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CHAPTER ONE


Toliara, Madagascar

Knox slipped his only five toes into the sand and stared at the outrigger fending off waves from the incoming tide. He wasn’t fond of getting sand into his prosthetic leg, but sometimes it couldn’t be helped. And while there may have been a dozen other ways to approach his impending operation, trudging through the sand was unavoidable.

A sail, tattered but patched together, snapped in the wind over the vessel held steady by Henri and Jean-Pierre, a pair of Vezo fisherman who were moonlighting as tour guides for a last-minute sunset voyage. After Knox glanced at his fellow operator Rico and gave him a knowing nod, the two men waded toward the rickety boat. They slung their rucksacks into the shallow hull and climbed aboard with the help of the two nomadic fishermen, who were standing in the waist-deep water The outrigger could charitably described as “full of character”, marked as it was by gashes and nicks and notches all up and down the hull, and Knox wondered if it would make the five-mile journey up the coast. The boards used for seating were splitting and the mast wobbled with the slightest gust of wind. But given such a short window to nab infamous bomb maker Ashton Currie, Knox didn’t have time to assemble a bigger team, let alone acquire the necessary equipment. This mission was sparked by opportunity, a rare chance to capture “Mr. Ashes”, the bomb maker’s self-designated nickname, while he was working at a remote lab along the Madagascan coast. And the operation’s success depended on creativity and ingenuity rather than superior technology.

Currie had last been seen at the Toliara lab seven years ago, but surveillance cameras set up there after his last visit had finally vindicated the CIA’s decision to wait for his return. All Knox and his team had to do now was detain Currie.

A salty breeze brought a welcome respite from the day’s unrelenting heat, but stirred up the embedded smell of fish guts in the boat. Knox removed his cap and mopped his brow with the back of his sleeve while scanning the coastline. Another gust of wind created substantial momentum, giving Knox hope that they would make it to the facility.

Rico, his leg bouncing rhythmically as he surveyed the vast body of water to the west, turned and eyed Knox.

“How are you holding up?” Rico asked.

Knox grunted and looked off in the distance. He drew in a deep breath and exhaled before answering. He needed a moment to think.

“I’m trying to stay calm,” Knox said.

Trying was the key word. The truth was, he hadn’t slept much since learning about the mission and the opportunity he had to avenge the murder of his childhood friend, Austin Whitaker. A bomb had exploded at a Bali nightclub where Austin was vacationing at a resort with his family, just weeks after Austin’s graduation from Iowa State. Austin had been the one to encourage Knox to enter the Army when they were in high school. Now, Knox could make the bomb maker pay dearly.

“Just don’t forget that Banks wants us to bring Currie back alive,” Rico said, patting Knox on the back.

Knox didn’t break his thousand-yard stare. “I haven’t forgotten.”

But Knox still wasn’t sure what he’d do the moment he cast a menacing gaze on Currie. He knew what he would like to do.

I want to kill him with my bare hands.

Knox knew that going rogue on his first big mission for his new boss, National Director of Intelligence Camille Banks, was ill-advised. But she hadn’t been there for the closed-casket funeral, for the memorial service that was marked by pained weeping from Austin’s mother, his sister, and his fiancee. When Knox had signed up for the Army, he never thought he’d get a chance to avenge Austin’s death. He thought he’d just protect people from having to endure that kind of anguish, that raw grief that hollows out a person’s soul. But here he was, with a chance to do both.

Even after Knox had retired from the U.S. Army, he hadn’t forgotten about Currie. Details from the South African’s life had been seared into his mind. According to the Army’s psychological profile on Currie, he’d been a model young man, raised in a loving home. His father pastored an Anglican church in Cape Town and was well-respected in the city. Rev. James Currie had worked hard to cultivate a diverse congregation, serving as a bellwether for racial reconciliation in a land that had been rent in two by apartheid and the fallout since it had ended.

That had also painted a target on the reverend’s back, making him a chief enemy among those who’d lost their power. But it was the bomb that exploded while Rev. Currie was in the pulpit that embittered his son. After losing his father, Currie lost his hope in humanity as well as the divine — a fact he made well known in the manifestos he published online. However, in a twisted way, it also sparked an interest in bomb making, creating a heartless and soulless man hellbent on wreaking havoc for his own sick pleasure. And not even for a cause. For money.

Knox could only see Currie as pure evil. Nothing would change that.

As they sliced through the choppy waters, Knox thought about Currie just a few miles away. He still wasn’t sure what he was going to do when he saw the heartless bastard. Knox had buried those emotions long ago, but the closer the boat got, the more the pain was dredged up.

Stay calm. Stay focused.

Makenzie Hall’s voice crackled over the comms, snapping him out of his spiraling anger.

“You boys have an ETA yet?” she said. “I’m wondering if I have enough time to snag a plate of this roast pork that a vendor’s selling on the sidewalk.”

“Don’t go anywhere,” Knox said, with a growl.

“What he means is that we’ll all get some together after we complete the operation,” Rico said.

Knox glanced at Rico, who gave him a pleading look with his eyes.

“Rico’s right,” Knox said, his tone softening. “I’m just a little hungry right now. Maybe a little on edge, too.”

“I get it,” she said. “We’re all on edge right now, throwing together an op like this so quickly. Doesn’t matter though. Mr. Ashes doesn’t stand a chance.”

“Damn right,” Rico said.

Makenzie had been designated as the getaway driver, parking their SUV a couple of minutes away from the gated entrance to the lab. Though Banks had put her through some training, Knox knew she wasn’t truly field ready. At least, not yet. She’d made great strides in the weeks since she signed on to join him on the team, but she wasn’t properly trained to handle the rigors of an operation, especially for ones that went sideways. And if there was one thing Knox had learned as an Army Ranger, it was that nothing ever went as planned. If anything ever did start panning out exactly as they drew it up, that was when Knox would become really worried, and prepare himself for the bottom to fall out.

Frederico Garcia, who went by Rico, was a seasoned veteran, having served alongside Knox in the Army. Even before their escapades trying to hunt down Col. Ballard — the man who’d tried to cover up his own crimes by using Knox to murder Rico — Knox knew he could count on Rico. They’d forged a deep bond, one that Knox considered unbreakable. And that made for a nearly unstoppable team in the field.

