. She leaped over another building, and when she
looked to her right, she saw their suspect running down another alley.


These
buildings offered ample room for cover. She leaped from rooftop to rooftop,
rolling behind stairwells and HVAC units and vaulting over rails. Shot after
shot whizzed past her, but she changed direction at random, zigzagging through
the rooftops and never giving her assailant a predictable pattern to follow.


Slowly,
but surely, she gained on their suspect. He looked over his shoulder several
times, but he didn’t expect a pursuer to come from the rooftops, so he didn’t
notice Brianna keeping pace with him.


The
sniper fired a few more times, but eventually stopped when it became clear that
he wasn’t going to hit Brianna. She continued to stay behind cover as much as
possible, just in case.


That
was far harder than she expected it to be, not because cover was hard to find
or to access but because it went against everything she had learned about
parkour. The idea was to find the most efficient path from point A to point B,
but in order to protect herself, she needed to vary her path and make it
intentionally inefficient. This forced her to think ahead several steps while
also keeping an eye on the suspect. Ordinarily, this might not be so mentally
taxing, but in the past two days, she had gotten only an hour or two of sleep,
all of it on the flight to Zurich.


She
would need to talk to Max about that. They might need to work something out
where one of them worked and the other slept. Otherwise, the fatigue would
hamper their ability to work.


That
wasn’t important, though, and a sniper shot that whipped through her hair
reminded her that she had more pressing things to think about at the moment.


She
decided to take the chase to the ground. The sniper wouldn’t be able to see her
on the other side of these buildings, and the suspect was close by anyway.


She
saw her chance a moment later when the suspect turned down an alley that led
him right to her. She leaped into the alley, pushing off of the walls until she
reached the ground right in front of the man.


He
yelped and started to turn, but Briana grabbed him. She couldn’t quite hold
him, but he stumbled and fell, allowing her to catch up. She wrapped her arms
around him and brought him to the ground.


“Stop!”
he shouted. “Please! I’ve done nothing wrong!”


“You
were poking around the old Wadjet Labs building,” she said, getting to her feet
and hauling the suspect to cover in a nearby alley.


He
started to turn, but she yanked his arm behind his back. He cried out in pain
and said, “All right. All right. I’ll stop.”


“You
also have a sniper shooting at me.”


“That’s
not me! I don’t know him!”


His
eyes shifted to the left. She smiled sweetly, then spun him around, shoving him
against the wall and yanking his arm behind his back again.


“Normally
I wouldn’t be so forceful,” she said, “but someone out there is trying to kill
me, so I am not at all interested in lies. Try again.”


“Okay!”
he said, whimpering. “I don’t know his name. He goes by Oracle.”


Brianna’s
eyes widened in shock. “Oracle?”


“Yes.
I don’t know his real name. I haven’t even seen him. He communicates through
burner phones.”


“What
is this Oracle? Is he a terrorist?”


“He’s
a client! I make it my business not to know anything about my clients.”


“And
what services do you provide to Oracle?”


His
eyes shifted to the left again. Brianna’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t even think
about—”


She
intended to finish with “lying to me,” but the suspect apparently didn’t intend
to lie. He wrenched free of Brianna’s grasp and ran into the street.


She
swore and sprinted after him. “Freeze!” she called in French. “Don’t—”


Then
his head exploded.











CHAPTER TWELVE


 


 


“Shit!”
she cried out, dropping to the ground and covering her own head
instinctively—not that her hands would do anything to help her against a rifle
bullet.


Fortunately,
her instincts did a better job with her next movement. She dove behind a
dumpster, and the bullet meant for her head instead buried itself in her dead
suspect.


“Shit!”
she cried out as she ran down a narrow side alley. “Goddammit!”


She
rushed through the alleys, not slowing until she reached a giant indoor
shopping mall. She made her way to the main entrance and walked into the mall,
keeping a quick but not hurried pace. A few patrons glanced at her curiously,
but no one made an attempt to stop her.


Most
importantly, no one shot at her. She reached an escalator and descended to the
basement level, where no sniper could reach her from the outside. Then she
called Max.


“Bri!
Are you all right?”


“I’m
all right,” she said. “I’m in a shopping mall.” Then she sighed. “They got our
suspect.”


“The
sniper?”


“Yeah.
Shot him right when I caught up to him.”


“Dammit.
Did you get anything?”


“Yeah.
He said the sniper shooting at me was Oracle. He also said Oracle was a client
of his. He decided to commit suicide by still-active sniper before he could
tell me anything else.”


“Dammit.
Okay, I move we get out of the street for now. Can you get to me without
putting yourself at risk?”


“That
depends. Where are you?”


“I’m
inside the lobby of the Hotel Suisse. It’s by the airport.”


“Okay,”
she said. “Stay there. I’ll come to you.”


Brianna
stuck to the shadows as she made her way back to the airport. She didn’t hear
any more shots, but she couldn’t be sure if that was because the sniper didn’t
see her or because he had given up. It was possible that the suspect was the
only target, but she doubted it. Some of those bullets had come within inches
of killing her.


But
the bullet that killed her suspect had found its mark instantly. Was that
intentional? Had Oracle chosen to miss her but hit the suspect? If so, why? Did
he have a personal interest in her?


She
tried to think of anyone in her past who might have a personal interest in her
and also be capable of the assassinations, but no one came to mind. She’d made
enemies during her career, but none with the resources and skill of this
opponent.


Whatever
the reason, Brianna reached the airport without any more bullets fired in her
direction. When she arrived, she purchased an overcoat and a wide-brimmed hat
from one of the clothiers in the mall. As an afterthought, she added high heels
and a handbag. She absolutely detested heels, but she needed to reach Max
without resorting to parkour. The assassin now knew what she was capable of,
and he would be looking for her.


She
donned her disguise and sauntered from the mall toward a bus stop. It would be
odd for a well-dressed woman to take a bus in the United States, but in Europe,
public transportation was far more common. Hopefully, anyone who saw her would
see just another well-to-do socialite heading toward the airport to meet a
friend.


She
met Max in the airport arrivals terminal at a small café. The Zurich airport,
like most airports, was crawling with security, so it was unlikely a lone
assassin or even a small group of assassins could reach them. Even if they
could, they wouldn’t want to attract that kind of attention to themselves, so
this was a safe place where they could reconnect.


“So,
clearly the assassin is onto us,” Max said without preamble.


They
spoke in English, which wasn’t a guarantee that they wouldn’t be overheard, but
since their faces were known to the assassin, it didn’t matter much if he also
understood English.


“Yes,”
Brianna said, “and our suspect knows him. Or knew him, anyway.”


“Speaking
of,” Max said, “I did a little research while I waited for you. The suspect’s
name was Rudolf Zimmer.”


“So
he was Swiss?”


“German,”
Max said. “but he lived in France. At least, most recently he did.”


“What
line of work was Mr. Zimmer in?”


“Illegal
arms’ dealing.”


“Ah.
Well, that’s our connection to the assassin.”


“Yes.
It seems our Mr. Zimmer worked for Wadjet Labs until he was fired six years ago
for theft. I guess we know where at least one of his weapons ended up.”


“Probably
at least three,” Brianna speculated. “I doubt Oracle is crossing international
borders with a state-of-the-art weapon.”


“Concealability
might be part of what makes it state-of-the-art,” Max pointed out, “but I’ll
give you the benefit of the doubt. I don’t know if it matters anyway. What does
matter is that we’ve once more been made.”


“Yes,”
Brianna said, “but I don’t want to leave Zurich yet. Clearly, there are answers
here. Maybe even the key to the entire investigation. At the very least, we can
determine a good next step.”


“So
what do we do? I can’t leap tall buildings in a single bound like you can.”


“No,”
she agreed. “So you go undercover.”


“What?
You mean in disguise like you?”


“Yes.
And you stay indoors as much as possible. Rent a room at the Hotel Suisse, one
that doesn’t face the street or any other buildings if possible. Keep digging
into things online and see if you can crack into the Swiss government
database.”


“The
Swiss government? Brianna, these guys are the financial leaders of the world.
I’d have an easier time hacking into the NSA.”


“Then
hack into the NSA. Odds are, they have information on our dealer and maybe
Wadjet labs. We need to figure out what weapon was used for the assassinations
and how it made it from here to Paris and London.”


“What
are you going to do?”


“I’m
going to find Oracle.”


Max
frowned. “I don’t want to sound like Alex, Bri, but don’t you think that’s a
little incredibly irresponsible? This man nearly killed you today.”


“And
he might succeed tomorrow,” she admitted, “but like I told Alex, this is the job.
Better me than the Prime Minister or the Chancellor of Germany or some other
head of state.”


“Are
you going to lecture me if I say I disagree with that statement?”


“I
won’t have to lecture you. You know as well as I do that it’s the truth.”


Max
sighed. “Well, I know better than to argue with you.”


“That’s
good enough for now.”


She
stood. “I’ll check in with you every evening at twenty-two-hundred hours. If
you don’t hear from me, call me at twenty-two-ten. If you don’t reach me,
assume I’m compromised and inform Jane that you’re continuing without me.”


Max
frowned, clearly unhappy with this, but he nodded without further hesitation.
“Got it.”


He
was a professional. Personal feelings aside, he would do his job. She loved him
for that right now. “I’ll see you later. Be safe.”


“You
too.”


She
headed outside and took another tram to a more upscale hotel near the old
quarter of Zurich. She rented a room on the top floor. If she needed to leave
the hotel, she would climb to the roof and free run.


Just
as she walked into the room, her phone buzzed. Alex.


“Hello?
Do you have something for me?”


“Brianna!
Thank God. My contact in Zurich told me he saw you running from a sniper. I’m
so glad you’re all right.”


She
smiled softly. Despite their earlier fight, it felt good to know he cared so
much about her. “I’m all right,” she confirmed, “but I take it that’s a no.”


“No.
I’m afraid I don’t have any other leads. When will you be back in Paris?”


“I’m
not coming back to Paris,” she said, “not yet.”


Alex
didn’t speak right away. When he did, his tone made it clear that he wasn’t
happy with her choice to stay. “Brianna—”


“We’re
close, Alex,” she said, “very close. We have our assassin worried. I’m
convinced that the key to this case is here in Zurich. The suspect we were chasing
when the sniper attacked us was an international arms dealer with ties to
Wadjet Laboratories, the company that produces trioxy aluminum. I can’t leave
now.”


Another
pause. “You and I disagree on that last point,” he finally said, “but I know I
can’t convince you to leave. So, I’ll only say be careful.”


“I
will,” she said. “Thank you. I… I’ll see you later.”


He
paused again, shorter this time. “I’ll see you later, Bri.”


He
hung up, and Briana sighed. Once more, she had nearly told him she loved him,
but once more, she had stopped.


Dammit,
why couldn’t things be simple? Or at least complicated only in one area at a
time.


Her
phone buzzed again. Jane. She sighed. “Speaking of complications.”


She
answered. “Dagger.”


“Dagger,
what the hell’s going on? I just talked to Inspector Rossi with Interpol. He
told me you were shot at in a public street chase in Zurich?”


Lovely.
Thank you, Alex.


More
likely than not, she had called him and browbeaten him into talking, so she
wasn’t that angry with him. Besides, she needed to keep Jane in the loop
whether she wanted to or not. “Yes, ma’am. We were chasing an arms dealer
connected to a defunct weapons manufacturer we believe created a targeting
system that allowed our assassin to place effective shots across great distances
for these murders.”


“Did
you catch the suspect?”


Brianna
took a breath. “No, ma’am. Unfortunately, the assassin killed him just when I
reached him. I was able to get a name from him, though.”


“What
is it?”


“Oracle.”


Jane
didn’t reply for a long moment. Then she sighed. “Jesus H. Christ Junior. The
plot thickens. All right. It’s time to bring you more into the loop. To be
clear, you are in no way cleared for what I’m about to tell you, so
please don’t spread this information around until you’re finally ready to get
my ass—and yours—fired as hell.”


“Understood,
ma’am.”


“Perfect.
I’m going to send some classified documents to you. We know Oracle. We’ve had…
incidents… involving him before. Nothing nearly as high-profile as this, but
he’s been on our radar for some time now. We have reason to believe that he’s a
former MI6 asset.”


Brianna’s
eyes widened. MI6 was the British equivalent of the CIA and extremely
well-regarded in the intelligence community. The two agencies had an unofficial
friendly competition over which was the better agency, and those in the know
were more often than not inclined to give the edge to the British organization.


“Do
we have a name?”


 


“He
never gave the agent who handled him his real name. He was an informant for
several intelligence operations during the early days of the Global War on
Terror. They allowed him to remain anonymous because his information was very
helpful. He’s known only by his code name., Oracle.”


“And
we believe that this rogue agent is responsible for the assassinations?”


“Yes.
We don’t know if he’s the one pulling the trigger, but we strongly suspect he’s
pulling the strings. I’ll send you what we have on him. Again, you are not
cleared to know any of this, but as much as you might hate me, I understand
what a field operative in your position needs to succeed. If it helps you keep
your access to this information to yourself, let me tell you that my contact in
MI6 who gave me this information is not cleared to know it either. She’s a good
woman, and you’ll be ruining her career too.”


A
flash of irritation pushed its way through Brianna’s shock. “I don’t hate you,
Jane,” she said. “You irritate the hell out of me sometimes, but I don’t hate
you.”


“Funny,”
Jane said. “I used to say the same thing to my boss when I was a field
operative. Good luck, Dagger.”


She
hung up, and Brianna sat in silence for several minutes.


Sam
knew about Oracle, but he hadn’t bothered to tell her much about him. In fact,
he acted like not much was known at all. Either he was lying, or he had been
kept in the dark too.


She
didn’t think he had been kept in the dark.


Sam
was like family to her: a mentor, a father, a damned fine operative.


But
there was a lot she didn’t know about him. He might not be a ghost to her like
he was to everyone else, but he wasn’t an open book either. Was there a reason
he would tell her about Oracle but then hide what he knew?


Her
phone buzzed, the notification informing her she had received a private message
from Dir. Jane McCleary. She put her personal thoughts aside and opened the
file.


The
file didn’t tell her much more than Jane had already told her, but what little
it did reveal was very telling. According to his managing agent, Oracle was
pissed that the agency limited itself to intelligence gathering. He wanted MI6
to take a more active role in stopping foreign threats. Essentially, he wanted
MI6 to act as judge, jury and executioner. That wasn’t unheard of from assets
in the field, but Oracle’s complaints went beyond excessive. He even advocated
assassinating political targets determined to be “reactionary” or “incisive.”


His
handling agent had been killed in the line of duty, and since MI6 no longer
wanted someone so volatile anywhere near their agency, Oracle was released as
an asset.. Since then, there was no documentation of any activity or sighting.


Of
course, that wasn’t entirely true anymore.


Her
phone buzzed again, and she jumped.


A
private number.


She
stared at the screen, eyes wide. This was her agency phone. She could count the
number of people who knew this number on one hand. None of them would call her
from a private number.


Unless
possibly Max had been made and lost his phone. Or Alex needed to tell her
something but needed Interpol not to have a record of it. Or Jane for the same
reason, although in her case, it would be the CIA she was keeping in the dark.


As
she answered, though, a part of her knew that the person on the other end
wasn’t a friend.


And
the words he spoke confirmed it.


“Oracle
sees you.”


He
hung up before Brianna could respond. She held the phone to her ear for several
minutes, listening to the dial tone as the words played over and over in her
head.


“Oracle
sees you.”











CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 


 


Brianna
woke at six-thirty local time after enjoying her first full night’s sleep since
the start of this assignment. She checked her messages and found nothing. She
texted Max and he replied back ten minutes later that he was fine and had just
woken up.


She
showered and dressed quickly, then made and drank a cup of coffee with equal
efficiency. By seven a.m., she was eating breakfast, a granola bar, an apple
and a muffin from the hotel’s welcome basket. It wasn’t a hearty meal, exactly,
but it was enough for now. She preferred to eat light on assignment, anyway.
Parkour on a full stomach was not fun.


Not
that she had any immediate plans to free run. Oracle would be looking for her,
and if she was the only person hopping from rooftop to rooftop, she would make
herself an easy target.


Why
didn’t Sam tell her about Oracle? He only gave her minimal information. She
could have gotten killed.


Her
mind was running away with her. He might not know any more than she did. He was
a celebrated agent, but he had never made director like Jane, and he had been
retired for years. It was perfectly conceivable that he had never been brought
fully into the loop.


She
dialed his number, and, as always, he answered on the third ring. “Bri. How are
you?”


“I’ve
been better,” she said.


She
shared what Jane had told her about Oracle. It was a risk, but she needed his
advice. And she wanted to see if his reaction might tell her whether he hid the
information from her or just didn’t know.


His
reaction told her neither of those things. “MI6, huh? I suspected that.”


“So
why didn’t you tell me?”


“Because
I wasn’t sure, and you have a tendency to conflate speculation with reality.”


She
frowned. “Sam, I was shot at yesterday.”


“Really?
I’m sorry. I didn’t know that. By Oracle?”


“Yes.”
She told him about the chase and the loss of their best lead to a sniper’s
bullet. She told him about her conversation with Jane, and then the ominous
phone call she received just before bed.


When
she finished, Sam muttered, “Jesus. If he’s learned anything from MI6, then
it’s no wonder he’s been so hard to catch. The only people more dangerous than
MI6 are Mossad.”