However, Knox was still nervous about approaching Currie. The shortened timeline for planning was nagging at him, and Knox was reviewing everything in his mind, wondering if he’d forgotten something.

As Henri and Jean-Pierre navigated around a bend in the coastline, the Louis Laurent Laboratory came into view, its lights shining like a beacon perched on a rocky ridge. The soft limestone halfway up the fifty-meter tall rock created hazardous conditions for climbing, leaving it virtually unguarded. And Knox and Rico weren’t planning on climbing it, either — they intended to soar.

Knox coaxed the fishermen to get as close as possible to the base of the rock, but high tide meant they couldn’t get too close, or else they’d be dashed against the boulders just above the surface.

“No more,” Henri said, waving his hands emphatically while Jean-Pierre tended to the sail. “We go closer, we lose our boat.” His intense gaze sent a clear message to Knox: This was the end of the line.

Knox thanked the two fishermen as he retrieved the grappling gun from his rucksack. They were still fifteen meters from the rocky shore, meaning Knox’s ascent up the cliff wouldn’t be without extra challenges.

“Are you insane?” Rico asked, staring slack-jawed at Knox.

“This is the only way up,” Knox said, as he pulled on his gloves.

“We can wade in a little closer.”

Knox shook his head.

“If we go in there soaking wet, we’ll never get out. At the best, they’ll hear us sloshing as we try to sneak down the hall.”

Knox turned and fired his grappling hook toward a fence cordoning off the property at the top of the ridge. The hook caught and Knox pulled the line taut.

“See you at the top,” he said.

Knox jumped in the air, activating the reel. The machine whined as the pulley hoisted him toward the top, his feet hovering just inches above the waves. However, the tactic wasn’t flawless. As Knox was drawn toward the top, he was also turned into a natural pendulum, unable to escape the law of physics. After a few seconds, he slammed into the side of the cliff, his shoulder absorbing the brunt of the impact.

He grimaced as the reel slowed for a moment, due to the jerking motion, before resuming his ascent. Seconds later, he looked down to see Rico enduring the same punishment, followed by a string of expletives directed at Knox.

Knox smiled, knowing he’d never hear the end of Rico’s whining.

Once Knox reached the top he disengaged the grappling hook and returned it to his ruck. Moments later, Rico joined him.

“If Mr. Ashes doesn’t kill you, I might finish you off myself,” Rico quipped.

“When did you get softer than cotton candy in the rain?” Knox fired back.

Rico narrowed his eyes. “You know I’ll go to hell and back for you, but that was insane.”

“Well, we’re here, aren’t we?”

Mackenzie’s voice came over the comms. “Do I need to separate you two?”

“You almost had to separate me from a rock,” Rico said. “But I think I’ll live.”

“Good,” she said. “Glad to know you made it. I’ll be waiting for your signal. But hurry it up, my stomach is growling so loud, I think I’m trapped in this SUV with a bear.”

“Working on it,” Knox said.

Knox and Rico took a moment to review their plan. They’d been able to get schematics of the Laurent facility and received solid intel regarding the location of Currie’s lab. The back of the building was only about twenty meters from the fence, leaving a short distance to sprint down a corridor that appeared to have the least amount of security camera coverage. And with the setting sun beaming onto the backside of the property, it would make identifying them challenging for even the most fastidious security guard.

“Ready?” Knox asked.

Rico nodded.

They scrambled over the fence and hustled up to the sprawling one-story building. Rico boosted Knox onto the roof. He tied a rope around his waist and dropped it down to help Rico get to the top. A minute later, they had repacked their sacks and were standing in front of the opening to the HVAC unit.

Knox removed the screws and prepared to enter the ventilation duct.

“Wait for my signal,” Knox said. “I want to make sure Currie’s actually here.”

Knox rolled into a prone position before belly crawling his way through the ducts. After a couple of minutes, he’d managed to worm his way to the grate opening over Currie’s lab. Knox leaned forward over the space, squinting as he strained to hear the conversation. A few seconds passed before Currie dismissed a young man wearing a white lab coat, leaving Mr. Ashes all alone in the room.

Currie sauntered across the room and put on a pair of headphones. Then he walked up to a desk and lit a Bunsen burner. Knox hesitated, realizing how smoothly the operation was going. He didn’t want to ignore what he’d always considered red flags. But he decided to push forward, shrugging off notions that were grounded in little more than superstition.

Knox carefully removed the screws from the grate and quietly slid it aside, creating a gaping hole. Then he waited for the right moment to drop down and surprise Currie.

“Are you in?” Rico asked, over the comms.

“Almost,” Knox whispered. “Stand by.”

Then Currie pulled up a stool, sat in front of his Bunsen burner and donned a pair of goggles.

Knox seized his opportunity, easing feet first through the hole and landing with a soft thud on a large metal plate. As quiet as he thought he’d been, he still arrested Currie’s attention, despite his headphones. The bomb maker slowly turned, his gaze meeting Knox’s.

“Don’t even think about moving,” Knox said, his weapon already trained on Currie.

Currie slid off his headphones, letting them hang around his neck. He chuckled and slowly shook his head.

“Make sure you take your own advice,” Currie said, in his thick South African accent.

Knox looked down and studied the industrialized steel plate.

“That’s right,” Currie said. “You’re standing on a bomb. Well, technically, you’re standing on a pressure plate, but there’s a bomb underneath you. If you move⁠—”

Currie made an explosive sound with his mouth, his hands flying apart in a gesture emulating a bomb detonating.

“I only wish I could stick around to see it,” Currie said, “though I’m sure I’ll get a glimpse of it on the security cameras.”

He turned and walked toward the door.

“Don’t go anywhere,” Knox said. “All it takes is⁠—”

“I know, I know. One little twitch of your trigger finger and I’ve got a bullet in my back or my head,” Currie said, waving dismissively. “I’ve heard it all before. And maybe you will, but I’m going to take my chances. Because I also know if you fire a shot at me, the device you’re standing on will also be triggered by loud noises.”

Knox looked down, inspecting the plate again as if he thought there was a way to neutralize it.

“You could take your chances too, of course,” Currie said, “but I know it wouldn’t go well for you. Your government has tried this route on me before, and I vowed to turn to ash anyone who attempted that trick again. And here you are. So unimaginative. So disappointing.”

Currie gave Knox a mocking wave and then glided into the hallway.

“Good luck,” Currie shouted. His shoes clopped against the tile floor, echoing in the empty corridor.

“I’m coming for you,” Rico said.

“No. No, you’re not,” Knox said. “I’m standing on a pressure plate and⁠—”

“I heard the whole thing,” Rico said. “You left your channel open.”

“See if you can catch Currie before he leaves.”

“I’m not leaving you.”

Knox muttered a few expletives under his breath while he scanned the room in search of a way to satisfy the pressure plate. He needed to make an even exchange and do so seamlessly. But finding any object equivalent to his two-hundred-twenty-pound frame and his thirty pounds of gear wasn’t easy.

However, he had to move fast, or else the opportunity to catch the elusive Mr. Ashes would vanish.

There was a lab bench with wheels in the middle of the room. He strained to see the brand name etched on it. He pulled out his phone and looked it up, guessing which model it was, and then sought out the weight. The heavy duty table checked in at five-hundred-and-fifty pounds.

Perfect.

Knox removed his grappling gun from his ruck and used the hook to wrangle one of the legs. He pulled it to him and prepared to make the exchange. Knox took a deep breath and readied himself to make the exchange, knowing it had to be nearly perfect.

Knox counted down in his head.

Three … two … one …

He yanked hard on the table, pulling it toward him and rolling aside as half the table landed on the pressure plate with a thud. Knox scrambled for cover behind one of the work stations, bracing for an explosion. But instead, all he heard was the mocking sound of Currie’s laugh, a pre-recorded one, blaring through the room’s overhead speakers.

Knox cursed as he raced toward the exit.

“You still alive?” Rico asked, as he skidded to a stop.

“I thought I told you to meet me at the entrance,” Knox growled.

“And I told you I’m not leaving you. We’ve got to stick together.” Then Rico paused before asking the obvious question. “What the hell happened?”

“It was a prank,” Knox said. “There wasn’t a bomb. It was all a big joke to Currie.”

“Well, I’ll tell you what’s not a joke. The bastard has disappeared.”

“He’s already left?”

“Yeah, I saw him as I was running across the roof.”

As they rounded the corner, they encountered two guards. Knox took the one on the left, while Rico engaged the one on the right. They were under strict orders not to kill anyone unless absolutely necessary, in order to avoid an international incident. Knox drove his guard against the wall before slamming his head against it a couple of times and rendering him unconscious. He turned in time to see Rico bludgeon the guard with a fire extinguisher.

“We’ve gotta move,” Knox said. “Kenz, where are you?”

“I’ll be there in fifteen seconds.” Then Knox heard the screeching of tires.

“Check that,” she said. “Looks like I’m being cut off by a funeral procession.”

“In the middle of the street?” Knox asked, as he put his shoulder into the front door and exited the lab.

“Sorry, guys. I can’t disrespect these people.”

Knox turned to Rico. “Which way did Currie go?”

“I saw him running north along this main street, heading toward a black BMW.”

Knox turned and sprinted north.

“What the hell, Knox? We need to stick together.”

“Then catch up,” Knox said, over the comms, before he found an old motorcycle chained to a metal fence.

Knox looked around and then drew his weapon and fired at the chain, splintering it and freeing the bike. He straddled the seat and hotwired the bike, the engine clattering to life. He roared off in the direction Rico had last seen Currie headed. Knox rode one block, then looked down a maze of streets, standing on the pegs to get a better view. A black BMW was swerving around other vehicles, heading south.

“I found him,” Knox said. He goosed the accelerator and took off. “Is my tracker working?”

“I see you,” Makenzie said. “And now I see Rico.”

“At least someone on this team still believes in teamwork,” Rico hissed.

“Well, stop whining about it and come join me,” Knox said. “Currie looks like he’s heading south for Route 7. If he makes it there, I won’t be able to catch him.”

“But maybe we will,” Rico said.

Knox zipped along a mix of cobblestone and dirt streets, evading rickshaws and street vendors schlepping their carts home as dusk fell. He beeped his weak horn, a pathetic pronouncement for his impending presence. But he held the throttle as wide open as he could while navigating the tight roadways. And within a couple of minutes, he’d pulled up behind Currie.

As Currie approached the next intersection, he looked in his rearview mirror and seemed to understand that he was being pursued. Currie stomped on the gas and tore off through a crowded intersection. He smashed two cars, making an opening. But a block later, he found himself hemmed in.

Knox, who’d stayed with Currie, drew his weapon and dismounted. The bomb maker raised his hands, appearing to surrender. But then he jammed his foot on the accelerator and lurched forward. Knox turned toward his bike in time to see it demolished by a dump truck, which kicked it aside.

Then Rico skidded to a stop next to Knox. “Get in,” he said.

Knox climbed into the backseat.

“Nice of you to join us,” Makenzie said. “I thought we were gonna have to do this alone.”

“Don’t let Rico poison you,” Knox said.

The SUV engine roared as it continued its pursuit. Rico expertly handled the tight turns and cramped lanes, staying close behind.

“The highway is just up here,” Makenzie said.

“If he gets on Route 7, we’re toast,” Knox said.

Rico glared at Knox in the rearview mirror.

“Thanks for the reminder,” he said.

“That’s what I’m here for, apparently.”

“How about you take care of Currie?” Rico said.

Knox brandished his gun.

“Remember, Banks said she wanted him alive.”

Knox closed his eyes for a moment, envisioning putting Currie’s smirking face right in his sights and pulling the trigger. It wouldn’t have meant a successful mission, but at least there would be justice for Austin.

No, stick to the mission.

Knox blinked hard and then zeroed in on Currie. “See if you can get up next to him,” he said.

Before Rico could reply, Currie poked a gun out of his window and began firing. His first two shots missed the SUV entirely, but the third one spidered the windshield, making it nearly impossible to see out of. Rico rolled his window down and poked his head out the side so he could see. Meanwhile, Makenzie kicked at the glass with both feet until it finally gave way, the wind forcing the shards inside, littering the cabin with tiny pieces.

Then Currie fired two more shots, one of them hitting the engine block. The SUV began to smoke.

“Get up beside him or it’s over,” Knox said.

Rico set his jaw and slammed on the accelerator. In a matter of seconds, he was inches away from Currie’s vehicle, the two of them racing side by side down the road, Rico speeding straight toward oncoming traffic.

“Whatever you’re gonna do, Knox, you need to do it now.”