“Fascinating
as it is to rank intelligence agencies,” Brianna said impatiently, “I need to
know how to stop Oracle. The ball’s in my court now, and apparently I’m playing
the ’96 Chicago Bulls.”


“I’ll
pretend I understand the baseball reference,” Sam said.


“Oh,
Lord,” Brianna said.


“Football.
Whatever.”


“Basketball.
Seriously? You know that little about sports?”


“I
was more of a hunting enthusiast,” Sam said, “but here’s my guess. And I’m
sorry, but it is just a guess. It’s an educated one, though. I don’t think
Oracle is your shooter.”


“No?”


“No.
MI6 prefers to run things from a distance and work through assets. They don’t
like having their own boots pressing buttons unless it’s absolutely
unavoidable. I realize that Oracle was one of those boots when he worked with
MI6, but now that he’s running his own show, I think he’s giving orders and
other people are pulling the trigger. That’s why your sniper in Zurich is shit,
but the guy in London can kill a woman from seventeen hundred meters.”


“So
there are multiple shooters,” Brianna said, “and this guy Oracle is the
string-puller, not the trigger-puller.”


“That’s
my guess. That makes things a lot harder for you, unfortunately.”


“What
else is new? So where do I go from here?”


“You
do the same thing he’s doing. Stop chasing your tail and use your resources.
Try to find the pattern. There is one, I promise you. Oracle isn’t the kind of
person to act randomly.”


Her
eyes narrowed slightly. “I thought you didn’t know much about him.”


“I
know more about his history after talking to you than I ever did,” Sam
insisted, “but I’ve spent years studying his actions. He’s killing these people
for a reason. Find out what that reason is, and you’ll find your next target.”


“And
how do I find Oracle?”


“I
wouldn’t count on finding him at all,” he said. “I would focus on stopping the
assassinations first and finding Oracle second.”


“How
do I stop the assassinations without finding Oracle?”


"You
make it more costly for him to have politicians killed than you do to have him
cease killing them."


She
sighed. “You make it sound so easy.”


“No,
I don’t. You’re angry that it’s not easy, and you’re internalizing that as some
sort of failure on your part. So you’re interpreting everything as a sign that
you’re failing, and it’s making you irritable.”


“Thank
you for the psychoanalysis,” she said tersely. “Any thoughts on how to make
things costly for him?”


“You
have to find the pattern first. Do that, and the answer will make itself
clear.”


She
sighed. “You sure you can’t just strike him down with divine lightning?”


“Sorry.
Fresh out of lightning.”


“Lovely.
All right. Thank you, Sam.”


“No
problem. Stay safe, Bri.”


“I’ll
do my best.”


She
hung up and thought a moment. Sam said she needed to use her resources. Jane
had made it clear that she knew more than she should, and Brianna wasn’t likely
to get any more help from her until someone else was murdered and Jane felt
backed into a corner again.


That
left Alex.


She
couldn’t tell Alex everything about Oracle or word would get back to Jane, and
that could cause problems for Brianna. But she could tell him that someone
named Oracle was suspected of being behind the assassinations. She wouldn’t
mention MI6, but she would tell him that there were multiple snipers, and she
would enlist his help trying to determine the pattern Oracle was following.


It
was a start, at least.


She
dialed his number, and he answered immediately. “Inspector Rossi, Interpol,” he
said.


There
was a slight bite to his greeting, and she frowned. "Yeah. Sorry, not
sorry. Job first, remember?"


“Of
course, Operative Dagger,” he said, a touch of mirth in his tone. “What can I
do for you?”


“I
have a lead on a suspect,” she said. “Someone I believe to be pulling the
strings behind these assassinations.”


“Oh?
Who is it?”


"He's
been given the code name Oracle."


“The
ex-MI6 asset?”


Brianna’s
surprise kept her from answering right away. Alex picked up on that and said, a
little smugly, “We have our sources too. So you believe he’s the one behind the
assassinations?”


Brianna
recovered from her surprise and continued. “I don’t think he’s the one firing
the shots, but I think he’s the one giving the orders.”


“Why?
I mean, why is he doing this?”


“That’s
the million-dollar question. And that’s what I need your help with.”


“Of
course. How can I help?”


She
took a deep breath. What she was about to say next might help solve this
mystery before anyone else was murdered. It might also spell the end of her
career.


“I
want to make this a joint Interpol-CIA investigation. I’m still lead, and the
CIA still calls the shots, but I want to make you a full partner in the case.
If we have the combined resources of both agencies, we might be able to find a
pattern in Oracle’s actions that will allow us to stop him from killing anyone
else. We might even be able to catch him and bring him to justice.”


Alex
paused a moment before answering. “Am I correct in assuming this is your idea,
and you haven’t sought permission from Jane?”


“You
are correct in assuming that,” she said, “and what she doesn’t know until it’s
too late won’t hurt me unless we fail at this assignment.”


“Well,
there’s nothing I love more than putting your career at risk on a hunch,” Alex
said drily, “but I know better than to try to convince you not to do something
you’ve already decided to do. So I’m in. I’ll make the proper calls and turn
this into a full joint investigation. You’ll have all of Interpol’s resources
at your disposal as we seek to put an end to all of this.”


Her
shoulders relaxed as tension fled her body. “Thank you, Alex. I really appreciate
it. I promise when this is all over, I’ll make it worth your while.”


“Oh,
you will,” he agreed. “I already know exactly what you’re going to do at least
three times.”


She
smiled and put a touch of coyness in her voice. “Three times? Don’t push your
luck.”


“Enough
personal talk,” Alex scolded. “We’re on assignment.”


She
rolled her eyes, but he had her there. “Of course, Inspector.”


“And
I have one other stipulation.”


“What’s
that?”


“You
come back to London. You’ve learned all there is to learn in Zurich. You know
about Wadjet labs, you know about your deceased arms dealer, and you know about
Oracle. Now, I want you back here where I can ensure your safety or at least
come closer to ensuring it. There's nothing for you in Zurich anymore except a
sniper's bullet."


Brianna
hesitated before agreeing, but she couldn’t think of a good enough argument to
outweigh her need for Alex’s—or rather Interpol’s—help.


“All
right,” she finally said. “I’ll collect Max, and we’ll take the first available
flight to London.”


“I’ll
be waiting for you at the airport. Goodbye, Operative Dagger.”


She
smiled softly. “Goodbye, Inspector Rossi.”


As
soon as Alex hung up, she dialed Max. He answered on the second ring. “Hey,
Bri. What’s up? Good news?”


“I
hope so.”


She
brought him up to speed on Oracle, sharing everything she had been given. She
knew Max would die before revealing anything she told him to anyone else, and
she needed her partner to be completely in the loop for them to work together
effectively.


“Damn,”
he said when she was finished. “Well, at least he’s not Mossad.”


“Sam
said the same thing. I’ll have to talk to you more about why Mossad is so scary
one of these days. For now, we need to be on the next flight to London. Go to
the airport and buy us tickets. I’ll meet you there. Alex will meet us in
London, and then we’ll start our joint investigation.”


“Jane’s
not going to like this,” Max warned.


“Jane
doesn’t like anything. If we succeed, she’ll just yell at us. If we fail, then
it won’t matter what we tried to do.”


“Good
point. All right. I’ll get us tickets and text you the gate number. Please
don’t get shot on the way over here. Maybe take an airport shuttle like a
normal person.”


She
smiled. “Much as it pains me to refrain from leaping tall buildings in a single
bound, I agree with you in this particular instance. I’ll be careful.”


“Good
girl.”


He
hung up before she could scold him for calling her a good girl. She laughed and
shook her head in exasperation, but her smile remained.


Oracle
might be MI6 or Mossad or Spetsnaz or all three rolled into one.


But
Jane had better friends than he did.


“I
see you too, Oracle,” she said to her empty room.
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London
was a different city than it was when the two operatives were last here. Even
from the air, Brianna could see the signs of increased security. Traffic
officers were placed at every major intersection, and armored vehicles
prevented access to every government building. Traffic, as a result, was
utterly heinous. Moving around London would be impossible.


Well,
not for Brianna, but she couldn’t leave Max behind while she free ran to the
Interpol office. She would call Alex and have him clear the way for them as
much as possible.


The
airplane was met on the runway by armed Airport police officers who thoroughly
searched the cabin and had dogs check the baggage compartment before allowing
the airplane to proceed to the gate. When the inspecting officer checked Max
and Brianna’s IDs, his eyes widened. He called his supervisor over. “Hey, are
these the ones?”


The
sergeant checked the IDs. “Yeah, that’s them.” He handed the laminates back to
the operatives and said, “Follow me. You’ll disembark here. Don’t worry about
your bags. We’ll have officers pick them up for you.”


It
looked like Alex had already made arrangements. Sure enough, as soon as they
descended the airstair, they saw a black sedan with white letters reading
INTERPOL on the sides waiting for them.


The
driver wasn’t Alex, but he informed them that Alex would be waiting for them at
the Interpol office.


As
they drove through the city, Brianna could see that security was far tighter
than it appeared from the air. The streets were completely bare of civilians,
and police officers—Interpol and local—patrolled through the alleys and
roadways. Parliament, Buckingham Palace and the other major government
buildings were protected by Royal Guardsmen, not the ones in red uniforms and
two-foot-tall furry hats, but the ones in armored personnel carriers with
assault rifles and body armor. Helicopters flew overhead every other minute,
and Brianna was surprised their flight had been allowed to land at all.


She
wasn’t surprised when her driver said, “Yours was the last flight to land. Now
that it’s been confirmed you’re on the ground, everyone else is being diverted
to Birmingham, Manchester and Liverpool. Quite an inconvenience for them.”


He
chuckled. Brianna couldn’t see the humor in it herself, but maybe he needed to
laugh to keep from wondering if the world was going completely mad. She had the
luxury of knowing from childhood that the world had been mad for a long time,
probably since the very beginning.


They
reached the Interpol office ten minutes later. The driver escorted them to the
door, but as soon as Alex opened it, he saluted Alex and left without another
word.


Seeing
Alex again showed Brianna how much she missed him. She wished desperately she
could embrace him and kiss him, but it was her own fault that she had made that
impossible. She wished she had controlled her stress better before. What a
difference a good night’s rest made.


He
nodded formally. “It’s good to see you again, Miss Dagger.”


She
ignored the pang in her chest at his words and said, “Good to see you too,
Alex.”


He
smiled slightly at her choice to use his first name, but that was the most emotion
he showed. He led them inside, and Brianna could see he had gotten a strong
start to directing Interpol’s resources toward the task at hand. Each room was
filled with computers, and analysts sat at each computer, looking at streams of
data and communicating with each other via headset. It reminded Brianna of CIA
bullpens back home or in the more well-equipped field stations.


Alex
led them into a private office, and when the door closed behind them, he
gestured to two seats in front of a desk. He sat behind the desk and leaned
forward, folding his hands on top of it.


“So,”
he said. “As you can see, we’ve been doing a lot of work looking into Oracle.
MI6 has been surprisingly cooperative since a high-ranking government official
was assassinated in broad daylight in a public park two days ago.”


“Have
you learned anything?” Brianna asked.


“Well,”
Alex leaned back, “what we’ve learned is… interesting.”


She
raised her eyebrow. “Interesting how?”


“Well,
frankly, Oracle doesn’t at all seem the type to assassinate people.”


Brianna
blinked in surprise. She decided she didn’t really like surprises. “What do you
mean?”


“We
received more information on the nature of his disagreements with MI6
leadership. His chief concern appears to have been the increased risk of assassinations
coming with the rise in dissent. He wished to be more active in reducing this
risk.”


“But
if it’s not him, then who is it? Who’s using his symbol?”


“It
might still be him,” Alex allowed. “He is well known in the international crime
world. He’s been rather active, in fact, mostly procuring weapons for organized
crime families and acting as a… the word is hitman, I believe.”


"Well,
that's the connection to the arms dealer," Max said, "and to killing
people for hire."


“But
it challenges the hypothesis that he’s the shot-caller,” Brianna said.


“Like
I said,” Alex repeated “It’s possible that he’s involved. But I wonder
if he’s not working alone?”


“You
mean if there’s another shot-caller involved?” Brianna asked.


“Yes.”


“So
how do we figure that out?” Max asked. He nodded at Brianna. “You said—and I
agree—that the best way to put a stop to all of this is to figure out the
pattern of the assassinations. So how do we do that?”


“That,”
Alex said, “I’m afraid might be difficult. If this is Oracle, then he is acting
outside of his typical sphere. None of his criminal activities to this point
have been political in nature. If he’s assassinating politicians, then this is
something new for him.”


“So
let’s pull back a little,” Brianna said, “and look at the assassinations. Leave
Oracle in the back of our mind and just look at the patterns evident in the
killings. We know it’s a sniper using an experimental targeting system, at
least if not a complete weapons system. We know the killer prefers to take his
or her targets out in public during rallies so that he generates the most
attention and the most fear. We just don't know why these particular
politicians.”


“I
still think it’s possible that he’s working his way up to something bigger,”
Max said. “We started with a mayor, then we lost a mid-level Cabinet member.
The next step up would be an inner Cabinet member or equivalent.”


“And
the final step is a head of government or head of state,” Alex finished.
“Perhaps we increase our attention on the upper levels of European governments.
Interpol has contacts in the governments of every member of the European Union.
I will reach out to them and see if I can convince them to increase
protection.”


“That
shouldn’t be too hard,” Brianna said. “They have two excellent examples of what
happens when protection is poor.”


“What
if that’s what Oracle wants?” Max asked. “When world leaders start hiding
behind armed bodyguards and reinforced steel doors, citizens start worrying. If
their leaders don’t feel safe, why should they feel safe?”


“You
think he’s trying to foment panic?” Alex asked.


“I
do. I don’t think the victims even matter. I think he’s just picking easy
targets and trying to foment dissent through fear.”


“It’s
an effective tactic,” Alex admitted. “We’ve seen parallels throughout history.”


“You
might be right,” Brianna said, “but that doesn’t change our job. We need to
find Oracle and stop him as soon as possible.”


“Yes,”
Alex agreed.


He
and Max shared a look, and a moment later, Max stood. “I’m going to get some
lunch from the break room. I’ll join you two in a few minutes.”


This
time, Brianna didn’t insist he stay. When she and Alex were alone in the room,
Alex said, “Would it be a waste of my time to ask you to please be careful?”


She
smiled slightly. “I’m always careful, Alex, but the assignment comes first. If
you faced a choice between laying down your life to accomplish your mission or
saving your life and failing it, you’d choose to sacrifice your life. Please
respect that I’d make the same choice.”


He
sighed and rubbed his eyes. "I know that Bri, but that doesn't mean you
should be reckless. It's one thing to be willing to sacrifice your life. It's
another thing to throw yourself in harm's way without even thinking of another
option. I know you’re worried about this assignment. I know you’re desperate to
put a stop to Oracle. We all are. But you help no one dead. Do you understand?”


“I
understand, Alex. I can handle myself.”


Alex's
expression suggested he wasn't happy with that response, but Brianna didn't
have another one. She understood his point, but she refused to act fearfully.
That's what Oracle was counting on. She couldn't give in to that. She knew when
she applied for the Agency that she was more likely than not to die violently.
That was the nature of the job.


“I’m
going to have a cigarette,” Alex said. “I’ll talk to you in a moment.”


She
smiled wryly. He was lecturing her about taking care of herself meanwhile he
was slowly melting his lungs.


Well,
she could work on that later. She could offer him something much more
fulfilling than a cigarette.


Her
phone buzzed, and when she answered, her smile immediately faded.


“Dagger,”
Jane said over the other end. “We need you and Turner in Berlin ASAP.
Chancellor Steinholz is holding a public rally to announce his support for the
new EU defense agreement.”


“Seriously?
After two people are shot in public rallies, he wants to hold one himself?”


Jane
sighed. “He thinks it’s a show of strength.”


“No,
what he thinks is that his security is somehow better than everyone else’s.”


"Well,
it probably is. He's a head of state, after all. That doesn't mean it's good
enough to stop Oracle, though."


“For
once, you and I are in agreement.”


“Careful,
Dagger. You still work for me. I’ve put up with a lot of insubordination from
you because I know you’re the right choice for this mission, but that doesn’t
mean there won’t be a reckoning one day.”


“Maye
you could mention that last part a little more often, about me being the right
choice for the mission.”


“Maybe
you could grow some backbone and not need to hear everyone sing your praises
all the time.”


Brianna
smiled slightly. “Yes, ma’am.”


“Much
better,” Jane said. “I’ll see you in Berlin.”
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"We
need to get moving now," Brianna said when Max opened the door. He raised an
eyebrow, and she said, "The German Chancellor. Jane thinks he's the next
target."


“Is
the intel any good?”


“Good
enough for her to send us to Berlin,” she replied. She felt the familiar surge
of adrenaline but stronger now, more pointed and directed. That often happened
when she thought an operation was reaching a critical point. “Pack up. Can you
arrange the flight?”


Max
nodded, and she walked quickly past him to her bedroom, preparing an overnight
bag and then thinking better of it and packing for three or four days. Images
of recent events flashed through her mind, from footage of the assassinations
to the very visceral and bitter image of Secretary Hustler falling. She noted
with a detached sort of wonder that her near escape from the sniper attack in
Zurich wasn't front of mind at all.


She
walked out of her room, pulling her little suitcase by the handle. She noted
Max had a similar suitcase at the ready. “No free transport. We have to fly
commercial,” he said, “plane leaves at two-fifteen.”


She
glanced at her phone. That gave her about three hours. “Meet you back here in
an hour and a half?” she asked.


He
nodded, “I’ll check on my contacts in Berlin.” 


She
smiled faintly as she left him and walked back inside. Alex was still in the
situation room. He smiled when he saw her, and the faint sadness that lingered
in his eyes stung.


Well,
she would make it up to him when this was all over.


“I’m
going to Berlin,” she said, “the next target might be the Chancellor.” His eyes
grew wide, and she added, “Can you give me anyone there who might help?”


He
nodded and walked back to his phone. A moment later, her phone chimed as
contacts shot over. “The first two are interpol, Amore,” he said, “the
third, Koch, is police. The last one, Birgit, owns a nightclub. I will tell her
you might see her.”


“Informant?”


“Occasionally,”
he said as he walked to her. For a brief moment, she thought he was going to
kiss her. She was relieved when he limited the affection to a kiss on the
cheek. “Buona fortuna,” he said. Good luck.


As
she made her way back to Max, she thought about how Alex had finally respected
her request to be professional. While she appreciated that, it also left her
feeling a measure of insecurity. She realized with some irritation that a part
of her actually enjoyed that he couldn’t seem to help himself around her.


Damn
it, she hated things being complicated. She hated it even more when it was her
emotions that were complicated. It made navigating the crowds at Heathrow more
irritating, and after liftoff, it took her a few minutes to calm down enough to
think clearly about the situation and to start the process of organizing her
thoughts.


“I’m
going to see if I can find anything out,” she said.


“Find
anything out?” Max asked.


“About
Oracle. In the files, I mean.”


“Knock
yourself out,” he said, “you want help?”


“Not
yet,” she said, “but I’ll let you know.” She was realistic. She didn’t
anticipate finding anything, but she also knew that if Oracle’s footprints left
impressions on anything she’d worked on in the past, she would most certainly
recognize them now. At the very least, going over things passed the time during
the flight, and that made it something worth doing regardless of the results.


The
flight to Berlin lasted just under two hours, and in that time, Brianna learned
exactly nothing helpful. Whoever this Oracle was, he was just as much of a
ghost as Sam.


The
problem was that he could have been involved in many things. An
assassination here, an arms deal there, a kidnapping, a blackmail… so many
different assignments over the years could have his fingerprints on them.


Only
none of them had fingerprints. Or if they did, they were fingerprints she
couldn’t recognize.


She
used to think that there was nothing worse for an intelligence agent than not
having intelligence. Now, she thought that the worst thing was having tons of
intelligence and no idea how to interpret it. It was like trying to read a menu
in a language she couldn’t understand.


By
the time they landed in Berlin, all she had gained was more irritation. Oracle
was everywhere, but he was nowhere. Dammit, she hated this.


She
forced herself to focus on the immediate task at hand. “We need a car,” she
told Max. “See if you can get one from the Landispolizei. I’ll call
Alex’s Interpol friends.”


“No
need,” a voice from behind her said.


She
turned to see a sturdy-looking woman in a Landispolizei uniform
approaching them. She nodded professionally. “Inspector Koch, Landispolizei.
Inspector Rossi contacted me on your behalf. I’ll escort you to your room. You
have a car assigned. It is already at the hotel.”


“Thank
you,” Brianna said. “We appreciate the help.”


On
the way to the hotel, Koch filled them in. “The two Interpol agents Rossi
assigned are Horst and Buchholz. They’re going to meet us at the hotel as well.
I understand he has contacted a nightclub owner as well. I am not sure why.”


Her
tone remained professional, but Brianna detected a note of disdain. “It can be
helpful to have an asset with a connection to the criminal underground. Perhaps
Brigit has access to information about the shooter. She may also know routes a
sniper might take that security forces wouldn’t consider.”


“Perhaps,”
Koch allowed.


Horst
and Buchholz looked perfectly average. Not particularly tall, not particularly
attractive, not particularly dangerous looking. That was perfect. They’d have
no trouble blending in.


After
introductions had been made, Brianna started planning for the event tomorrow.
“I want you two to infiltrate the crowd. See if you notice anything suspicious.
I want you close to the Chancellor as well. Any sign of danger and the
Chancellor is to be escorted to safety immediately. Don’t wait to signal his
security forces. Just get him off the stage.”


She
turned to Koch. “I want you to pass this information along to the Landisplozei
and the Bundeskriminalamt. Make sure the Chancellor’s security detail is
aware of the exact nature of the threat. I want him surrounded by security
officers on all sides.”


“He
won’t like that,” a new voice said. “He is a man of the people.”


Koch
frowned, and Brianna turned to see an attractive woman perhaps five years older
than Brianna walk into the hotel room. Max closed the door behind her and said,
“Brigit, I presume?”


The
newcomer offered him a dazzling smile, and Brianna suppressed a smile of her
own when Max blushed from head to toe. “The same. Alessandro told you I was
coming, yes?”


Koch’s
frown deepened into a scowl, but to her credit, she kept her personal feelings
under control.


“Yes,”
Brianna said, “and I appreciate your insight. I understand the Chancellor wants
to show strength, but he can’t show strength if he’s shot dead.”


“That
is not necessarily true,” Brigit replied. “The German people love their
martyrs.”


Brianna
felt a touch of irritation. She was beginning to understand why Koch didn’t
like Brigit. “Well, he’s not going to be a martyr tomorrow. Not if we can help
it.”


“Of
course,” Brigit said.


She
walked to a chair, and Brianna stifled the urge to roll her eyes when Max
quickly pulled it out for her. She smiled again at Max, who returned one of his
own before meeting Brianna’s eyes and reddening again.


“Miss
Brigit,” Brianna said, “what would help us the most is if you kept your ears
and eyes out for anything suspicious. I’m sure you have a keen knowledge of the
criminal underground in this city, or Alex would have little use for you.”


“Oh,
I have many uses,” Brigit said in a sultry voice. She looked coyly at Max, who
coughed nervously.


Brianna
forced herself not to think about what Brigit was implying. If Alex had a
romantic history with Brigit, that was something they could deal with later.


“Our
killer is aware that he will be looked for,” Brianna said, “so I don’t expect
him to act in a way that law enforcement will find suspicious. But what seems
innocuous to us might seem suspicious to you. I need you to contact your
connections in Berlin’s criminal element and alert us if anything out of the
ordinary occurs. Can you do that?”


“Of
course,” Brigit replied, “but not alone. Not with such short notice.” She
looked up at Max. “Can you help me?” She looked back at Brianna. “I promise to
return him in one piece.”


Max
looked nervously at Brianna. She wasn’t sure she trusted Brigit to stay focused
on the mission, but she trusted Max, and it would be helpful to have him keep
an eye on Brigit. “Go with her,” she said.


The
two of them left, and after discussing a few details, Koch and the two Interpol
agents left too. Brianna looked out the window at the setting sun. She would
have another full night of rest before the mission tomorrow. Oracle was a
dangerous foe, but he would be facing his match tomorrow. Of that, she was
sure.


Her
phone buzzed, and she smiled when she saw Alex’s number. With no immediately
pressing business matter to attend to, she could finally allow herself to show
him some affection. She answered and tried to mimic Brigit’s sultry tone when
she said, “Hey, baby. What’s up?”


“Brianna,”
he said.


His
tone was oddly formal. He must still be upset about her for their earlier
conversations. “I miss you,” she said, her voice still playful. “I can’t wait
for all this to be over so I can make up for being such a brat about being
professional.”


“That
is actually what I’m calling about,” Alex said. “I think you’re right. I think
that you and I should take a break from our relationship for the time being.”


She
sat silently for a moment, trying to process her shock. “A break?”


“Yes.
We have jobs to do, and the stress of those jobs will be easier to manage
without also trying to manage the stress of a relationship. I care deeply for
you, Brianna, but I agree with you that I’ve allowed my personal feelings to
affect my professionalism. I think we should step away from that personal
relationship until our professional lives even out.”


She
was silent for another long moment. It wasn’t until Alex asked, “Brianna? Are
you there?” that she recovered.


“Fine,”
she said. “Yes, um… yes, you’re right. We’ll take a break. I… goodbye, Alex.”


“Goodbye,
Brianna.”


I
care for you deeply,
not I love you.


Brianna, not Amore.


Tears
welled in her eyes, but she blinked them away. She had a job to do. She could
feel sorry for herself later.


Still,
when Max finally returned hours later, she had to wipe tears away from her eyes
so he wouldn’t see them.
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Dawn
brought some relief to Brianna’s heartache. She hated to admit it, but Alex was
right. Or rather, she was right. They needed to focus on the case, and that
left no room to think about a relationship. The question remained if she would
ever be able to focus on a relationship, but that was a question she could
answer at another time.


It
occurred to Brianna as she ran through the streets that she rarely walked
anymore. She couldn’t recall exactly when that started, but as she made her way
toward where the Chancellor would speak, she realized she felt more relaxed
running than walking.


She
resisted the urge to climb a building simply because it was there and forced
herself to return in her mind to the matter at hand. She would perform
reconnaissance of the location and determine where to put resources to protect
the chancellor and also attempt to scout likely locations where the killers
might position themselves.


Not
where the killers would position themselves. Where Oracle might position the
killers.


Max
was the one to bring up the idea that there might be more than one sniper in
Berlin. The German Chancellor was a far more high-value target than the
previous two victims, and if Oracle really wanted to incite panic, he would
take extra precaution to do so.


It
was her own thought that Oracle himself might not be in Berlin. He clearly
wanted to remain out of the line of fire, and he had to know how many people
would be looking for him here.


It
was strange that Oracle thrived on secrecy. Terrorism thrived on terror, and
that meant press and responsibility. Hunting a terrorist who preferred to
remain in the shadows was a different experience altogether.


But
she would stop him. If it killed her, she would stop Oracle from killing anyone
else.


Max
was already at the park when she arrived, which surprised her a little.


She
ran up to him, and he looked at her and shook his head. "Why aren't you
even breathing heavy?" he asked. "For God's sake, you're not a
teenager anymore. How is your cardio still so good?"


She
ignored the question and said, “Oracle is behaving more like an agency than a
terrorist group.”


“What
do you mean?”


“I
mean if MI6 or the Kremlin or the CIA wanted to take out a politician, they’d
do it the way Oracle is doing it. Oracle isn’t behaving like he leads a
terrorist group at all. He’s not using terror for his objectives.”


“You
don’t think assassinations are terror?”


"Of
course, they are, but that's not what's happening here. Terrorists whole goal
is built into their name, to create terror. These targets are only locally
controversial. They're internationally irrelevant, and there's no clear goal or
message in mind beyond fomenting panic."


He
nodded. “Okay. Do we want to theorize about that now, or do we want to take
some precautions?”


She
rolled her eyes. “You sound like Jane. Yes, we want to take precautions, but we
need to talk about this later.”


“How
about we talk about this after we stop him, and then we can discuss it over
coffee while he waits for his trip to the execution table?”


“Your
mouth to God’s ears.”


They
walked the perimeter, reviewing their security plan. By the time they finished
walking the perimeter, there were people arriving for the event. As they made
their way deeper in, she noticed Max assuming a more relaxed stance,
transitioning to the role of spectator automatically. She realized she’d done
the same thing without thinking about it.


“Keep
your eyes open,” she said softly.


"Oh
really?" Max asked, "That's the plan? I thought I would close my eyes
and wish really hard. When I open my eyes, I might see a really hot fräulein attracted
to mysterious Americans.”


She
couldn’t help but crack a smile. “Like Brigit?”


“A
man can dream, right?”


“You
mean you two didn’t hook up last night? I thought she had snatched you like a
fish on a hook.”


“It’s
this pesky assassination threat,” he said. “It’s real hard to focus on sex when
you’re worried an allied head of state might get murdered in less than twenty
hours.


While
they spoke, she scanned the crowd but saw nothing suspicious. Of course, that
only made her more suspicious than before. This whole situation felt wrong.
Jane and Alex might bitch at her about recklessness and disregard for
authority, but that didn’t mean she was out of control. On the contrary, it was
a lack of control she hated.


The
more the crowd thickened, the more she felt like a sheep being led to
slaughter.


Only
it wasn’t her slaughter she had to worry about. A few moments later, she saw
Horst and Bucholz take positions near the front of the stage. They met her eyes
but showed no recognition.


Then
a procession of Bundeskriminalamt and Landispolizei, led by Koch,
lined the stage on all sides. A black limousine pulled to the left of the
stage. When the Chancellor exited the vehicle, the crowd began to cheer. He was
escorted by two BKA agents standing on either side of him.


But
no one in front or back. Brianna’s smile faded. They had accounted for every
moment of the event but the moment when he walked to the stage and the moment
when he walked back to his vehicle.


She
looked behind the chancellor and saw a familiar metallic gleam from a distant
skyscraper.


Parkour
allowed Brianna the ability to sprint to top speed in a fraction of a second.
It also allowed her to navigate obstacles with ease, even when those obstacles
were people.


She
was never more grateful for that skill now. The building was two thousand
meters distant. That left three seconds for her to reach the Chancellor before
the bullet did.


Those
three seconds seemed like an eternity. She saw the BKA agent to the
Chancellor’s right turn his head to look at her. His eyes widened, and he
reached for his gun and moved to step in between them.


“Move!”
she shouted in German. “Now! Sniper!”


The
agent frowned. Then three things happened at the same time.


The
first was that Horst tackled the BKA agent, getting him out of Brianna’s way.


The
second was that Brianna leapt forward and shoved the Chancellor away.


The
third was that a rifle bullet impacted her vest at the precise spot where the
Chancellor’s head would have been if she hadn’t acted.


The
vest she wore was rated to stop handguns from a distance of twenty feet. Even
from well over a mile away, the rifle bullet carried enough energy to tear
through the Kevlar and bury itself in her shoulder. She cried out and fell to
the ground.


And
pandemonium ensued.


The
crowd scattered. Everyone knew immediately what had just happened. The BKA
agent Horst had tackled did as well. He got quickly to his feet and nodded at
Brianna. “Danke.”


Then
he, Koch, and two dozen other law enforcement officers surrounded the
Chancellor and led him back to the limousine. Horst and Buchholz surveyed the
crowd for signs of anyone suspicious.


Brianna
tried to stand, but she was knocked to the ground by fleeing attendees. She
braced herself and prayed silently that she wouldn’t be trampled to death.


Then,
a strong arm grabbed the collar of her vest and yanked her to her feet. The
movement sent searing pain through her shoulder, and she cried out.


“Keep
it together, Bri,” Max said.


He
led her through the crowd, pushing and shoving his way through the crowd. Twice,
the surging panic nearly washed both of them away, but Max fought mightily,
forcing his way to the edge. Brianna’s shoulder throbbed powerfully, and she
felt moisture spreading down her chest. The bullet must have nicked a vein.


Finally,
they escaped the crush. Max half-dragged Brianna to their waiting vehicle and
pulled smoothly away from the scene. He switched on the lights and siren of the
Landispolizei cruiser and sped back to the hotel.


A
wave of dizziness washed over Brianna, but before she passed out, Max slapped
her hard. She stared at him in shock, and he said, “Don’t you dare pass out on
me. We’re getting you to the hospital, and we’re getting that bullet out.”


“No,”
she said, “Not the hospital. Not enough time.”


If
she went to the hospital, they would want her to remain for at least
twenty-four hours to be observed. Depending on what they found, they might keep
her longer than that. Her shoulder hurt, but she couldn’t rest yet. Not while
Oracle was still out there assassinating people.


When
they reached the hotel, Max didn’t bother asking if she could walk. He just
picked her up and carried her into their room. Another wave of dizziness washed
over her as he set her on the bed. Max held her in a sitting position until he
removed her vest. Then he lowered her to the bed.


“Don’t
fall asleep,” he commanded sternly.


She
smiled weakly. “You’re cute when you take charge like this.”


He
chuckled. “You’re losing a lot of blood, clearly. Hold still.”


He
cut through the fabric of her shirt and opened it, exposing the wound along
with all of her body from the waist up. “Do me a favor,” he said, opening the
first aid kit and retrieving gauze, iodine and a pair of forceps. “Don’t tell
Alex I saw you in your bra.”


“Oh,
it’s fine,” she said drowsily. “We’re on a break, apparently.”


Max
gave her a strange look, but only said, “Hold still. This is going to hurt a
lot. Sorry.”


“That’s
o—Goddammit!”


The
iodine felt like an electric shock that arced from her shoulder to her toes and
back up to her head. She gritted her teeth, but when he reached into her wound
with the forceps, she screamed again.


“Almost
done,” Max said.


There
was a final shock when he pulled the bullet out, then a throbbing soreness that
nearly knocked her out again. Max quickly bandaged her wound.


“Through
and through,” he said. “No nicked blood vessels after all. You’re going to be
all right. You’ll have a nice dimple in your shoulder to tell Alex all about
when you get back from your break.”


“If
we get back.”


Max
gave her another strange look but said nothing. Then he lifted the bullet and
said, “Huh. Here’s something.”


“What?”


He
rinsed the bullet off with rubbing alcohol from the first aid kit, then held it
up to her, tail end first. She peered at the bullet, and when she saw it, her
eyes widened.


The
first two rounds were standard high-velocity NATO rounds. This one was the
same, but with one key difference.


Etched
into the tail end of this bullet was an image of a winged snake with three
hollow circles.
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Brianna
realized she was favoring her arm automatically even though she wasn't using
it. It seemed a little to her, like limping when she was sitting down. For
someone not used to using every part of her body, this might not be so
irritating, but for Brianna, it was like fingernails on a chalkboard.