Knox climbed through the window on the back passenger side and then stopped, sitting on his haunches on the door frame. Then he dove onto Currie’s car, grasping at anything to keep him from sliding off. He grabbed the inside of the window frame before a bullet penetrated the roof of the car.

Only one bullet left.

Knox rolled to the other side, drawing fire again. Another shot also missing its mark. He looked behind him to see Rico getting on his brakes and swerving in behind Currie.

As they approached the next intersection, Currie took a sharp turn, nearly forcing Knox off the roof. He clung on with one hand, his arm burning, his heart pounding. As the car straightened out and headed south onto Route 7, Knox righted himself, solidifying his position again.

The BMW lurched forward as the more open road afforded Currie a chance to outrun the SUV.

It’s now or never.

Knox placed both hands inside the driver’s side window and swung into the vehicle, his feet slamming hard against Currie’s head. The blow from Knox’s titanium prosthetic was more than sufficient to render him unconscious as he slumped to the side. As he let go of the steering wheel, the car careened off the road.

Knox grabbed the wheel as he scrambled inside, steering it back onto the roadway and then slowing down. He pulled over on the shoulder and scrambled out of the car. Rico came to a stop behind him and rushed toward the BMW with his weapon drawn. Knox motioned for him to lower his gun.

“He’s out,” Knox said. He bent over, trying to steady his breathing.

Makenzie joined them and peered inside the car at the unconscious Currie.

“Great teamwork, everybody,” she said.

Knox sighed.

“Okay, okay,” he said. “I get it. Message received loud and clear.”

Rico slapped Knox on the back.

“Good. Now let’s give Director Banks the good news.”

Knox thumbed a quick message to Banks and then they secured Currie, moving him as discreetly as possible as cars whizzed past them.

Makenzie stopped and stared at the SUV, which had several dents and two side mirrors dangling tenuously, to go along with a missing windshield and a bullet-riddled hood and fender.

“I think it’s safe to say that we’re not getting our deposit back,” she said with a chuckle.

“But at least we’re not coming back empty-handed,” Rico said. He piled into the backseat next to Currie. “I’ll let you drive this time, Knox.”

“How thoughtful of you, Rico. Now I’ll get to zip back to town with the wind searing my face.” Knox turned to Makenzie. “You riding shotgun?”

“I think I’ll sit in the back and keep these two company.”

Knox shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

Knox twisted the key as the engine ignited. He whipped the car around and drove back to town, squinting as his hair blew violently in the wind. They returned to the airfield where their jet was waiting for them. After they’d boarded and prepared to take off, Knox’s phone buzzed with a call from Banks.

“I wanted to call and thank the three of you for a job well done,” she said. “I trust the operation went smoothly.”

“There’s no such thing,” Knox said. “Missions are either completed or not.”

“Was it that difficult?” she asked, laughing softly.

“That’s one way to put it.”

“Well, a zero body count and a successful mission has President Lewis in a good mood,” Banks said. “He told me that we’ve more or less got a blank check to get what we need to go after The Consortium.”

Knox relaxed, his face easing into a grin. He exhaled and finally felt an inkling of joy for the first time since he last led a hike on his camp in Montana.

He also felt a twinge of guilt for it.

“Let’s keep the president happy,” he said. “Let’s go hunting.”


CHAPTER TWO


Washington, D.C

President Lewis wove back and forth as he dribbled the ball up the court, hounded by Terrence Glover, a former NBA point guard. At age 52, Lewis refused to resign himself to sports of leisure. He craved the kind of activity that required cardiovascular fitness, unlike the string of septuagenarians who had occupied the White House before him. And during his campaign, he even promised voters they would never see him photographed on a golf course, vowing to bring vim and vigor back to the Oval Office.

Lewis whipped a bounce pass to one of his aides on the wing before spinning and using a screen set by another teammate to get open. The aide flung the ball back to an open Lewis behind the three-point arc, where he knocked down the long-range shot.

“I believe that’s game, gentlemen,” Lewis said, with a wide grin.

Glover put his hands on his hips and shook his head. “They told me to let you win,” he said, eyeing Lewis. “But I ignored them and still lost.”

“For your pride’s sake, you can tell your friends that you went easy on me,” Lewis said. “And they’ll probably believe you. It’s not like I went to Duke on a basketball scholarship.”

Glover furrowed his brow.

“Seriously?” he asked, cocking his head.

Lewis nodded. “Just don’t ask me if I ever got in any games.”

The two men laughed and shook hands before Lewis caught a towel from one of his aides while walking off the court.

Ryan Tanner, Lewis’s new chief of staff, ran a hand through his hair and let out a breath through puffed cheeks. In his other hand, he clutched a tablet.

“Did any of your assistants get footage of that last shot?” Lewis asked, hoping to postpone the bad news he could tell he was about to receive.

Tanner shook his head.

“That was good,” he said, nodding to the court before holding out the tablet for Lewis. “But this isn’t.”

Lewis mopped his face with the towel as he took the device from his chief of staff.

“Do I really want to see this?” Lewis asked.

“Just tap the screen.”

Lewis dried his hands on the side of his shorts before complying. A second later, the face of Derrick Hilton, the popular podcaster of the show “The Hilt of Truth” and self-proclaimed investigative journalist, filled the screen. He stared menacingly at the camera as he introduced the topic of his show.

“President Lewis has a sterling reputation and had largely avoided any damaging scandals,” Hilton said, his gaze steely. “But on this episode of ‘The Hilt of Truth’, I’ll offer up a reason why. And be prepared to be shocked.”

Lewis tapped the screen, pausing the video.

“What is this?”

“Just keep watching,” Tanner said.

Lewis sighed and followed suit. After the intro music played, with an accompanying montage of images of Hilton interviewing guests both in studio and out in the field, Hilton returned, his tone somber.

“What I’m about to tell you is one of the biggest secrets in Washington,” Hilton began. “So much so, hardly any of the more than two dozen people I interviewed for this episode were aware of the president’s sordid past and the way he came to power. Contrary to Lewis’s image, which has been foisted on the American people by his expert handlers, there’s a seedy underbelly to the rainmakers forcing Lewis to act on behalf of special interest groups.”

Lewis paused the video and handed the tablet back to Tanner.

“This is absurd,” the president said. “He’s just trying to increase engagement for his show’s demographic of certifiable nut jobs.”

“Maybe, but we need to be prepared to issue a response, in case your communications team gets asked about Hilton’s accusations. And who’s to say you won’t these questions fired at you during an upcoming presser, too?”

Lewis stroked his chin, mind whirring about how seriously to take the claims of a fringe podcaster. As a veteran of managing the media, he understood how they ticked. They would largely ignore a story ginned up by someone who didn’t possess what journalists considered acceptable bona fides. To give credence to a self-proclaimed journalist would be to validate them.

“Has any of the major media outlets picked this up?” Lewis asked.

“Not yet, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they did.”

“No one is eager to give this guy the attention he’s so desperately craving. Today’s journalism has strayed so far from its moorings that it has to be guaranteed to attract a massive audience before any reporter would even look into claims like this. And then when the claims are proven false, they aren’t going to amass a ton of clicks with a story discrediting an unknown podcaster. It’s two non-stories in one, sucking dry time and resources while competitors chase the next golden goose.”

“You seem pretty confident about this, sir.”

Lewis shrugged. “After you’ve been around long enough, you never see new tricks — just new dogs doing the same old tricks. It’s predictable, really.”

“So, you want me to just ignore it? Just like the mainstream media?”

“Of course,” Lewis said. “Don’t in-dignify this office by giving The Lilt of Lies the attention he’s seeking.”

“The Lilt of Lies?” Tanner said with an arched eyebrow. “That’s a good one, sir. I think your communications team might like to use that zinger.”

“Only if we ever must address these claims,” Lewis said. “But until then, just let this story blow over like the dozen or so others manufactured by my political opponents.”

“It’s your show.”

“Now, I’ve got a meeting to run, to with real issues to discuss,” Lewis said. “We’ll circle back later, and I’ll catch you up to speed on what Moller and I discuss.”

Lewis hustled back to his private quarters to show and change quickly before his next meeting, an important one with the CEO of Fortress Oil, Dan Moller.

A half-hour later, Lewis was standing at the wet bar in his West Wing office and filling a pair of tumblers with bourbon. He corked the bottle and ambled back over to Moller. The oil tycoon muttered his thanks and took a sip before gulping down the entire glass.

“Need another one?” Lewis asked.

“More than a stiff drink, I need you to get a stiff backbone and deal with those bastards screwing with my oil tankers in the Middle East,” Moller said, his gravelly voice sharp.

Lewis took a deep breath and picked up the report on the coffee table. He’d been through it several times, as well as briefed by his national security advisors over the situation brewing in the Gulf of Aden, just off the southern coast of Yemen. A growing group of terrorists comprised of Houthis had become more than just a menace to some of the shipping magnates trying to move goods through the Red Sea corridor and into the Gulf of Aden. These modern-day pirates had modified and perfected their tactics for seizing control of defenseless boats. When the problem became an epidemic, Lewis ordered U.S. Naval ships to patrol the waters along the coast of Middle Eastern countries.

But the terrorists had adapted, getting more creative at divvying up the U.S. Navy’s limited resources in the region. The Houthis would launch several ships at once toward unprotected targets, waiting to see which ones would catch the U.S. Navy’s attention. Once committed to a target, the Houthis would launch more ships, all aimed at picking off the unprotected ship in the channel. Before the U.S. Navy could reverse course, the tanker or cargo ship would be under full control of the Houthis, and leaving the open waters with a sizable convoy.

While a handful of U.S. companies had lost millions of dollars worth of products, Moller, a substantial donor and fundraiser for the president, was the first to demand Lewis do something about the situation. And because of Moller’s standing, Lewis knew he couldn’t brush off the CEO, especially as the issue neared a crisis point.

Lewis made a show of dropping the documents back on the coffee table and then eyed Moller.

“I’ve been looking at all our options, Dan. It’s not that I don’t want to do something, but it’s a political quagmire that I’m not sure I’m willing to wade into right now.”

“Send a couple more destroyers over there and blow the little piss ants out of the water,” Moller said. “Deliver a message they’d understand.”

“If only it was that easy.”

“You’re the president of the damn United States of America. It really is that easy. You launch them into oblivion, and dare anyone else to mess with U.S. interests abroad. Inaction on your part will only embolden them. They’ll think you’re weak.”

Lewis leaned forward. “I understand where you’re coming from — I really do. But you’ve got to understand that not everyone welcomes our presence over there. If we don’t tread carefully, we might be making a mountain out of a molehill. We lose a few ships here and there that insurance policies will cover, but we’ll avoid sparking an international conflict.”

“Don’t you understand we’ve already got a conflict over there? They’re stealing from us and mocking us in the process.”

“They’re just testing our limits.”

“And costing me — costing this country — millions in the process. And after they’ve decided that they can steal from us in that way, they’ll expand their operation. They’ll buy better equipment, turn their fighters into an elite force, and garner support from other bad actors in the region. And then your problem will grow. But maybe by then, it won’t be your problem.”

“What do you mean?”

“You might be long gone from office, but you’ll be leaving behind a mess for someone else to clean up.”

Lewis bristled at Moller’s insinuation, but chose not to read too much into the comment. “Sending more destroyers into the gulf would definitely be seen as an escalation of the situation. So, do you have any other suggestions?”

Moller shrugged and pursed his lips, pondering the question for a moment.

“You can always send in an elite team,” he said. “It won’t make the show of force I think is necessary to put an end to these shenanigans, but the word will slowly spread. The tanker chugs out of their little Yemeni hideout leaving a wake of dead bodies. Word of the bloodbath would spread. It’d definitely strike fear in their hearts.”

“It’s a better option,” Lewis said, as he stroked his chin, “but I’m not sure our country has an appetite for war again.”

“That’s exactly why you need to do this,” Moller said. “The more I think about it, the better I think this idea is.”

“Let me sleep on it and then talk to some of my advisors,” Lewis said. He stood, and the two men pumped hands. Moller locked eyes with Lewis.

“Don’t sleep on it too long,” Moller said. “If you don’t have the stomach for this sort of thing, there are others who do.”

Another veiled threat.

Now Lewis was certain that Moller was hinting that he’d support someone else for president in the next election cycle.

Don’t take the bait.

“We’ll figure out something, Dan. That much I can guarantee you, though I won’t make any promises about what it’ll look like.”

“I’ll be in touch,” Moller said, before he turned and marched out of the office.