She
waited while the phone rang and after six rings, she thought Jane wouldn’t
answer. Her voice came on the line after the next ring, though. “McLeary,” she
said almost sharply. Then, she said, “Bri. Are you okay?”


Jane
very rarely used the abbreviated form of her name. It took Brianna aback, and
it was a moment before she responded, "I'm fine. Not too worse for wear.
You heard about the assassination attempt?”


“I
did. The reports said an officer threw herself in front of the bullet. That was
you, right? Leaping and jumping in front of…”


Brianna
smiled at Jane’s tone. She really was concerned for her.


“That
was me. I took a bullet in the arm.”


“That
was foolish,” Jane said but couldn’t muster up the appropriate derision in her
tone.


“I
didn’t have time to think things through while it was happening.”


This
is where Jane would ordinarily say something like, “You never do.” Brianna was
surprised when she instead said, “Is there anything you can tell me? Anything
that helps?”


“Actually,
that’s why I was calling,” Brianna said. “The bullet. There’s a symbol etched
into its tail.”


“A
new type of bullet?”


“I
don’t think so. I mean, it seems more like… It’s more like a signature.”


“Someone
signed the bullet?”


“No.
The symbol matches the one I found spray painted on that building next to the
safehouse in Paris. I think Oracle himself might have fired this round.”


“Or
he’s making his own bullets now,” Jane said. “You and your partner focus on
that. I have to deal with the latest crisis.”


“We
weren’t already in crisis mode?”


“We
were,” Jane says, “but now others are as well. I’m going to move the Chancellor
to a secure location. I’m putting Berlin on lockdown.” Brianna wasn’t certain
how she hoped to accomplish that when the CIA had no jurisdiction in Berlin,
but Jane had a way of getting things done, and she had been in the game long
enough to have more and more highly placed connections than Brianna did. Before
she let Jane go, though, she needed to share her latest theory. 


“Max
and I believe Oracle isn’t a terrorist,” she said.


“Explain,”
Jane said. Now her tone was businesslike.


“In
simplest terms,” Brianna replied, “he’s conducting these assassinations like
operations. He’s not trying to create terror. He has some other motive for the
assassinations. He only announced himself to me in an attempt to intimidate
me.”


“Are
we certain Oracle is just he and not them?”


“We’re
not certain,” Brianna said, “but whether he’s leading an organization or
managing it himself, the fact remains that he’s not trying to manipulate public
opinion. He’s not taking credit. Hell, he tried to trick us into believing
Phoenix Rising was responsible.”


“Go
on,” Jane said.


Brianna
smiled slightly. Jane rarely showed interest in Brianna’s theories. Usually,
she was irritated when Brianna said anything other than yes, ma’am or no,
ma’am. She should get shot in the shoulder more often. 


“We
know he’s a criminal operative,” she said. “We know what we’re seeing fits with
his past behavior as an asset for MI6. There’s a pattern there that I haven’t
completely figured out yet, but it’s not the pattern of a terrorist. His
objective isn’t terror. It’s something else.”


“And
you don’t know what it is,” Jane said. There it was, the familiar unimpressed
tone.


“I
think he’s still an operative,” she said, “a spy. I don’t know if he’s working
for another country, but he’s behaving like an operative.”


There
was silence on the other line for several seconds. Finally, Jane said, “These
current events fit with his pattern of behavior in the past.”


It
wasn’t a question but a conclusion. Nonetheless, Brianna said, “Yes. Max and I
believe they do.”


“All
right,” Jane said. “I have contacts in MI6 who might know more. I’ll see if I
can turn some screws and get some answers. In the meantime, I need you and
Turner focused on what’s happening now. Terrorist or operative, Oracle is still
orchestrating the deaths of allied leaders. That needs to stop yesterday.”


Brianna
smiled. “It did stop yesterday.”


Jane
hung up without responding, but she could imagine her rolling her eyes as she
did.


Max
walked into the room. When he saw Brianna’s smile, he said, “That was either
Alex making up with you, or you just pissed Jane off.”


“Pissed
is a strong term. Annoyed is more like it.”


“In
Jane’s case, there’s no difference.” He crossed the room and handed Brianna a
cup of coffee. “I just beat the rush at a café on the way home. I got you a
cappuccino.”


Brianna
smiled sweetly. “Aww, for me? You shouldn’t have.”


He
rolled his eyes. “I also got a match on the bullet.”


Brianna
instantly became serious. “You matched it to a manufacturer?”


“Not
exactly. However, there were traces of trioxy aluminum left behind in the
round.”


“So
it is Oracle’s bullet.”


“It
is, and I found something else interesting as well. The etching in the back
isn’t just a symbol. Some of the grooves have nanoreceptors in them.”


“Nanoreceptors?”


“Yes.
They’re microscopic switches that allow the bullet to be programmed to correct
for variations in wind speed, temperature and air density on its way to a target.”


Brianna’s
eyes widened. “So it’s an active targeting system, not just a passive one like
we previously assumed.”


“That’s
what it seems like. That’s how he can guarantee that these ultra-long-distance
shots reach their intended target.”


Brianna
shook her head in wonder. She despised everything Oracle stood for, but as a
professional, she couldn’t help but be impressed with his sophistication.


It
also supported her hypothesis that he was an operative and not a terrorist. He
was probably working for a foreign government as well, though it was at least
an outside possibility that some obscenely wealthy corporation was bankrolling
him.


“Jane’s
handling cleanup here,” Brianna said, “and we don’t have a target or a
destination yet. I suggest we take advantage of the time and dig deeper into
our suspect.”


“I
couldn’t agree more.” He smiled. “You know? I kind of like you injured. I
finally feel like I can keep up with you.”


“Don’t
get used to it,” she said. “Did you happen to bring breakfast with your
coffee?”


He
lifted a bag. “Hope you like kolaches.”


The
fruit-filled puff pastries weren’t the most filling food, but they provided
enough energy to keep Brianna alert while the two of them worked through the
case.


“There
has to be a pattern to his actions. The targets seem only coincidentally
related, but that can't be accurate. The amount of energy and resources it
takes to orchestrate these assassinations is too much for them to be
random."


“Maybe
he’s trying to distract us from the real objective,” Max suggested.


“Maybe.
But I don’t think so. Why go to all this trouble just to distract us?”


“I’ve
been thinking about everything that happened in Zurich,” Max said. “He was
really trying to kill you. Not us. You.”


“You
think this is personal against me?”


“No,
I think Rudolf Zimmer knew the answer to our questions. I think he tried to
spare Zimmer and kill you, but when it became clear he couldn’t do that, he
killed Zimmer.”


Brianna
nodded. “Let’s look at Zimmer, then. Maybe he can give us some answers.”


The
two operatives looked up the dead arms dealer, but it became clear rather
quickly that they wouldn’t find anything helpful. Zimmer was, by all
appearances, nothing more than a small-time dealer until he secured a position
with Wadjet Labs, at which point his access to cutting-edge weaponry allowed
him to be a big-time dealer. There was nothing to indicate any special
knowledge of his clients’ actions. In fact, like most dealers, he took great
pains not to know what the people who purchased from him were up to.


They
looked into Wadjet next, but that didn’t reveal anything new either. The lab
was a Swiss Government project that was shut down recently after a recent EU
defense agreement was drafted which would guarantee Switzerland protected
neutrality for the next ninety-nine years.


A
defense agreement originally proposed in a speech by Mayor Edouard Lavoissueur.


Brianna
and Max shared a look.


“So
the Mayor of Paris gives a speech about European solidarity," Max said,
"and a year later, a defense agreement is drafted that will secure the
political and military status quo of Western Europe for the next century."


“Drafted,
but not approved,” Brianna said, clicking on a news article. “It looks like the
measure’s been bogged down in the European Parliament for the past two years.”


“That’s
pretty typical of European government,” Max said. “Their political system is
designed to make it very difficult to do anything. It’s one way they ensure
they don’t fall under the sway of totalitarian monarchies anymore.”


“Well,
it looks like it was nearing the end of its journey,” Brianna said. “It’s
slated to be brought forward for ratification at the next Parliament.”


“Maybe
that’s why Oracle is acting now,” Max said. “It also explains why he shot the
mayor. And, I’d be willing to bet…” He leaned over Brianna’s shoulder and typed
something into the search box. “Yep. Look at that.”


That
was an article detailing Secretary of State for Justice Candace Hustler’s plan
to apply for the soon-to-be vacant Minister of State position. A key point of
her platform was support for the defense measure proposed initially by Mayor
Lavoisseur.


“And
Chancellor Steinholz was going to give a speech announcing his support,”
Brianna said.


She
and Max shared a look.


“So
now we have a motive,” Max said, “but who would share this motive and also have
the resources to accomplish these assassinations?”


“And
who is the next target?” Brianna said. “There are hundreds of people involved
with this agreement in one way or another. Any one of them could be next on the
list.”


“Not
all of them are holding public rallies though.”


“I
don’t think we should assume he’ll limit himself to that MO. That’s what he’s
done so far because the opportunities have presented themselves, but those
opportunities will dry up soon if they haven’t already after the attempt on the
Chancellor’s life. He might be trying something different.”


Her
phone rang. Alex.


She
felt a sharp pain at the sight of his name, but she pushed it away and kept her
tone even and professional when she answered. “Dagger.”


“Bri,
I’ve just found something in Interpol records. That factory in Zurich, Wadjet
Labs, it was shut down in anticipation of an upcoming EU defense agreement.
Guess who first proposed such an agreement?”


“Mayor
Lavoisseur,” she replied. “Max and I just came to the same conclusion.”


“Oh.”
He sounded a little disappointed. “Well then, you probably know that Secretary
Hustler was a staunch advocate of the bill, and, thanks to you, Chancellor
Steinholz still is. How are you, by the way?"


“I’m
fine,” she said. Other than being an afterthought, that is.


“Good.
Listen, Bri, this is not just a defense bill. This might seem strange to
someone who is not European, but the primary—though unstated—purpose of such a
bill is to ensure unity in Europe. Without treaties to bind us together, we
risk becoming feuding states again.”


Brianna’s
eyes widened. She looked at Max and saw the same expression on his face.


“He’s
not just trying to stall the bill,” she said, “he’s trying to destabilize the
entire continent.”


“Yes,”
Alex said. “He hopes to create a power vacuum in Europe.”
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“A
power vacuum…” Briana repeated. “But to what end?”


She
could picture Alex shrugging. She also pictured his face and how it would
indicate he chose his next words carefully. She didn’t believe in the idea of
star-crossed lovers, and she didn’t think the two of them shared some kind of
supernatural connection, but she knew his physical mannerisms, and seeing him
even in her mind’s eye was painful after their breakup—temporary break or no.


She
shook those thoughts away irritably. Of course, she would spend days trying to
convince him to set their personal feelings aside, and now that he had, it was
her turn to obsess over them.


Alex
interrupted her thoughts by answering her question. "I can't tell, but
it's more than just the defense agreement. He wants those officials out of
power."


“To
put in officials of his choosing? Or just to throw Europe into chaos?”


Again,
she pictured Alex shrugging. He said, “Perhaps one of those reasons. Perhaps
both. It’s impossible to tell at this stage.”


“Do
you think they’re in on it?”


“The
replacement officials?” he asked.


“Yeah.
Do you think it’s likely he has politicians in his pocket?”


“It’s
possible, but not likely. I imagine it’s more likely likely there are
politicians sympathetic to his objectives. In fact, it’s most likely these
politicians don’t even know he exists.”


“So
they’re innocent.”


“Yes,
I think so. Politicians have egos, and egos can’t help talking about
themselves. If Oracle wants a shift in the power dynamics of the region, he
would want to play his pieces like pawns rather than accept new players.”


Brianna
needed to run. She could feel the walls closing in on her as the severity of
the situation came to light.


“What
else can you tell me, Alex?” she asked.


“I
can tell you that if it’s his goal to cause a shift in power, he’s doing an
excellent job. Aside from their connection to the defense agreement, choosing
the mayor and a British undersecretary as targets was genius. In the United
States, the death of a Senator or a minor functionary would be inconsequential
in the grand scheme of things, but here the government is run by smaller
players,” he said, “even though the top officials get the press. Target the
right people and you control the machine without ever appearing to control the
ones the world believes to pull the levers and press the buttons.”


Her
phone buzzed. Jane.


“I’ll
call you back, Alex,” she said, “that’s my boss on the other line.”


She
hung up and answered Jane’s call. “Before you say anything, ma’am, I need to
tell you what I just heard from Ale—from Inspector Rossi.”


Jane
didn’t interrupt Brianna as she told her of the conclusions she, Max and Alex
had come to. When Brianna finished, there was silence on the line for a moment.


Finally,
Jane spoke. "I'm classifying everything you've just said until we have
some sort of concrete evidence. Operate with this as a premise, but the theory
stays between those already knowledgeable of it."


“Agreed,”
Brianna said.


“Perfect.
I’m still wading in shit with the Bundestag. You two work with Interpol
to create a list of targets.”


After
Jane hung up, Brianna sighed and looked at Max. “The next target could be
anyone in Europe with political power.” As she spoke the words, the almost
amorphous dread she already felt grew more palpable and far more visceral.


Max
voiced the reason for that dread. “So, we really can’t predict who it will be,”
he said.


She
shook her head as that reality set in as well. Dread built on dread on top of
dread. “I need to run,” she said. 


Max
said, “We all need to blow off steam, Bri, but now isn’t the time.”


She
stood up and said, “I don’t need to blow off steam, Max. I need to think.” 


“You
need to remember that you have an injured arm,” he countered. “Leaping across rooftops
is out of the question for the moment.”


“I
know how to run through an injury, Max.”


“And
what if you need to intervene physically again? Not that I want you leaping in
front of any more bullets, but if we get caught again like we did in Belleville
or find ourselves as the last line of defense between a sniper and a target,
I’d much rather you were in one piece.”


She
frowned in frustration. Running really did help her clear her mind and focus,
but Max was right. She wasn't a hundred percent, and eighty percent might not
be good enough. She sighed and sat, "All right. Well, go get us some
lunch, and at least give me a few minutes to gather my thoughts."


“I’ll
give you fifteen,” he said, “and I’ll return with bratwurst.”


“Two
meals in Berlin and both times you choose a different country’s cuisine?”


“When
we’re not on assignment, I’ll be more than happy to eat all of the German food
you want. Right now, I’m going to the nearest lunch place, and that happens to
be a Polish diner. You focus on clearing your mind and let me handle lunch.”


He
left, and Brianna sighed. She wasn’t irritated at him, but being forced to sit
still grated on her. She didn’t have a choice, though, so she didn’t allow
herself to dwell on it.


It
was possible that Oracle would stick to targets who supported this defense
agreement, but knowing what they knew now, it was also possible he would just
act opportunistically. Hell, it was possible that’s all he’d been doing from
the very beginning.


So
what was his next opportunity?


She
looked up a list of scheduled political rallies in Europe. There was more than
one list, but after fifteen minutes, she had found an event that might fit the
bill. If nothing else, it was the only event scheduled that week, and if Oracle
really was just being opportunistic, then that was his next chance.


The
event was an environmental conference in Switzerland. Officially, the
conference was in Geneva, but the actual venue was situated in the Alps beyond
the city. It wasn’t Zurich, but it was Switzerland, and several signs pointed
to Wadjet Labs being connected at least tangentially to Oracle.


An
even more telling sign was that the keynote speaker of the conference—in fact,
the only politician present—was the President of France.


Brianna
wasn’t a believer in coincidences. Oracle’s first target was the Mayor of
Paris, who had proposed the agreement that would cement the current status quo
in Europe and foil Oracle’s plans. The President of France was the bill’s
loudest supporter. In fact, she was the one who had convinced Chancellor
Steinholz to support the bill in the first place.


So
Oracle had the opportunity and motive.


Max
walked in with lunch, but Brianna wasn’t hungry. “Check this out,” she said.


She
showed him the event and asked, “What do you think?”


Max’s
eyes widened. “I think we’re going to Switzerland.”


“Wonderful.”
She stood. “I’ll get us a flight. You pack the bags, and—”


“Tomorrow.”


She
blinked in surprise. “Excuse me?”


“We’re
flying to Switzerland tomorrow. You need to rest that shoulder. Frankly, you need
six weeks off in bed, but if I try to force you to do that, you’ll go crazy and
be a greater threat to world peace than Oracle.”


“Max—”


“No.”


The
sternness in his voice stunned her into silence. In a quieter tone, he said,
“You need to rest, or you won’t be effective. I’m not babying you because
you’re my friend, I’m putting my foot down and telling you you need to stop
being reckless.”


Heat
filled Brianna’s cheeks, but before she could retort, he continued. “You can be
pissed all you want, but you know I’m right. Call Alex. Send him to Geneva
today and give him a list of things to do. We’ll fly tomorrow morning first
thing and meet up with him. That extra night of rest will make a difference,
trust me.”


“You
can’t ask me to sit still, Max!”


“I’m
not asking, I’m telling. Alex is competent enough to handle things by himself
tonight, and for the third time, you need to be effective tomorrow. More
than just your life is at stake here.”


She
glared at him. “You sound just like Jane.”


“Jane
can be a bitch,” he replied, “but she can also be right.”


Brianna’s
hands balled into her fists. The movement sent a stab of pain through her
shoulder, and she had to grudgingly admit that Max—and Jane—were right. “Fine,”
she said through gritted teeth. “But I swear to God, you’ll pay for keeping me
cooped up like this.”