Left alone, Lewis sat in his chair and considered the ramifications of every action — and even inaction, too. He knew he couldn’t ignore the unrest. The negative effect the terrorist activity was having on U.S. interests was undeniable, supporting Moller’s position.

But did it require military action?

Lewis felt his stomach tighten into knots over the mere thought. The U.S. military’s history in the region was a blight on the country’s vow to be the arbiters of democracy. They’d usurped the will of the people — as misguided as that will was judged to be — all in the name of America’s best interests. And that was anything but democracy.

However, there was another reason Lewis was reluctant to take action, a blatant conflict of interest.

Ryan Tanner knocked on the door and entered Lewis’s office.

“With all due respect, sir, what was Moller doing here?” Tanner asked. “He wasn’t on your list of scheduled visitors.”

“How did you know he was here?”

“Your good buddy Derrick Hilton got a tip somehow and was spreading it all over social media,” Tanner said.

“And?”

“And Hilton was painting it as a secret meeting between the president and big oil money. If you were thinking of doing anything splashy — which I think would be a mistake — you can’t now. It’d look like you were in Moller’s pocket.”

“That’s the furthest thing from the truth.”

“That’s not how Hilton would spin it.”

“Well, I have to do something,” Lewis said. “I can’t let those pirates run roughshod over U.S. interests.”

“There are plenty of ways to deal with that issue that don’t require full-scale military action, sir. Don’t forget that you have some of the most elite forces in the world. They could handle this situation quietly and expediently.”

“I know,” Lewis said. “Let me think on this, and then I’ll give you some of my ideas on how to navigate these dangerous political waters.”

“You already know where I stand on that,” Tanner said. “Let the SEALs take care of that mess. They’d have it done within a week. We’d be back to sparring over budget cuts and quibbling over entitlement programs before you know it.”

“That’s music to my ears,” Lewis said.

Tanner reviewed a few other meetings Lewis had planned for later that afternoon before leaving the president to think in peace.

But Lewis was restless, knowing the reality about what his decision would mean. No one else knew his little secret, but if something went wrong, they all would.
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Later that night at dinner, Lewis poked at his food with his fork, barely eating anything.

“What’s wrong, dear?” Katie Lewis asked her husband. “You look three shades too pale, and haven’t said two words since we started dinner.”

“I’ve got a big decision to make, and I’m not sure it’s the wisest thing to do.”

“Is it something you can talk to me about?”

“I’m the president,” he said. “I guess I can declassify it for you.”

She smiled and took his hand, squeezing it. “So, what’s the problem?”

“You know about the situation in the Middle East with all the pirates storming ships bound for the U.S., right?”

She nodded.

“Who doesn’t know about it? I feel like everyone is talking about it these days.”

“Well, we need to deal with it, swiftly and decisively, and do so without inciting an international incident.”

“Haven’t the Houthis already done that? You didn’t start it, but you need to finish it.”

“I agree. But here’s the thing — I need to send in the SEALs to do it.”

She looked at him, her eyes bulging.

“You mean⁠—”

Her voice trailed off as Lewis nodded.

“And Jake would be second in command on that team,” he said.

Katie’s face fell.

“Maybe there’s another way,” she suggested. “Besides, what if the mission failed, and they figured out who he was? That’d be a nightmare.”

“I doubt they’ll fail, but the Houthis don’t shoot with rubber bullets. He’d be in serious danger. Now, Jake knew what he was signing up for when he decided to join the SEALs. This is what he wanted. And if he found out that I was pulling strings or changing my decisions based on him, he’d be furious.”

“Of course,” she said. “But what are the chances that this will really change things? Would one SEAL team really stem the tide in our battle with these pirates?”

“Good point,” Lewis said. “I think it might, but I’m not a hundred percent certain.”

“Then don’t do it. It’s not worth the risk. Jake isn’t the only son of someone on that team. There are other parents, other wives, other loved ones who don’t want to lose their Navy SEAL son, husband, or friend over a fruitless attempt at stemming the tide of this conflict. I’d be mad if you put my son at risk over something that didn’t need to happen and had a low possibility of changing the situation permanently for the good.”

Lewis sighed and nodded. He knew she was right, but at the same time, he knew that Jake was a well-trained SEAL And Lewis knew that his son craved these opportunities. But if he sent Jake to war and something happened to him, Katie would never forgive him.

After dinner, Lewis excused himself and retreated to his study. He wanted to think in peace and try to sort through the morass of issues clouding his judgment.

What’s the best course of action?

Then his phone buzzed with a text from Moller.

This is an easy decision, Nate. Send in the SEALs. I’d hate for the world to find out your little secret.

Lewis closed his eyes and set his jaw. He knew this day was bound to come. The world finding out about Jake serving in the Middle East as a Navy SEAL was one thing. That was something he could survive, maybe even spin into a positive come election time.

But the other secret, the one Moller knew — and maybe Derrick Hilton did, too — that was one Lewis needed to keep quiet. And he’d anything necessary to keep it that way.

Lewis picked up his phone and texted the Terry Peters, the U.S. Secretary of Defense.

I want a SEAL team in Yemen immediately. We need to protect U.S. interests there. Call me.

Lewis put down the phone and let out a long breath. He’d have to lie to Katie, but he’d figure out a way to assuage her fears. It’d be easier than dealing with the aftermath of losing the presidency and leaving in disgrace.


CHAPTER THREE


Gulf of Aden | Off the Coast of Yemen

First Class Petty Officer Jake Lewis inspected his respirator before staring out across the water at the SS Castle, almost completely hidden in a deep cove used by pirates in centuries past.

The tanker’s auxiliary lights winked in the night, reflecting off the relatively calm water. If Jake hadn’t known the U.S. oil tanker was there, he wasn’t sure he would’ve noticed it from a cursory glance at the shoreline. The inlet meandered between a pair of craggy cliffs that didn’t leave much margin for error, a challenge for even the most skilled captain. And according to reconnaissance photos of the area, the inlet ended in a cove not quite large enough to completely hide a tanker. Hence the stern poking out into the inlet, though it was barely visible.

Jake could see enough of it to know it was the Fortress Oil tanker that had been captured by Houthi terrorists. Using his Steiner M1050r binoculars, Jake surveyed the ship. Those same pirates who’d seized control of the vessel now stalked her deck, their positions identified by the orange glow at the end of their cigarettes.