“Fine
by me.” He cracked a smile. “I like it rough.”


She
rolled her eyes, but she was irritated when she caught sight of herself in the
hotel mirror and saw a small smile of her own.


She
called Alex and relayed the news. When she finished, Alex sighed and said, “Of
course she would go to some stupid conference in the Alps less than a week
after Steinholz was nearly killed. Let me tell you, Brianna, you’re a stubborn
woman, but you have nothing on President Genevieve Moreau.”


“Careful,
Buster,” she said. “We might be on a break, but I can still kick your ass.”


Alex
was silent for a long moment. Brianna’s smile faded. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t
have said that.”


“It
was you who wanted to separate our personal and professional relationships in
the beginning,” he reminded her testily.


“You’re
right. I’m sorry. I…” she cleared her throat. “We’d like you to fly to Zurich
ahead of us and get a handle on the security situation. I’m going to take one
more night to rest my shoulder and meet you in the morning.”


“Very
well. I’m glad to hear you’re not rushing into things again.”


She
stifled the retort that came to mind and just said, “Let us know if you come
across anything urgent. I’ll text you when I know our arrival time.”


“Of
course, Goodbye, Operative Dagger.”


“Goodbye,
Inspector Rossi.”


She
hung up and turned to see Max doing a terrible job of pretending not to
eavesdrop. She smiled coquettishly at him and said, “I’m going to bed now, Max.
Would you like to sleep next to me so I don’t hurt my fragile little self?”


“Sure,”
he said with a straight face. “I sleep butt naked. That’s okay with you,
right?”


She
laughed and rolled her eyes. “Goodnight, Max.”


“Hey,
I wasn’t kidding about the butt naked part. If you don’t want to see that, your
eyes need to be closed in about ten seconds.”


“You
show me anything I don’t want to see, and I promise you I will separate it from
your body,” she retorted.


“Yikes.
Never mind. I’m going to shower, and I will be covered head to toe when I exit,
you have my word.”


“As
long as we understand each other.”


Max
headed to the restroom, and she changed into sweats and a t-shirt. Twenty
minutes later, she heard Max get into his own bed.


She
felt a sudden longing for Alex. She was ten feet away from her partner and best
friend, but she had never felt so alone.


Would
she and Alex ever reconcile, or was her worst nightmare coming true, and this
was the end of a relationship that could never survive the demands of her
career?


She
closed her eyes, and though her conscious mind worried over Alex, her last
thought before sleep took her wasn’t of Alex, but of the enigmatic enemy they
would fly to Switzerland to face once more.


Oracle
sees you.











CHAPTER NINETEEN


 


 


As
the plane taxied to a stop, Brianna noted that the view from the ground, while
perhaps not as majestic as the view from the air, nonetheless still took her
breath away. Once more, she was struck by the sense of unity in the environment
around her. Even the buildings associated with the airfield seemed part of the
landscape rather than set in the midst of it. Snow on the ground and a very
light sprinkling of snowflakes in the air added a picturesque quality to things
that made the place seem almost magical.


She
sighed and shook her head to clear it of all the romance, but as she walked
down the stairs to the runway, she saw Alex and that brought back a number of
other superfluous thoughts she didn’t want to deal with. He smiled as he walked
up to her and she felt the familiar longing his smile always drew from her
along with a pang as she realized those smiles might not exist for her much
longer.


“I
have some rooms very close to here,” he said, “and a car warmed up and
waiting.”


“Good,”
Max said. “I spent all night in terror that Brianna would eviscerate me.”


Alex
looked at her questioningly, and she shook her head. “Don’t ask.”


The
ice was broken now (an interesting metaphor in the chill air of the Alps), and
he filled them in on what he’d learned as they drove to the hotel.


“The
venue is near the Grand-Alpin-Skigebiet.”


“A
ski resort?”


“Yes.
This is fairly common in Europe, although not usually in summer.”


“I’m
not concerned about that, I just… well, I am concerned. It’s open air?”


Alex
sighed. “Yes, open air. It’s funny. American culture is all about wide open
spaces, yet it’s the Europeans who insist on conventions in the open.”


“Americans
do the same thing,” she said, “but I didn’t think there were any politicians
who would attend an open-air conference right after a fellow head of state is
nearly murdered.”


“As
I said, President Moreau is a stubborn woman.”


“You
sound like you admire her.”


“I
do,” he admitted. “Just not today.” 


They
reached the hotel a few minutes later. Alex took her bag, and she couldn’t stop
herself from obsessing over whether the gesture meant anything or not. She felt
a bit like a schoolgirl obsessing over things like this. Their room was opened
by an old-fashioned key rather than a keycard. She found that quaint and
romantic and wasn’t happy that she bothered to notice it. He handed her the key
and said, “I’ll be back in a few minutes. I need to talk to the head of
Moreau’s security still. He says he’ll have an updated security picture for me.
I’ll share it with you when I return.”


“Okay,
great,” she said.


She
stepped into the room. It reminded her of a bed and breakfast back in the
States. That was ironic, since people actively attempted to design those rooms
to appear like European inns. Even though she knew the opposite was true, she
couldn’t help but look at the hand-quilted bedspread and crown molding on the
floor and ceiling and feel like the place was a touch kitschy.


That
only added to the sense of romance she felt, so she pushed the thoughts away
again. She set her laptop on the room’s ornately carved spruce table but didn’t
fire it up right away. The room had an electric kettle and a large selection of
teas, so she started the kettle brewing.


“You
want some tea, Max?”


“You
could ask me that question a thousand times, and nine hundred ninety-nine of
those times, I would smack you in the face just for daring to ask.” He settled
into one of the two upholstered armchairs in the room and sighed luxuriously.
“But something about this place just speaks to me. I’d love some tea.”


“You’d
never smack me in the face,” she retorted. “You love your balls too much.”


“Why
are you so obsessed with my balls lately? Alex is here, focus on his balls.”


The
door opened, and Alex walked in. He smiled at Max. “What about my balls?”


“I
just want mine to stay attached to my body,” Max protested. “I’m beginning to
worry that might not be the case for much longer.”


“Well,
Brianna does have a penchant for unmanning people. I’m afraid she took my balls
the moment I saw her.”


“All
right, boys,” she said. “I’m giving you both chamomile so you’ll calm down. I’m
pouring myself breakfast tea so I have the energy to deal with your nonsense.”


“I
am not foolish enough to argue with you,” Alex replied. “Chamomile is fine.”


She
realized she felt a measure of peace about having him involved. She told
herself that had everything to do with how well they worked together and
nothing to do with personal emotions, but she didn’t do a very good job of
convincing herself.


When
the tea was poured, however, the three of them were all business. “I have
blueprints of the location,” Alex said, spreading the papers across the
counter. “Moreau’s security will be placed here, here and here.” He pointed out
the locations of the major entry and exit points. “I will have Interpol agents
placed here, here and here. They will watch the surrounding hills for
suspicious activity while Moreau’s security will watch the crowds.”


Brianna
frowned as she studied the map. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


“What?”
Alex asked. “You disagree?”


“I
don’t, but it doesn’t matter. This place is a sniper’s playground! Look.”


She
showed him several different vantage points where a sniper could have full view
of the stage without being seen. “That’s just one peak too. There are a half
dozen peaks where a sniper could be hiding.”


“Those
peaks are well over a mile away,” Alex pointed out. “Oracle is a good shot, but
at this high altitude, he would need a very high-powered rifle to deliver a
round to a target from that far away.”


“That
would be true if the target was at the same altitude as the shooter,” Brianna
said, “but each of these peaks are over a thousand feet above the stage. That
increases the distance between the shooter and the target, but the bullet will
be descending. It will fly faster and straighter, and the decrease in air
resistance will actually help his aim. For God’s sake, is Moreau trying
to get herself killed?”


“You
can try convincing her to relocate,” Alex said, “but Capitaine Poitier
already tried and got his head bitten off. Remember, she’s even more stubborn
than you are.”


“Yes,
thank you,” Brianna said drily. “I get it. But even I’m not stubborn enough to
risk my life that flagrantly.”


The
two men looked pointedly at her, and she reddened. “Whatever. We need to do
something about all of these options for shooters. Can you arrange for
helicopter flyovers?”


“At
an environmental conference? No, Moreau would never allow that.”


“So
she’ll fly here in a business jet that burns three hundred gallons of fuel per
hour, but she’ll turn her nose up at the thought of a few helicopter patrols?”


“She’s
a politician. It’s all about appearances.”


“Jesus
Christ.” She shook her head. “I want to see the venue myself. Alex, I want you
to do whatever you can to convince Moreau to beef up her security in any way
possible. Max, I want you to research the other attendees and see if you find
anything suspicious.”


“You’re
going running? Now?”


“I
am, and if you like your balls as much as you say you do, you won’t try to stop
me.”


“Now
imagine a woman even more stubborn than she is,” Alex said to Max. “That’s what
I’ve been dealing with all night.”


“Go
screw yourself,” she said to Alex. “This is a crappy situation, and we need to
find a way to make it less crappy. Unless you think you can get me a
helicopter, the best way to see the venue is to run.”


“There
aren’t any buildings there for you to jump over,” Max pointed out. “Can you
still do parkour without rooftops?”


Brianna
didn’t dignify that with a response.


Her
shoulder throbbed as she ran up the slope to the plateau where the venue would
be held. The pain was noticeable but not debilitating, and she was able to
navigate across the resort property without injuring herself further.


There
actually were several rooftops between the inn and the plateau, so she was able
to easily scale the buildings and reach the highest point. In this case, that
was the top of the first tower of the cable car line that led from the bottom
of the resort to the top of the slope. It was much sturdier than a typical ski
lift, and the top contained a small maintenance platform she could sit on while
she observed the area.


She
pulled a pair of spotting binoculars from her pocket and noted the distances
from the best shooting locations to the venue. They were even closer than the
map suggested, and the shooting angles were even steeper. That wasn’t good.
Surrounding Moreau with bodyguards wouldn’t help.


She
studied the angle of the rising sun, and that didn’t encourage her either. The
sun would shine directly behind the peaks that provided the shooter with the
best advantage. He would suffer no glare, but anyone looking his direction
would be blinded by the light.


Well,
she could assume that the east side of the range was more likely than the west
side. That helped a little, she supposed, but considering how advanced this
rifle, or whatever it was, had proved to be, it wasn’t out of the question that
the shooter would position himself in the least advantageous spot just to throw
them off and use the weapon’s targeting system to compensate for human error.


For
God’s sake, all of this for a save the trees conference? Brianna was all for
environmental protection, but that seemed like something that could wait until
the crazed assassin shooting at politicians all over Europe was caught and
brought to justice.


She
ran around the plateau, looking for anything in the terrain they could use to
their advantage, but she found little that could help them. Finally, she gave
up on discovering a Deus ex machina and returned to the room just as Max
and Alex were sitting to dinner.


“Perfect
timing,” Max said. “You’ll be happy to know that dinner is a perfectly
traditional Swiss meal of Papet Vaudois. The sausage, I believe, is traditional
as well, but I’m not one hundred percent sure of that.”


“Doesn’t
matter,” Brianna said irritably. “The venue is a damned shooting gallery. Two
snipers could hold off a damned army there for weeks.”


“With
enough Papet Vaudois, of course,” Max said.


Brianna
glared at him, and he concentrated intently on his food.


“Don’t
worry, Brianna,” Alex said soothingly, placing his hand over hers. “Moreau is
protected by the best Interpol agents and CIA operatives in the world.
Everything will be okay.”


She
turned her glare to him, but the feeling of his hand on hers soothed her in
spite of her worry.


It
didn’t change the situation from any practical perspective, though. “Did that
sound as lame to you as it did to me?” she asked him.


“Of
course,” he said, “but I remain hopeful. Sometimes, it’s all I have.”


Alex
remained with them until after dinner, then left to finalize preparations on
his end. Max went to bed early, but Brianna couldn’t sleep. She remained in the
suite’s living room, looking out the window at the full moon.


Was
Oracle somewhere nearby looking at the same moon and worrying that his own
mission might not succeed? Or was he halfway across the world in an
air-conditioned office smiling to himself as he waited for a call from his
latest contract killer telling him that once more, things had gone according to
plan?
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Brianna
woke fully alert, which surprised her because she hadn’t slept well at all.
Despite the poor night’s rest, she felt energized and focused. Max still slept,
so she headed to shower. In the shower, she let her mind replay the events of
the previous day. The situation wasn’t any better than it had been twenty-four
hours ago, but now that the day had arrived, she didn’t dwell on the
frustration she felt.


All
focus.


All
energy.


It
was a good feeling, given the amount of trepidation she'd experienced during
this case. When she turned the water off, the focus remained. The only time it
wavered at all was when she considered how she and Allesandro slept only yards
from each other last night. Her feelings about that conflicted, which irritated
her. She would have liked to have awakened next to him, but she was also glad
that she hadn't. 


As
she dried off and pulled on clothes, her mind returned to the matter at hand.
They'd be trying to prevent an assassination in the middle of a sniper's
playground, and whatever unanswered questions existed in her relationship,
there was no reason for them to surface today. She kept that in mind as she
went downstairs and saw him sitting across from Max in the little dining room.
He smiled at her. "How did you sleep?


“Fine,
thanks,” she said. “You?”


“Also
fine,” he said. There was nothing strained about the pedestrian conversation,
and nothing strained when he told her breakfast at the inn was a buffet. There
was nothing strained or, for that matter, particularly cordial as they filled
their plates and sat down. There was nothing awkward either. Maybe they were
finally separating their personal and professional relationships.


“I
looked into the attendees,” Max said. “No one jumps out as particularly
dangerous. Most of them are academics and pundits. President Moreau is the only
person here with any real power.


She
sighed and shook her head.


“That
doesn’t make you feel better?” Alex asked.


“I’d
feel a lot better if we’d found a threat and stopped it before it came to
fruition,” she replied.


He
nodded. “This is still the logical place for the next operation,” he said. “I
have no doubt about that.”


“Me
too,” Brianna said, “That’s why I’m concerned.”


“Maybe
he won’t be here,” Max suggested. “He knows we’re here, and he knows you
stopped him last time. Maybe he’ll wait until he can catch someone who isn’t
being watched.”


“I
don’t know about that,” Alex said, “because it seems to me he would want to
prove us being here can’t stop him.”


“Are
we sure he has that much of an ego?” Max asked. “We don’t think he’d be patient
and wait for his chance?”


“No,
I don’t think so,” Brianna said, “I don’t think he has time to wait. That
defense agreement might not be his entire motivation, but it’ll be much harder
for him to destabilize the Union once it’s ratified. He needs to move fast.
That means not dwelling on failure and not slowing his momentum.”


“So
we stick to the plan then,” Max said.


It
seemed a stretch to her to think of being at the location and remaining alert
as a plan. But it was all they had.


“I
agree,” Alex said. “So let’s finish breakfast quickly and get to it.”


He
smiled, and she focused on her plate so she wouldn't have to focus on his
smile. 


Once
they reached the plateau where the event would take place, it was much easier
to put thoughts of romance from her mind. This was the third event in the past
week where she and Max expected an attempted assassination, and Brianna was too
tense to think about anything but what would happen in the next few hours.


She
listened as Alex briefed the Interpol team. Max listened in on the GSPR
briefing. When both meetings were over, they touched base.


“The
GSPR is focusing on the crowd. They believe that Oracle will try to insert an
operative into the crowd and kill Moreau from close range. They’re not buying
the idea of a sniper from this distance. I guess there’s supposed to be a
breeze today, too, so that makes a long-range shot far more difficult.”


Brianna
relaxed slightly. That was true. What Oracle had accomplished so far was
impressive, but the 7.62 round was a very light round when it came to it, and
no targeting system in the world could overcome the laws of physics.


But
if anyone could find a solution to that, Oracle could.


“Alex
is going to have two teams patrolling the peaks in addition to the agents
placed at ingress and egress points. It’s not a lot, but it’s what he can
spare, and who knows? Maybe we’ll get lucky.”


Max
grimaced. “God, could you be a little more pessimistic? Come on, Brianna, we
beat this guy once already.”


“And
he beat us once.”


“Hey,”
he said, a little more sternly. “Lighten up. Don’t defeat yourself in your mind
before you even have a chance to win.”


She
sighed. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m just on edge.”


“Don’t
apologize. I’m on edge too. Just don’t give up either.”


The
attendees began to arrive. Max and Alex roamed through the crowd, looking for
signs of anything or anyone suspicious, but by the time the conference started,
they hadn’t seen anything alarming.


The
first three speakers were academics. That was an odd way to begin the day. The
speakers seemed very well-informed, although Brianna didn’t know enough about
the subject to know for sure, but they were Boring with a capital B. Brianna
noticed more than a few faces nodding off as the PhDs plodded through analyses
of weather patterns and water tables and migration behaviors and so forth and
so on. She herself would likely have been bored to sleep if she wasn’t
expecting an interruption in the form of a gunshot the moment the French
President took the stage.


Finally,
the last of the professors finished his speech, and the Master of Ceremonies
announced that the next speaker would be the leading head of state in the
European Union on the subject of responsible environmental management and
governance.


“Please
give a warm welcome to the Honorable Genevieve Moreau, President of France!”


Showtime.


Brianna
looked at Max, who nodded seriously, then started to scan the crowd. Brianna
kept her eyes on the peaks above. The sun was halfway to its zenith now, and
the glare wasn’t particularly bad on either peak. That negated the advantage she
worried about earlier but meant she had more ground to cover with her eyes.


She
approached as close to the President as she could, just in case she needed to
intervene directly as she had with Chancellor Steinholz.


Moreau
began to speak, and though Brianna didn’t pay any attention to the speech, she
could tell by Moreau’s impassioned tone and the widening, enraptured eyes of
the attendees that the career politician was doing a far better job of keeping
the crowd engaged than the thinkers before her.


It
was funny when you thought about it. These men and women—not just the previous
speakers, but the attendees as well—had probably forgotten more about
environmental protection brushing their teeth that morning than Moreau would
ever know, but she would bet her career that the attendees would remember
Moreau’s speech more than those of the far better-educated and better-informed
academic speakers.


Of
course, if Moreau’s head was split in half by a bullet in the middle of the
speech, they would have good reason to remember it.


Brianna
watched the peaks like a hawk, checking in with Alex and Max every now and then
via radio. Moreau’s speech lasted for about twenty minutes, and when she began
her closing remarks without any sign of anything out of the ordinary, Brianna
began to relax a little. Maybe they had gotten lucky, and Oracle had indeed
chosen to lay low.


 


She
heard a low buzzing sound and froze. A moment later, she realized what she was
hearing. She turned around and saw a drone flying slowly toward the stage. It
had no weapon ports and no rifles or grenade launchers attached to it. In fact,
it looked like a perfectly ordinary press drone with a camera attached.


Except
it wasn’t a camera. It was an optical rangefinder. It might not have weapon
ports, but that was because it was the weapon. The military had hundreds
of thousands of drones just like it. Most of the aircraft’s weight would be a
warhead.


Oracle
wasn’t taking any chances. He wasn’t worried about minimizing collateral
damage. He was going to blow up the President and devil may care how many
others with her.


The
drone approached, but though several people noticed it, none of them reacted
with alarm. It really did just look like a camera drone moving in for a
closeup.


She
needed to reach it before it got to the President. She put her hand on her
weapon, then considered. If she fired now, the crowd would erupt into panic,
and that would make it difficult to evacuate Moreau.


As
the drone drew closer, she realized another hurdle. Its surface was covered in
stainless-steel armor. Her handgun wouldn’t so much as make a dent.


The
drone was near the lift tower she had climbed the day before. If she could
reach the top of that tower first, she could intercept the drone and cause it
to veer off course.


“Max,”
she whispered into her radio. “I’m going for the drone. Create a distraction.
Alex, get the President off the stage under cover of that distraction.”


“Drone?
What are you… Oh, shit.”


She
didn’t wait for any further exclamations. She sprinted toward the drone,
leaping and dodging over and around the startled attendees. Behind her, she
heard Max start to shout and fire his weapon into the air.


The
drone continued on its steady pace. That was good. It didn’t react to the fact
that it had been spotted. It was using a passive guidance system rather than an
active one.


That
gave her a very slim chance.


She
leapt onto one of the poles of the nearest lift tower and shimmied up rapidly.
When she reached the top, she studied the drone's trajectory. It would pass
right by her, just close enough for her to leap onto it and grab it out of the
air.


Just
barely.


The
buzzing of the drone grew louder, and it sounded to Brianna like the hum of a
giant wasp. She looked back down at the ground and saw that all hell had broken
loose. Max was working with security to try to evacuate the attendees in an
orderly fashion, while Alex worked with GSPR to get Moreau off of the stage.


Incredibly,
Moreau was resisting them, shouting something about strength and defiance and
not showing fear. Brianna shook her head in disbelief. The woman really was stubborn.


She
turned back to the drone and saw with a sinking feeling that the drone had
altered direction to aim for the President. It wasn't an entirely passive
guidance system, after all.


She
had to reach it sooner.


She
sprinted across the tram cable, refusing to look down. She would either
succeed, or she would die. That was the job.


She
ran across the cable until she reached the next tower. The drone flew directly
overhead.


She
leapt, fingers outstretched.











CHAPTER TWENTY ONE


 


 


With
parkour, a runner often appeared to be out of control to untrained eyes, but it
seemed that way only because people had been trained to move around obstacles
rather than through them. People were far more confident not moving in a
straight line between A and B than they were seeing the line regardless of what
might be in the way. What an observer saw as a precarious situation rarely was
to someone well-trained. 


This
was not one of those times. This situation was precarious as hell, and there
was no way around it.


Her
fingers just caught the drone’s right wing. The drone veered off course, and
Brianna slid down the wing and nearly fell off before managing to adjust her
grip. She looked down and shivered. The fall would be around fifty feet, and
she doubted the blanket of snow on the ground was soft enough to save her from
severe injury or death.


She
pulled herself closer to the center of the drone, and the drone slowly righted
itself. It turned out it had a weapon, after all. The short barrel that
protruded from the hidden panel that she, of course, didn't notice until she
grabbed the thing by the wing couldn't have made a shot from two thousand yards
like the earlier assassinations, but it would do the job just fine from the
close-range Oracle had planned.


She
wondered why he hadn’t just used a long-barreled weapon attached to the drone.
Maybe he was afraid such a weapon would be noticed while a short barrel could
easily be concealed and allow people to assume that the drone was just a camera
bot.


Well,
she could deal with that later. Right now, she needed to avoid being shot by
the barrel that tried desperately to traverse and aim at her.


Had
she been running on the rooftops, avoiding fire would have been second nature
to her, but on the drone, she was a sitting duck. She had to disable the damned
thing. There was no leap, vault, roll, or move that would help her.


It
occurred to her that she wouldn't be able to use her standard response that she
knew what she was doing and was in complete control when Jane confronted her
about her recklessness. She was being reckless. There were no two ways about
it. She was being reckless, and there wasn't any assurance at all that she
would even be alive for Jane to scold her.


Well,
she didn’t really have a choice, did she? The drone was armored, so she
couldn’t shoot it. It was following the President, so evacuating her wouldn’t
help. She had to take it down like this or not at all.


Holding
onto it now, she realized the thing was smaller than she’d thought before. Even
with the armor, it probably weighed less than three hundred fifty pounds. Her
weight clearly had an effect on it, but it had enough power to remain in the
air and after a moment, it even corrected its trajectory and continued toward
the shocked President, albeit more slowly.


She
didn’t have long before the weapon was in range. 


She
swung her body back and forth. It increased the wobbling but the drone still
self-corrected. She swung more pointedly and attempted to leverage the
resulting force. The efforts didn’t seem effective until all at once, the drone
swerved dramatically. She felt a rush of adrenaline but once more the drone
managed to correct its attitude and turn slowly back toward its target.


She
didn’t actively decide her next course of action, but when the drone’s angle
changed, she saw an access panel that was armored, but secured only with a few
rivets. She ripped it off and found herself staring into the drone’s landing
gear housing. She looked around for something she could use to disable the
drone, a kill switch or emergency shut off or something. The drone’s weapon
struggled to reach her, but just before the weapon arced around to give it a
shot at Brianna, she heard a soft beep, and the weapon began to swing back
around.


She
looked down at the ground and saw with wide eyes that they were almost in
range. In a panic, she grabbed a fistful of random wires and yanked hard.


For
a moment, she thought there was no effect. Then, the drone grew silent. She
felt a surge of victory at the accomplishment for just long enough to realize
feeling victorious was premature. The dead drone glided forward, but she knew
it would fall as soon as the rotors slowed enough that they no longer generated
lift.


She
didn't have time to plan her fall or, more importantly, her landing. She
grabbed onto the right wing and jumped. The drone swung around, and when she
saw the roof of the first ski lift tower approaching rapidly from below, she
jumped. 


She
often heard about time slowing in critical moments, but she rarely, if ever,
felt that way. The whole point of parkour was to move as quickly and
efficiently as possible between two points. There was no quicker or more
efficient method than gravity, she supposed. In a split second, she analyzed
the angle of the roof and rolled as she landed. The drop down wasn't too
severe, but she still felt a sharp pain as she rolled over her injured
shoulder.


She
got to her feet and moved her arm to assure herself that she hadn’t worsened
her injury. In front of her, the drone continued its spiral until it impacted
the ground. It dug a groove into the snow, then exploded.


The
shock nearly caused her to stumble, but she caught herself before she fell.
Oracle must have included explosives as a failsafe, or perhaps he intended for
the drone to self-destruct after it accomplished its mission.


Well,
it wouldn’t accomplish its mission today.


She
grinned as elation filled her. Once more, she had beaten Oracle. She lifted her
radio and called Max. “The drone is down,” she said. “How are we looking on the
ground?”


“Well,
I’m pretty sure that stunt you pulled is going to feature in the next superhero
movie,” he said. She giggled and he added, “we’re fine down here. The attendees
are being safely evacuated, and it looks like President Moreau is finally
allowing her security team to escort her away.”


“Perfect.
As soon as you can, meet me at the safehouse. Alex, you too.”


“I’ll
see you there,” Alex replied. “Excellent job, amore.”


She
felt hot and cold all over at the pet name, and her smile widened. “Thank you,
Alex.”


The
only complaint she had about the run back to the inn was that it was too short.
She would have to come back here one day and try some more outdoor running.
Parkour focused on urban environments, but she was sure a montane forest would
present some interesting challenges.


When
she reached the inn, she called Jane. “Good news, I hope?” the director asked
warily.


“Good
news, ma’am.”


Jane
sighed with relief, and Brianna smiled. “Wonderful,” Jane said. “That means
President Moreau is safe?”


“And
sound, ma’am.”


“Good.
Any luck identifying the sniper?”


“Actually,
it wasn’t a sniper this time. It was a drone.”


“A
drone?”


Brianna
filled Jane in on the events of that morning. When she finished, Jane was
silent for a moment. When she spoke again, she wasn't nearly as elated as
Brianna was.


Brianna
understood that, though. As the euphoria of her victory—and survival—faded, she
began to have the same questions that she knew Jane was asking.


After
a moment, Jane voiced some of those concerns.


“Why
the hell would he use a drone? I’ve looked at the maps of that venue. It’s like
a sniper’s playground.”


“I
felt the same way,” Brianna said, “and to be honest, I’m a little unsure
myself. My best guess is that he expected us to be surprised by the drone. We
were looking for a sniper. Maybe he hoped to catch us unawares.”


“So
why use a short-barreled weapon? It just doesn’t make sense. I could see him
using a long-range weapon, and honestly, if the shots were fired from an
aircraft, that would explain the long distance since the weapon wouldn’t have
to be human-portable.”


“It’s
possible that he did use drones for the other attacks. This particular drone
was armored. Maybe after the attack on the German Chancellor failed, he wanted
to see if he could have success using an armored drone to get close rather than
a long-distance drone that might not be able to get a sure shot. I’m sure he
didn’t expect someone to climb a ski lift and rip the drone’s control wires out
from the inside.”


“Yeah,
probably not.” Jane sighed. “Well, see if you can gather some debris from the
crash site. I understand it self-destructed, but maybe we can get some
information from the remains.”


“Will
do,” Brianna replied.


“All
right. Well, odd methods aside, I’m glad that Oracle once more came up short.
Learn what you can and tell me what you learn. The noose is tightening, but for
once it feels like it’s not tightening around us anymore.”


“Thank
God for that, ma’am.”


“Take
some of the credit for yourself too, Dagger. You did good.”


“When
Jane hung up, Brianna called Alex. “Brianna. I’m so glad you’re safe.”


She
giggled a little. She still felt a little giddy after all, it seemed. “You
waited a while to say that.”


“Well,
Moreau was pissed at having her speech interrupted. Apparently, she was very
proud of her closing statement. I wanted to placate her before she started
shouting to off people’s heads.”


Brianna
giggled again. “You’re cute when you try to use English idioms. The phrase is
‘off with their heads.’”


“Is
that not what I said.”


“Sure,
baby,” Brianna said, “and you sounded very cute doing it.”


“I
thought we weren’t behaving like lovers while we’re on assignment,” he said
wryly.


“Well,
if you can bring me the remains of that drone, I’ll forgive you.”


“Forgive
me? You are the one being all loving doves, amore.”


“Bring
me the drone, and I’ll be the most loving dove you’ve ever met.”


He
chuckled. “What am I going to do with you?”


“Bring
me the drone, and you can do whatever you want with me. At least three times.”


He
laughed. “All right, you’ve said it many times. I will bring you the drone.
What’s left of it, anyway.”


“Thank
you, baby. I… I’ll see you soon.”


“See
you soon.”


He
hung up, and Brianna’s smile faded. The giddiness she felt vanished almost
completely.


Even
now, she couldn’t say that she loved him. Why were those three little words so
hard?


The
door to the room opened, and Max walked in with a bottle of champagne. “I
stopped for this on the way. A toast!” he said, “to the world’s next
superhero!” His smile faded. “Hey, why the long face?”


Brianna
shook her head. “No reason.” She smiled. “Pour me a big glass. I could use a
drink.”











CHAPTER TWENTY TWO


 


 


Brianna
wasn't an expert on armaments by any stretch of the imagination, but she knew
enough about them to know that this drone's technology was cutting-edge. Early
military development as far back as World War II focused on radio-controlled
drones for target practice. They were light and required no life support or
pilot safety features, and it didn't take long before governments explored more
applications. In the 1980s, technology advanced rapidly as drones were equipped
as surveillance tools and combat assistance aircraft. 


By
the 1990s, drones of various sizes were in service, ranging from those that
could carry anti-tank weaponry in the 90s to handheld units that could spot for
infantry and artillery. 


This
drone had a similar external design as the Predator B, used by the U. S.
Airforce for precision strikes, although this one was a little smaller and used
a rotor and not a pusher propeller. It was hard to tell from the twisted and
charred remnants on the table before her, but this drone measured to about
twenty-five feet long.


At
least it had. How the hell had this supported her weight?


She
sighed and called Max. After their brief celebration the night before, they had
decided to split up in case Oracle or his associates were still in Geneva.
Better that he took out one of them rather than all three if it came to that.
Alex was in a suite near downtown. Matt was at an airport hotel, and Brianna remained
at the small inn near the environmental conference.


“Hey,
it’s the superhero. I think I have your costume figured out,” he said.


She
ignored the comment and said, “I’m going to send you a picture. Hold on.”


She
took a picture of a logo that had managed to survive the explosion and sent it
to Max. “See if you can find the manufacturer from this logo.”


“Will
do,” he said. There was a moment of silence, and then he whistled. “If that’s
what it looks like after it’s blown itself to pieces, I don’t even want to know
what it looked like before.”


“Yeah,”
she said, “it would have been nice to analyze this undamaged, but I think we
can probably piece it together well enough to figure it out.”


“You
should send it to your boyf— to Alex. He might get more from the logo than I
will.” 


“He’s
my next call,” she said. She answered a few questions but hung up as soon as
she could. She decided to text Alex rather than talk to him. She didn’t want to
deal with more of his relief, not at the moment. The whole near-miss with the I
love you the day before had her on edge about their relationship again. She
anticipated him responding to her first text by telling her to be careful, so
she added another text saying she planned to lay low for a little while given
that Oracle was certain to be cautious now.


Laying
low meant running in the Alps within ten minutes of turning her attention from
the drone. There were a number of free runners who quite enjoyed parkour out in
nature rather than urban environments, though that number was significantly
smaller than the urban free runners.


She
ran from the hotel along a footpath, and when she saw what looked like a good
place to explore, she veered off into the trees. She didn’t know if the trees
were spruces or pines, but they were all coniferous. Some were close enough
together that she could kick from trunk to trunk to get some elevation and then
swing and twist through limbs several meters above the ground for a little more
challenge.


Again,
the beauty of the place occurred to her. She swung through the branches for a
while, then slowed to a walk and took the time to notice the environment at a
slower pace. As her heart rate calmed, her mind grew more active.


The
mountains loomed over her. That wasn’t exactly true, of course. The peaks were
miles distant from each other, but their steep slopes and austere faces
reminded her of how small she truly was.


She
thought back to her childhood in Dublin, back before she had even heard of
parkour. The world was a daunting place then. Every stranger could be a
murderer or kidnapper. The police weren’t there to protect but to punish.
Buildings weren’t obstacles to overcome but lairs within which lurked deadly
creatures who lived to prey on little girls.


She
had learned from a young age that if she wanted to keep herself safe, she
needed to take control of herself and her surroundings. She needed to develop
skills that would help her navigate the obstacles life threw in front of her
every day.


And
she had. She had learned parkour, and now there was no such thing as an
obstacle, only another springboard to jump off of or a pad on which to land.
She had joined the CIA and become the creature that lurked in the dark rather
than its victim.


She
had learned to protect herself and to navigate a dangerous world without fear,
but in this unfamiliar environment, the echo of that fear returned.


Her
mentor, Sam Walker, was, in her opinion, the greatest undercover operative in
CIA history. He had earned his nickname Ghost by accomplishing missions without
ever being seen. Sometimes, he would work right under the enemy’s nose, and
they would never suspect that anything was amiss.


He
had taught her many of those skills, and she was now damned good at the same
job, but if she was asked who was better, she would admit that she had some
distance to go before she reached Sam’s level. That never mattered before now
because she was still so far above everyone else’s level that it was okay if
the one person who was better than her was her friend and mentor.


But
now there was an enemy whose skill set seemed to approach Brianna’s own. It was
true she had foiled his last two attempts, but she still didn’t know who Oracle
was. He hadn’t had any physical contact with anyone in MI6 when he worked with
them. All communications were done via phone, text or email.