“I count six on the Castle’s deck,” Jake said.

“Copy that,” said Chief Petty Officer Nick Watkins, the squad’s leader. “Horner, how many do you see?”

“I count six as well, sir,” Adam Horner said.

“But once we take these assholes out, we have no idea how many we’re going to encounter on the bridge and below deck,” Watkins said.

“It shouldn’t be more than a dozen hostiles, if all our intel is correct,” Jake said.

Watkins grunted and slowly shook his head.

“How many times do I have to tell you guys that you shouldn’t make any assumptions? That’s how you get killed.”

“Nobody’s dying tonight,” said Greg Pittluck, who everyone called Wolf Man because of the overabundance of hair that covered his skin like fur. “These Houthis do great when they’re pointing loaded weapons at defenseless tanker crews. But even the odds, and they’re scared shitless.”

“And you know this how?” asked Victor Dillbeck.

“These morons post videos of their operations,” Wolf Man said. “Just look them up on the internet after we’re done, if you want a good laugh. They’ve got the collective tactical IQ of a gnat.”

“If you think this is going to be so easy, Wolf Man, why don’t we just let you go in by yourself?” suggested Watkins.

Wolf Man laughed nervously before he shook his head. “I didn’t say I could do it myself. I just said⁠—”

“You said it’s going to be easy,” Watkins said. “And I can almost guarantee you that it’s won’t be. These animals don’t think in terms of conventional warfare, a fact you’re all too familiar with.”

“Then why didn’t we bring the rest of the team?” Dillbeck asked. “If you think these guys are going to be a significant problem, why not bring the rest of the platoon?”

Watkins shrugged.

“As much as you guys sound like a bunch of arrogant punks, I still think we can handle this ourselves — at least us and the French COS unit providing back up in case we need it,” Watkins said. “But we all need to have the right perspective going into this. If even one of you piss ants thinks it’s going to be easy, that could cost us. We’re all depending on each other. Let’s not forget that. Now, is everyone ready?”

The SEALs all answered affirmatively before diving one by one into the water with their propulsion devices. Watkins and Jake led the team through the inlet to the ship, a journey that took about ten minutes.

Once they reached the SS Castle, the team secured a grappling hook to a bar stretching across the width of the stern. Within a couple of minutes, the entire team was on the deck. They fanned out and started taking out the guards.

Jake caught one of the guards by surprise as he rounded a corner. The guard sucked in a breath — his last one — as Jake inserted his K-bar knife between the man’s rips and into his lungs. The man looked like he wanted to scream, but he couldn’t catch his breath, which was gushing out of punctured lung. He leaned against the wall behind him and slid down to the deck.

Jake reported his kill over the comms.

Wolf Man informed the rest of the team seconds later that he’d killed two men, who’d descended upon him as soon as they saw him.

Knowing Wolf Man’s penchant for hand-to-hand combat, Jake wondered if Wolf Man hadn’t announced his presence in an effort to attract a fight. In a matter of minutes, the team had cleared the deck. Jake and Dillbeck were in possession of hostile radios and were listening for any communication.

“Anything?” Watkins whispered, as he walked up to Jake.

Jake shook his head.

“I’m starting to wonder if there’s anyone else even on this ship.”

“What about the crew?” Dillbeck asked. “They’ve got to be around here somewhere.”

“Unless the Houthis killed them,” Wolf Man said.

“You’d be upset about that, wouldn’t you?” Jake asked.

Wolf Man offered a wry grin.

“Intelligence reports have the crew alive,” Watkins said, “but there’s only one way to find out for sure.”

“I’ll take point,” Wolf Man said.

“I’m with you,” Jake said.

The team split up, entering the hull through three different stairways. Wolf Man and Jake descended using a stairwell, both men stepping lightly to avoid being detected. Once they reached the second level below deck, they opened a door that led into an open area, ringed by rooms used for crew quarters on both the ground floor and the level above them. But it was eerily silent.

A scant number of fluorescent bulbs flickered in the hallways in front of the rooms, casting a dim ominous glow over the area.

“Clear,” Wolf Man said.

Seconds later, the other two teams crept into the room, every operator scanning the room, searching for anything Wolf Man and Jake might have missed. Confident that the ship was empty, Wolf Man spoke in a muted tone, though louder than a whisper. “Did we just turn this into a ghost ship, that easily?”

“We need to secure the bridge before we declare anything,” Watkins said.

A shrill screeching sound pierced the quiet room, followed by a loud voice echoing off all the ship’s steel and aluminum.

“I strongly advise against any attempts at taking the bridge,” said a man in a nasally voice, his accent decisively Middle Eastern. “In fact, if you don’t want to all die right now, I suggest you lay down your weapons.”

Wolf Man chuckled. “And who’s gonna make me?” he asked, as he paced the floor in a circular pattern while eyeing the speakers.

“Their names won’t matter,” the ominous voice said.

“Their names matter to me,” Wolf Man said.

“What will you care if you’re dead?” the man asked.

Watkins widened his eyes and cocked his head to one side, doing his best to send Wolf Man a message to stand down. But Wolf Man either ignored his commanding officer’s gestures, or he didn’t see them. Either way, Wolf Man should’ve known better than to antagonize the man in such a situation. But Watkins couldn’t force his men to do anything. They were the sum of their choices — and Watkins could tell Wolf Man was making a terrible one.

“I’ll care,” Wolf Man said. “Because, you see, I’ve got no plans that include me dying tonight, and —”

Before Wolf Man could finish his thought, Jake noticed two muzzle flashes from the floor above from rifles with noise suppressors, both shots finding their mark. Wolf Man froze and slowly looked down at his chest. Blood gushed from his throat and poured down the front of his shirt. He fell to his knees, feeling for the blood, his mind still slow to react to the realization that he was about to die.

Jake trained his gun in front of him, then aimed it in the direction of the two muzzle flashes he’d seen. But there wasn’t anything there but a steel door.

Did I imagine that?

In an instant, Jake couldn’t distinguish between real and imagined, though he couldn’t rule out the possibility that everything was real. The man’s voice whined over the intercom, cutting short Jake’s ability to mull over the possibilities.

“Anyone else here care to make any bold claims?” the man asked.

Jake took a deep breath and stepped forward with both hands raised in the air.

“I’ve got something to say that I think you might find of interest,” he said.