She
started running back where she came. The forest no longer held charm for her at
the moment. It seemed an echo of her past, a time when she was small and her
enemies were big.


Alex
waited for her at the inn. “Where were you?” he asked. “I tried calling, but
you didn’t answer.”


She
realized that she hadn’t had cell coverage in the mountains. “I’m sorry,” she
said. “I went for a run. I should have told you.”


He
frowned. "At least Max, so someone knows where you are. But that's all
right. I didn't come here to scold you."


She
felt a brief surge of hope. “Why did you come here?”


He
sighed. “President Moreau has elected to hold the conference again tomorrow.”


She
stared at him in disbelief. “You have to be kidding me.”


“That’s
what I told her. It earned me a stream of speech far more colorful than I would
ever expect to hear from an elected official.”


“Is
she trying to get shot?”


“She
believes—against my and her security team’s strong advice—that she will not be
targeted again. She can’t believe that her assassins have access to another
drone, and she is desperate to show people that she will not be cowed.”


“So
she’d rather be murdered.”


“Like
I said, stubborn woman.”


“For
God’s… will she at least wait until we can get some countermeasures in place?”


“I
asked for three days to prepare when it became clear that she would not simply
cancel the event. She suggested that I place the extra days inside of myself in
a very forceful and unpleasant manner.”


Brianna
frowned. She hated politicians like that. It wasn’t a show of bravery. It was a
show of selfishness. She was putting her own life at risk, but she was also
putting the lives of dozens of others at risk for what? A conference in a
different country that had little to do with her own nation’s politics or
governance?


“Lovely.
Where is she holding it this time?”


“The
same place.”


“The
same… oh for the love of Christ. This woman isn’t just stubborn, she’s stupid.”


“Exceedingly.
But as you would say, this is the job.”


Brianna
sighed. Before she could say anything else, there was a knock on the room door,
and a moment later, Max walked inside. He grinned at the two of them. “Sorry if
I interrupted anything.”


When
the two of them maintained serious expressions, his smile faded. “Did I
interrupt something? I can give you two a moment if you need it.”


“No,
that’s fine,” Brianna said. “You only interrupted a conversation about how the
President of France is a fucking idiot.”


Max’s
shoulders slumped. “Why? What did she do this time?”


Alex
told him. When he finished, Max threw his hands up in the air, then placed them
on the top of his head as he paced the room. “Jesus H. Christ. Is this woman
asking to die? Because at this point, I’d be happy to oblige her. What the hell
is she thinking?”


“I
think the problem is that she is not thinking,” Alex opined.


“For
the love of…” Max sighed. “Well, I’m bringing you good news, but it’s not
better than your news is bad. Holy hell.”


“Tell
us anyway,” Brianna said, “I’ll take any silver lining, no matter how thin.”


“I
got a hit on the logo.”


Brianna’s
eyes widened. “That is good news. Who is it?”


“It’s
a firm called Third Eye. Spelled 3RDI. You know, like the nerds back in high
school who typed eight thousand eight on a calculator so it would look like the
word boob.”


“Well,
these boobs created a very dangerous weapon,” Briann said, “so we shouldn’t
dismiss them as nerds.”


“Yeah,
I know. I’m just blowing off some steam.”


“Who
is Third Eye?” Alex asked. “I’ve never heard of a defense firm like that.”


“They’re
a South African company known for producing low-cost advanced tech for
countries with limited budgets. They also have a reputation for selling to
anyone with the money. So low-cost relatively speaking.”


“Lovely,”
Brianna said. “So we think Oracle is buying from them?”


“We
think so, yes.”


“Wonderful.
Well, if we can keep Madam President safe a second time, we can follow up on
this lead immediately after. If we can cut Oracle off from his supplies, we can
significantly slow or even stop him from acting.”


“My
thoughts exactly,” Max said, “Although I’m glad I waited to talk to you before
I bought the plane tickets.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe she actually
wants to do this again.”


“I
told you,” Alex began.


“I
know, I know,” Max interrupted. “She’s stubborn. All right, so what’s the plan
for tomorrow? We don’t think Oracle’s going to try the same thing again, do
we?”


“At
this point, who knows?” Brianna said. “I think we need to be cognizant of a
long-range attack, but we should also be prepared for a drone incursion again.
Alex, I need you to insist on a helicopter this time. Don’t take no for an
answer. If she wants to put herself in this kind of danger again, then we need
to put our foot down. We do security our way.”


“Agreed.”


The
three of them finalized plans for the next day’s event. Brianna tried to stay
focused, but her mind kept straying to the revelation Max had brought them.


Oracle.
Wadjet Labs. Third Eye. How many more symbols were they going to find that all
meant the same thing?


Oracle
sees you.











CHAPTER TWENTY THREE


 


 


Brianna
woke energized and focused again, but any happiness about that was mitigated by
the almost visceral sense of déjà vu that hit her as soon as she reached the
ski park. She felt certain the day would not only involve protecting the French
President from Oracle but would, again, involve a more or less direct encounter
with her enemy. She wasn’t afraid, exactly. At least, she wasn’t afraid much of
the fact that she was now one of the man’s targets. She feared more that he
would be successful with the assassination this time.


For
God’s sake, why did Moreau want to do this all over again? What was the damned
point?


To
this point, it felt too much like fortune smiled on them when it came to thwarting
Oracle’s progress. Relying on luck when Oracle didn’t really recognize her and
the others as credible threats was one thing. Expecting it to work now that
Oracle had been stymied twice was another thing altogether. Certainly, Oracle
wouldn’t attack the same way twice.


He
had had time to study their methods now. He would know exactly how they planned
to stop him.


The
problem was that they didn’t have a better plan. Without knowing exactly where
the threat would come from, they had no choice but to cover all of their bases
and hope that Oracle wouldn’t hit a line drive past the infield.


“Sorry
for the basketball reference, Sam,” she muttered to herself. That brought a
chuckle to her lips, but it would be a stretch to say it brought mirth.


She
thought she did a good job of hiding that worry when Alex and Max met her.
“Everything ready to go?” she asked.


“As
it will ever be,” Max said. “There are much fewer attendees today, so that
should make the eventual evacuation easier.”


“It
also means it will be easier for a sniper to target Moreau,” Brianna said.


“Well,
she’ll be surrounded by twice as much security today,” Alex said. “I was able
to get the helicopter and a platoon of Swiss Guardsmen to assist. We even have
snipers ourselves.” He pointed to the ski lift towers, and Brianna could see
two men in each tower, one each with long-barreled rifles scanning the slopes
and another with spotting scopes to assist in locating and aiming at an enemy
sniper.


Not
that it would help them against an armored drone. “Is the helicopter armed?”
she asked Alex.


“It
has pintle mounts for light machine guns,” Alex replied, “but they won’t fire
those weapons near civilians.”


Brianna
sighed. That meant that if the drone came from the same direction as yesterday,
the helicopter wouldn’t fire on it for fear of hitting the town.


“Well,
we can say we’ve done our best,” she said, “for all that’s worth.”


The
three of them split up. Alex, as before, headed toward the perimeter to monitor
his Interpol agents. Max walked toward the stage to coordinate with GSPR and
the Swiss Guards, providing security to the President.


Brianna
blended into the much thinner crowd. She couldn’t shake the feeling that she
was being watched, despite the fact that no one recognized her in her
plainclothes as the woman who had saved them the day before.


The
problem was that Oracle knew she was coming. He expected her. In other
circumstances, she might assume her eyes caught something her subconscious mind
translated into that feeling but, in this case, it was just as likely that she has
been seen. She scanned the crowd and the surroundings but saw nothing of note.
She shot a questioning glance at Alex. He shook his head slightly. He also saw
nothing out of the ordinary.


The
energy in the crowd grew anticipatory as someone on the platform did a sound
check. She couldn’t for the life of her understand why anyone would come back.


Brianna
did another quick scan as the president made her way to the microphone. Still
nothing. As Moreau began her speech, she searched the crowd for any faces
displaying cues for violence. She saw none. She scanned the buildings behind
and the slopes beyond for movement. Again, she saw none.


It
seemed to her that the minutes were longer, much longer than sixty seconds
each. They crawled by maddeningly, and she forced herself to breathe in a calm,
measured pace so her anxiety didn’t manifest physically. She allowed herself
the brief hope that Oracle had decided against killing the French President or
had given up this time.


Perhaps
Oracle was recharging. It was possible, she imagined, that he felt a need to
regroup and replan. She'd taken a bullet to prevent one investigation and then
destroyed his drone to prevent another. Perhaps he was licking his wounds and
considering his next move. Maybe he had simply backed off for the moment, and
the speech would end without a terrifying encounter with death. A girl could
hope, couldn't she?


The
helicopter flew overhead—the third time it had done so since the speech began.
It would fly in a wide loop around the nearest mountain, then come back in four
minutes.


Four
minutes.


An
alarm bell went off in her head. It was a soft alarm, but within the first of
those minutes, it became a klaxon.


The
drone had taken about two minutes to reach the stage from wherever it had been
launched. Another drone likely wouldn’t escape if it struck now, but it would
reach Moreau long before the helicopter would return.


She
looked toward the city, and sure enough, she saw a familiar gleam of sunlight
bouncing off of metal.


The
drone was still far off, but that didn’t mean it was safe. It could have a
long-range barrel this time, or it could be moving faster, or on a path that
would protect it from being taken down the way the one yesterday was disabled.


Then,
an even more unpleasant thought occurred to her. What if Moreau wanted to do
the speech again tomorrow? If she was this stubborn, she might think that this
was a contest of wills she had to win. If she followed that line of reasoning,
then Oracle would eventually succeed in killing her.


She
needed to take that drone down without alerting anyone else. She needed to do
it quickly.


She
quickly walked to the back of the crowd, calling Max on the way. "Drone
six o'clock," she said.


“We
have snipers on the towers,” Max said. “Let them handle it.”


“Well,
tell them to handle it quickly. It’s going to be in range any second.”


“Roger
that.”


“And
tell someone to get the crowd fired up. We need to avoid anything that might
end this speech. The last thing we need is for Moreau to find a reason to do
this all over again tomorrow.”


“Understood.”


Brianna
kept her eyes on the drone. A moment later, she heard someone say, “Please give
a round of applause to our keynote speaker, The President of France, Genevieve
Moreau!”


The
crowd erupted into cheers, and almost at the same instant, the snipers fired.
Brianna's trained ears picked the sound of gunfire out from the roar of the
crowd, but fortunately, the civilians remained oblivious.


Not
so, fortunately, the drone kept coming.


She
frowned and lifted her radio. “Max? What happened?”


“It
bounced off the armor. Dammit, those were armor-piercing rounds too. How did
you stop the drone last time?”


“There’s
an unarmored access panel on the side of the drone near the landing gear
housing. I opened that panel and ripped out some wires.”


“Well,
that sort of sucks, because we won’t have a shot on the side of the drone until
it’s within range of President Moreau.”


Brianna
swore softly. “Okay. I’m going in.”


“You’re
what? Brianna—”


“If
Oracle kills the President of France, it will make the past two assassinations
look like bar fights. His goal is to destabilize the European Union. If he
succeeds today, he’ll achieve that goal. I need to stop him.”


“And
if it sees you and shoots you before you can stop it?”


“Then
I die. That’s the job, Max.”


Max
hesitated a moment, then said, “All right. Do what you have to do.”


 


He
hung up, and Brianna put her phone in her pocket and drew her gun. The drone
was only about fifty feet in the air and moving slowly. The problem was that it
was also armored like the previous one.


But
she knew its weakness. If she could place a shot or rather several shots into
the access panel that she knew held the circuitry, then she could disable it.


She
would cross paths with the drone when it was about three hundred yards from the
stage. It hadn’t fired yet, so it must have the short-barreled weapon.


The
weapon that she could now see was aiming at her. Before her mind was even aware
of her movement, she threw herself to the side just as a bullet ricocheted off
of the ground just behind her.


She
rolled and came up on her knees, then ran into an alley. A second shot hit the
building just before she ducked her head behind a dumpster. She crouched low
and saw the drone aiming at her for a second longer before its targeting
computer decided that since it couldn’t fire on her, she must not be a threat
anymore.


She
would have to move quickly. The narrow opening of the alley only allowed for
maybe a half-second time for two shots.


She
took a deep breath and steadied herself. The whine of the drone’s motor grew
louder and louder. In her ears, it seemed almost cacophonous, though she knew
it was actually barely louder than the buzz of a bee.


She
saw the drone’s shadow on the building across from her. She said a swift prayer
that she wouldn’t miss.


The
drone appeared, and she aimed and fired twice in quick succession.


She
couldn’t see if her shots hit the drone. It flew past her view before she could
see.


She
knew she was safe, though. The drone’s weapon traversed about two hundred
degrees. That was why she was able to avoid harm the day before when she was hanging
from the first one.


She
ran into the street, and when she saw the drone slowly tilting to the left to
crash harmlessly into the trees, she pumped her fist in triumph.


She
waited until she heard the muffled explosion of the auto-destruct function,
then called Max.


“Look
at you again,” Max said. “A superhero and a crack shot. Perfect timing,
too. The speech just wrapped up."


“Good,”
she said. “Meet back at the safehouse as soon as you can. Oracle’s going to be
pissed that we stopped him two days in a row. We’ll need to lay low for a
while. Let’s not split up this time, though. I want to be out of here and on
our way to wherever Third Eye is ASAP.”


“I
agree,” Max said. “Tell Alex he’s a lucky man, and I’m glad it’s his balls on
the line and not mine.”


“Yours
are still in danger, mister. You might not be my lover, but I still have to
deal with you when I’m working.”


“I
think the line is you ain’t no dancer,” Max said, “but I take your point.”


She
rolled her eyes. “Did you get all of that, Alex?”


“I
did, amore. Excellent shooting. I will be a few minutes behind you guys
so I can ensure that the President is safely escorted to her plane, but I will
join you as soon as I can.”


“Perfect.
I’ll meet you there.”


What
Brianna did next was possibly the most reckless thing she had done since this
assignment began, but she couldn’t help herself. She was on cloud nine. She had
now beaten Oracle three times, and only once had he defeated them. The mayor
didn’t count since she wasn’t assigned to him at that time.


She
felt a touch of guilt at thinking of things that way, but only a touch. She was
winning. Oracle wasn’t invincible. He could be stopped, and if he could be
stopped, he could be caught.


So,
she scaled the building and ran across the rooftops to the inn, delighting in
the freedom she felt as she leapt from building to building, vaulting over some
obstacles and sliding under others.


In
the back of her mind, she knew the mission was far from over, but for the
moment, she reveled in her victory.


Did
you see me today, Oracle?











CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR


 


 


Her
wounds, if they could even be called wounds, were more bumps and scrapes than
anything else. Still, as she washed them and applied some iodine before
covering them with bandages, she noticed Alex watching her carefully. All at
once, she felt exposed because she’d removed her shirt to get at the wounds. At
least she hadn’t removed her bra.


As
nonchalantly as she could, she reached for her shirt and pulled it on. She
hated that she had to think about this. Alex had seen her in her bra before.
He’d seen her in far less, but though things seemed to have improved between
them, they were still technically on a break.


Her
frustration was compounded by the fact that Max had seen her in exactly the
same state of undress only a few days ago, but she had felt far less
uncomfortable than she did now.


Well,
that actually made sense. Max was her partner performing emergency first aid on
a comrade. Alex was her maybe boyfriend, but she wasn’t sure anymore, and she
didn’t know if she should be comfortable with him seeing her half-naked or
uncomfortable. So, of course, her mind defaulted to uncomfortable.


When
the silence grew unbearable, she said, “Well, Oracle is going to be really
pissed off now.”


“That’s
exactly why you need to think before you act, Bri,” Alex said, “because one of
these times, you’re going to get hurt in a way you can’t fix at a safehouse.”


“I
know what I’m doing, Alex,” she said. She didn’t say it sharply, and that
surprised her. She supposed that talking about anything was better than
silence, and that was why she wasn’t upset by his concern now.


“Oracle
doesn’t have the element of surprise anymore, and that’s a pretty important
weapon removed from his arsenal. I can’t imagine he has technology better than
the drones.”


“What
if he comes at us with multiple drones next time?” Alex asked.


“It’s
unlikely unless he has a government behind him. They don’t come cheap. The Air
Force is trying to cut costs by adding CCAs…”


“Collaborative
combat aircraft,” Alex said.


She
nodded, “because they’ll only cost half of an F-35. But they’re still thirty or
forty million a piece.”


“But
they’re three times larger than these drones.”


“Sure,
but the cost doesn’t diminish linearly. These might be low-cost drones, but
that’s relative. Drones the size of these are still fifteen or twenty million
each, and probably more for Oracle because of their black market manufacture.
Losing one for a successful mission might seem to Oracle an acceptable loss.
Losing two during failed operations is another story all together. He may not
even have any left.”


“He
could still use human snipers,” Alex reminded her. “We don’t know for sure that
the first two victims were killed by drones. It’s very possible that those were
old-fashioned killings aided with the trioxy aluminum-based targeting system.”


“True,”
she said, “but the fact remains that the President of France is alive today
because I acted the way I did. You don’t have to be happy about it, but you do
have to accept that it’s part of the job.”


Alex
sighed. “All right.” He forced a smile. “Of course.”


Max
stepped out of the bathroom with a big smile on his face. “Let me tell you,
there is nothing better than a shower after a long day of work. Anyone else
want in before dinner?”


“I’m
all right,” Brianna said. The thought of being naked right now, even with Alex
in a different room, was more than she could endure. “I’ll shower tomorrow.”


The
three of them made dinner, choosing to stay in the safehouse rather than go
outside and risk being compromised. While they ate, they discussed next steps.


“We
need to get to Third Eye,” Brianna said. 


“You
think it will lead us to Oracle?” Max asked.


“If
they’re supplying Oracle, then they might know where he is. In any case, I
think it’s the only solid lead we have right now,” Brianna said.


Alex
nodded approval. Brianna felt her heart leap and then felt a flash of
irritation at that. Why did his approval matter so much to her?


They
needed to have a frank talk about what they were and what they weren’t when
this was over. She couldn’t keep waffling back and forth over her feelings for
him anymore.


“I
have some contacts in South Africa who might know about Third Eye,” Max said.


“You
have contacts in South Africa?” she asked.


“Yep.
From an assignment I took in my second year. That was before your time.”


“And
you’ve kept in touch over the years?”


“I
keep in touch with all my contacts,” Max said, “don’t you?”


Brianna
reddened slightly. She actually didn’t keep in touch with most of her assets.
Once she had what she needed from them, she just let them go. She would have to
change that. Alex’s and Matt’s contacts had come in handy several times already
in their hunt for Oracle. She would need to start treating assets as… well,
assets and cultivate relationships with them from now on.


“I’ll
assign some inspectors to look into black-market weapons sales,” Alex said.
“It’s often difficult to trace weapons sales since money is laundered repeatedly
in such transactions, but I’ll see if we can find anything that might point to
Third Eye and hopefully to Oracle.”


“Do
that,” Brianna said. “As soon as we figure out where Third Eye is, we need to
go there. In fact, we might as well fly to South Africa tonight.”


“We
should wait to do that,” Max said. “Just in case they’re contacting Oracle
somewhere else.”


“I
agree,” Alex said. “It would be foolish of them to sell a terrorist weapons
within their own home country. I guarantee they’re using a middleman or at
least meeting at a neutral location.”


Brianna
sighed. “The plot thickens. Well, you both know I hate waiting, but if we have
no choice, then I think I’ll take you up on that offer of a shower, Max.”


“Whoa,
whoa, I said you could shower, but I’m not helping you. You can handle
that on your own.”


Alex
chuckled, and Brianna rolled her eyes as she headed for the bathroom. “Have fun
with your alone time, boys.”


 


***


 


Waiting
to purchase plane tickets turned out to be the right move. By the time Brianna
woke in the morning, Max had a response from his contacts.


“Turns
out Alex is right. Third Eye has sold drones and targeting equipment
recently, but they haven’t transferred the product out of South Africa. It
turns out the exchange was made in a neutral country. The most neutral
country of them all.”


Brianna
and Alex widened their eyes. “Here?” Alex asked. “In Switzerland?”


“In
Switzerland,” Max confirmed, “but not here. Betcha can’t guess where.”


Brianna
thought a moment. Then her eyes widened again. “Don’t tell me.”


“Yep.”


“You
have to be kidding me.”


“I’m
afraid not.”


Brianna
sighed. “Well, that explains why Oracle needed Rudolf Zimmer to die.”


“What
is it?” Alex said, “I don’t understand.”


“Zurich,”
Max explained.


This
time, it was Alex’s turn to be shocked. “Wadjet Labs.”


“Yep.”


“So
the building was active after all,” Alex said.


“And
when you and I caught Zimmer there, we probably interrupted a weapons deal,”
Brianna added.


“That’s
what it looks like. Too late to know that for sure, of course, but it wouldn’t
surprise me if Zimmer was Oracle’s middleman with Third Eye.”


“It’s
a three-hour drive to Zurich,” Alex said. “I’ll drive.”


The
three of them quickly finished their meal and checked out of the inn. As soon
as they were in the car, Max promptly fell asleep. The rough schedule of the
past couple of weeks seemed to finally be catching up to him.


Brianna
had gotten several nights in a row of good rest, but even if she were
exhausted, her mind would be working too hard for her to sleep.


She
turned the case over and over in her head. Oracle was doing this for a purpose.
They knew he wanted to destabilize the region, but why? They knew he wanted to
change the power dynamics of the continent but for who?


Sam
told her to focus on every detail, every little thing that could mean something
in a case. The problem was that all of the details pointed to Oracle being the
one in charge. There was nothing to indicate who she might be working for.


Then
it hit her. That was the answer. That was the detail she had been
missing. She had been missing the fact that nothing was missing. Oracle was
trying to assassinate European leaders and also to forestall the defense
agreement for himself. He was calling all of the shots. He wasn’t an
operative, he was an operator.


“He’s
doing this for himself,” she said out loud.


“Who
is?” Alex asked. “Doing what?”


“Oracle.
He’s not working for anyone or on behalf of anyone. He’s doing all of this for
himself. He wants to decide how Europe is run. He’s creating division by
stalling the defense agreement and creating a power vacuum—or trying to create
one—by assassinating major European leaders.”


“So
he is trying to conquer Europe? Forgive me, amore, but that seems
far-fetched.”


“Everything
about this case seems far-fetched,” Brianna pointed out, “but I don’t mean he’s
trying to crown himself Emperor of Europe. I mean that he’s trying to install
the leaders he wants.”


“So
puppets?”


“Possibly.
Not likely, though. He can’t be foolish enough to expect that the leaders of a
bunch of powerful first world nations are going to answer to a crackpot terrorist.
More than likely, he thinks that replacing these leaders with others of a
different political bent will lead to what he sees as an ideal Europe.”


“And
what does he see as an ideal Europe? A divided one?”


“I
don’t think so,” she said. “I think he wants Europe unified, but not under
these leaders. I think he wants that defense agreement or something similar
ratified, but not until he has the people in power that he wants in power.”


“But
how is he going to convince the populace of this? Assassinating their leaders
won’t win his views any support.”


“It’ll
cause distrust. It’ll cause fear. It’ll cause people to feel unsafe. It’ll
cause some to feel angry. History has shown us what all of those feelings
together will lead to.”


Alex
frowned. “This is a sobering hypothesis. Have you shared this with Director
McLeary?”


“No,”
Brianna said, “I just thought of it now.”


“Call
her,” Alex insisted. “She must pass this information to your government. I will
do the same to my superiors. We need to arm the nations of Europe with
knowledge.”


Brianna
dialed Jane and told her everything. When she finished, Jane said softly, “Oh
my God.”


“Yes.
That’s more or less what I said.”


“I’ll
call Langley,” she said. “This goes beyond just a simple assassination plot.
We’re dealing with something that could uproot democracy in the region. For
now, continue to focus on finding Oracle. I might need to reassign you two in
the near future to another angle on this case. Hell, I might not be the one
calling the shots by this time tomorrow.”


“We’ll
stay the course, ma’am,” Brianna said, “and don’t worry. We’ll stop this guy.
No matter what it takes.”


“Ordinarily,
I would roll my eyes at your naivete and lecture you about the definition of
‘whatever it takes.’ For now, though, I’ll just say good luck, Dagger.”


Brianna
smiled. “Thank you, ma’am. Good luck to you too.”


She
hung up and looked out the window. The tall, snowcapped spires of the Alps
gazed down at her. To Brianna, they looked like the jagged teeth of some
nightmarish monster.











CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE


 


 


For
the second time since this assignment began, Brianna felt a grudging respect
for Oracle. The man wasn’t just her mentor’s equal. He was the greatest threat
Brianna had ever encountered. Even from a distance, he had nearly killed two
world leaders, not to mention Brianna herself and succeeded in killing two
politicians. He had access to cutting-edge military technology, and while he
hadn’t succeeded yet in destabilizing Europe, his actions had already sent
ripples that were felt throughout the entire continent.


And
it hadn’t even been two full weeks yet. She hoped very much to put a stop to
him soon, but a part of her would miss the challenge he represented. 


That
part of her was much smaller than the part of her that wanted to make sure he
spent the rest of his life locked somewhere very deep and very far away from
anyone else. So, she was back in Zurich, preparing to infiltrate Wadjet Labs
and hopefully put a stop to Oracle once and for all.


“That’s
it,” Max said.


Alex
looked out the window and frowned. “Not a very imposing structure, is it?”


“That’s
kind of the point,” Max replied.


Wadjet
Labs remained the least impressive building in a sea of very impressive
buildings, but knowing what was hidden behind those tinted windows and
padlocked gates made it seem far more ominous than its relatively small size
and minimalist architecture suggested. Like Oracle, it hid in plain sight, and
millions of people passed it every day without ever knowing the dark secrets
hidden inside.


“You
go in, you take pictures, you get out,” Max said. “No rabbit holes, no wild
goose chases, no, ‘hey, wait, let me do this really quickly.’ This is not a
time to be reckless, Bri.”


“I
read you loud and clear, Jane,” Brianna quipped.


“This
isn’t a time to joke either,” Max said, not returning her humor. “This is the
most dangerous thing you’ve ever done, and I don’t care if you’re the world
parkour superspy champion. What’s behind those doors isn’t a drone with
semi-active targeting and a short-barreled rifle. There are very dangerous
people inside there who will kill you.”


There
were dangerous people everywhere Brianna went who would kill her. That was true
long before she became a CIA operative, and it would remain true long after she
retired.


But
she didn’t argue with him. “I understand,” she said.


“Do
you, Amore?” Alex asked.


She
was touched by the concern on his face but their insistence on treating her
like she was made of porcelain was starting to annoy her. She sighed and said,
“I understand. I’ll be careful.”


“Why
do I fear that word means something different to you than it does to me?” Alex
groused.


“Because
you’re a worry wart,” Brianna replied, “and that’s one of the reasons I love
you.”


His
eyes widened at the phrase. Brianna was shocked herself, so she left the car
before she could dwell on what had just happened.


Well,
hey, if she was really walking to her death, at least she had told Alex how she
felt before she died.


She
reached the building, walking nonchalantly and looking for an entrance. Behind
the building was a small lot with a fifteen-foot fence topped with three feet
of razor wire and several cameras.


There
was only one way over that wouldn’t reveal her to the cameras. She looked
around to make sure no one was watching, then quickly scaled the wall. The leap
over the razor wire was tense, but she landed on the other side without injury.


Getting
into the building was another problem. The cameras covered nearly every square
inch of the building. If she was going to get inside without being seen, the
only way in was through the roof.


She
crouched low and darted for the one possible blind spot, a stretch of wall
between the exterior fence and the side entrance. When she reached it, she
carefully pressed herself against the wall and waited to see if armed guards
would come rushing out.


When
a minute passed and no alarms sounded and no guards came out firing, she scaled
the wall, carefully finding handholds and footholds in the narrow windowsills
and small cracks in the building’s façade.


The
roof was typical of most industrial buildings she had seen. Massive HVAC units
dominated the topography. Interestingly, they made no sound. She guessed that
the motors were designed to operate stealthily so the building appeared
unoccupied.


There
was only one way into the building from the roof, a hatch near the back of the
roof. The hatch opened to reveal a ladder that dropped into a narrow,
windowless room. From the looks of the room, it existed only to allow access to
the roof, and possibly as extra storage space. Right now, the only items stored
were a few hand tools that lay scattered around with no sign of even the most
rudimentary attempt at organization.


A
sinking feeling hit her. Not all laboratories were pinnacles of organization,
but most of them made at least an attempt at it. Even if this was only a roof
access room, the likelihood of a few hammers, wrenches and screwdrivers just
sitting around for no reason was low.


When
she looked through the window on the top of the door, her heart dropped. The
building looked empty. Empty crates and a few more hand tools indicated that it
had been used, and the lack of dust indicated it had been used recently, but
there was no sign of weaponry or drone parts.


When
she opened the door and walked inside, she almost hoped to hear cries of shock
or snarls of rage. Even the hum of machinery would be welcome. Anything to
suggest that Oracle hadn’t escaped before they had a chance to stop him.


But
the building remained empty. She entered onto a wraparound corridor similar to
a theater’s mezzanine that overlooked a central room that she speculated held
manufacturing equipment until recently. Judging by the size, it was large
enough to work on three drones at once. Assuming that was all they worked on
here. With no evidence, she couldn’t know that they worked on anything.


Her
radio buzzed. “How’s it look?” Max asked.


“Empty.”


“Empty?
You mean of people?”


“People,
weapons, evidence. Completely empty. They’ve cleared out.”


“Damn
it,” Max swore. “They knew we were coming.”


"Looks
like it,” Brianna said, “or they finally exhausted their resources and chose to
pull out. Either way, there’s nothing here.”


“How
do they empty the place without being noticed? There’s no way they clear it of
people, parts and tools without someone pointing it out.”


“I
don’t know,” Brianna replied. “I see a few empty crates here, so I’m thinking
they either destroyed everything or disassembled it and packed it up, then
carried it out and loaded it on trucks.”


“But
how does no one ask, ‘Gee, why are there a bunch of trucks parked outside, and
who are those people loading a ton of stuff into said trucks?’”


“If
they were waste management trucks, people might just assume that the owners
were finally clearing out the building so it can be demolished. They might even
have gotten official permission to do that from the government. Wadjet Labs
used to be contracted with the Swiss military. I don’t know if it’s the same in
Europe as it is in the United States, but there are condemned warehouses that
sit for years sometimes before people come in to clean it out.”


Max
sighed. “The point is there’s nothing useful.”


“I’ll
look around,” she said, “but right now, it doesn’t look like it.”


“Damn
it. Well, see what you can dig up. I’ll start writing the email to Jane that
says we just wasted everyone’s time.”


Normally,
Brianna would be the pessimistic one and Max would be the one calming her down.
Hearing him talk like this only reinforced the frustration they both felt.


The
side of the mezzanine that didn’t overlook the empty lab contained a series of
rooms like the one that led to the roof, though without the ladder of course.
Two of the rooms were bathrooms and one appeared to be a small kitchen, but
other than that, the rooms were all of similar size and shape. Probably offices
or multipurpose rooms.


Each
room offered the same lack of anything useful. All she found was the occasional
abandoned tool, small piles of office supplies, torn cardboard boxes and coffee
stains.


When
she finished looking through the second floor, she vaulted the railing to the
laboratory. There were no offices on this floor. The lab/factory extended from
wall to wall. She counted a half dozen folding tables and an equal amount of
chairs, but a quick inspection showed nothing of interest.


She
sighed and tapped her earpiece. “All right. This was a waste of time. I’m on
my…


Her
voice trailed off when she noticed a sheet of paper on top of one of the
tables. She wasn’t sure what exactly about the paper caught her eye. Maybe it was
the fact that it was the only thing here that wasn’t smashed, crumpled or
damaged in some way. Maybe it was the fact that it was weighed down by a monkey
wrench that appeared to have been placed there deliberately to hold it down.


She
walked over to it and picked it up. It was a note. It read: ORACLE SEES YOU.
UNTIL NEXT TIME.


Underneath
the message was the symbol of Wadjet, the uppermost circle drawn to appear like
an eye.


“Brianna?”
Max said over her earpiece. “Bri?”


“It
looks like he was expecting us after all,” Brianna said tightly. “He left us a
farewell note.”


“What?
What note?”


She
shared the message, and Max laughed bitterly. “How did he disappear so quickly?
It doesn’t make any sense.  swear to God, that man is a ghost.”


Brianna
suppressed a shiver. “Yeah,” she said. “A ghost.”











EPILOGUE


 


 


Five
and a half thousand miles away, a man watched on a tablet as an athletic woman
with fiery red hair opened the door to a defunct weapons lab and scaled the
fence. She easily vaulted the razor wire, and though the camera embedded in the
building’s wall couldn’t see beyond that, the man had no doubt that she landed
gracefully on the other side.


Her
physical prowess was impressive, but it was her mental acuity that surprised
and impressed him. From what he knew of her, she was driven and unshakeable,
but not particularly skilled at the nuance of intelligence work. This made her
an excellent counteragent and should she ever develop the taste for it, would
make her an equally outstanding assassin.


This
was the first time, to his knowledge, that she had shown the ability to
interpret and analyze evidence to uncover an enemy’s motives and forecast their
actions. It made his task considerably more difficult.


Still,
he was confident he would succeed. Europe had only been the beginning. It would
have been preferable for him to succeed in his assassinations and forestall the
defense agreement, but he could make do without it. It had served its primary
purpose: to test the global intelligence community’s—and especially the
CIA’s—ability to respond to a massive, distributed threat.


Dagger
had done well, and her partner, Turner had likewise performed admirably, but
the overall response revealed numerous cracks he could exploit. The system was,
as he had deduced years ago, broken. He just needed to find a way around the
one real obstacle placed in his way.


He
was confident he had that way. The person he had recently recruited into his
fold was unstable, but easily manipulated, and so, easily controlled. With a
little direction, she could represent a threat far greater and more widespread
than a few assassinations. More than a pair of CIA operatives could handle, he
was sure.


“Sir?
More wine?”


He
turned to the server and smiled. “Yes, thank you, but could you send it to my
room?”


She
lifted an eyebrow. “Your room? You’ll miss the sunset.”


“I’m
fortunate to have a lovely view from my balcony. I can see everything from
there.”


She
returned a smile and said, “Very well, sir. I’ll inform the sommelier.”


“Thank
you.”


She
left, and he took a deep breath of the cool sea air, then stood and headed
upstairs. His thoughts returned to the bold CIA operative with the fiery hair,
and his smile widened.


Until
next time, Brianna Dagger.
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