“Jake, don’t you do it,” Watkins said, in a muted tone through clenched teeth. “I swear to god, if you go through with this, I’m gonna⁠—”

Jake waved off his commanding officer and continued. It was the only play he had to make. It was the only one that could save the entire team.

He took a deep breath and prepared to say the words that he was told he could never say, not to his platoon, not to anyone.

“Dammit, Jake,” Watkins said, his voice rising to a level that was audible throughout the room. “I’m not gonna let you do this.”

“You have to trust me that I know what I’m doing,” Jake whispered.

“I’m your commanding officer, and I’m giving you an order. Not another word.”

Jake eyed Watkins and mouthed I’m sorry. Then he said, “I think you might be interested to know that I am the son of the president of the United States of America.”

The mic clicked off, followed by some mild screeching over the intercom system.

“If they don’t kill you, I just might do it myself,” Watkins said, the veins on his neck bulging.

“Everyone, lay down your weapons,” the man said over the intercom.

“Like hell we will,” Dillbeck said.

With that, several of the SEALs opened fire, shooting in the direction of the muzzle flashes. Sparks flew and bullets pinged off the doors. But nothing happened.

After the weapons ceased firing, the room fell silent as the team looked around at one another, unsure of how to deal with the unusual situation. They were obviously in the enemy’s lair, but couldn’t see him. And they weren’t interested in surrendering their weapons without a fight, especially without seeing who they were up against. Was it five men? Ten? Twenty?

“I said, everyone, lay down your weapons,” the voice repeated.

Still, no one complied.

Dillbeck sneered as he searched the room for any movement. “Show your face, you coward,” he shouted.

Then another muzzle flash — but only one. One shot, one bullet to Dillbeck’s head. He crumpled to the floor, his body hitting the ground with a sickening thud.

Jake eased his hands into the air. “Okay, okay,” he said. “We understand.”

He eased his gun from around his neck and knelt as he placed it on the floor at his feet. Rising to an upright position, he put his hands in a posture of surrender and looked around as the rest of his team followed his lead.

Watkins, however, didn’t move.

“I’m the commander of this team,” he said, “and I’m ordering everyone to pick your guns back up. We’re going to fight.”

But no one even flinched, remaining frozen with their hands raised.

“It’s clear who the real leader of this team is,” the man said, over the intercom. “If this is how you want to play this, I can oblige you.”

“There’s a French COS unit outside ready to storm this ship,” Watkins said, referring to the French special forces division. “You’re surrounded and you don’t even know it.”

The man laughed. “Not any more. We caught them in a raft and took care of them. All six of them are dead.”

Jake locked eyes with Watkins.

“Gun down. And do it now.”

Watkins grumbled as he removed all his weapons and joined the rest of his team with hands held up.

“I’m glad you came to your senses,” the man over the intercom, said before doling out instructions in Yemeni Arabic.

Within seconds, dozens of men poured out of the room, rifles trained on the SEALs.

“Bring Jake Lewis to me,” the man said over the intercom. “I have something special planned for him.”


CHAPTER FOUR


Washington, D.C

President Lewis stared up at Admiral James Flanigan, the Navy’s liaison from the Pentagon to the security council. His usual cheerful expression was replaced by a somber one as he handed Lewis a folder containing that morning’s security briefing.

“The Yankees won last night, Jim,” Lewis said. “But you look like they lost Game Seven of the World Series. What am I about to read?”

“I’d rather not be the bearer of bad news, sir.”

“You’re the one who handed me the briefing. That’s the epitome of bearing the bad news. You might as well just say it.”

Flanigan sighed, and then sat down in a chair across the conference room table from Lewis.

“It’s the SEAL team you authorized to retake the SS Castle, the oil tanker that was seized by Houthi terrorists off the coast of Yemen,” Flanigan said.

“I know which one it is — and the mission I authorized,” Lewis snapped. “Now are you gonna tell me what happened, or will I have to read about it in The Post this morning?”

“I hope The Post doesn’t have this information,” Flanigan said. “If they did, your day is going to be much worse.”

“Dammit, Jim. Do I need to spell out for you what I want? Tell me what happened.”

Flanigan interlaced his fingers, rested them on the table in front of him, and thought for a moment.

“There’s really not a delicate way to put this, sir, so I’m just going to say it.”

“Spit it out,” Lewis said, in a stern and measured tone.

“The SEAL team that stormed the SS Castle last night has been captured.”

Lewis felt his throat tighten.

“Do we know anything else?” he asked.

“Three bodies were found floating in a cove yesterday morning. They’re believed to be SEALs.”

“And this is the first I’m hearing of this?” Lewis asked, pounding his fists on the table. “Didn’t someone think to inform me about this before right now?”

“However, the good news for you is that Jake wasn’t among those in the cove,” Flanigan said.

Lewis glared at Flanigan.

“You think that’s good news, Admiral? Because I don’t. If they figure out who he is, there’s no telling what they’ll do to him. Parade him through the streets? Drag his body behind a truck until he dies? Broadcast footage of him being beheaded? No, it’d be better for him if they put a bullet in his head and let him rest in peace.”

“I understand your position, sir, but the fact that they have yet to announce anything is a good sign,” said Carson King, the U.S. Secretary of Defense. “If they knew who he was, I’m sure we would’ve heard chatter about it from at least one of our intelligence agencies. But so far, not a peep.”

“Or they could be biding their time, waiting to see what kind of leverage he will bring them,” Lewis said. “There’s absolutely nothing good about this. And that leads me to the next question: How did this mission fail? Because from what I can tell, it looks like it was a trap.”

“We’re looking into it, sir,” Flanigan said. “If anything, it appears as if we had an intelligence failure. That’s the most logical explanation. The Houthis knew they were being watched and carried out their business in a certain manner, to lead us to believe something that was far from the truth.”

Lewis slowly shook his head, sneering. “I’m not buying that explanation,” he said. “You’ve been doing this long enough to know that a group of covert operators as highly trained as Navy SEALs don’t walk into a trap. Someone had to have tipped them off.”

King arched an eyebrow. “You think there’s a mole?”

“The better question is this: Do you think that SEAL team was grossly incompetent during this op?” Lewis asked.

“I’d have to gather more information before making a determination like that, but⁠—”

“You don’t need more information,” Lewis said. “Spare me the bureaucratic bullshit right now. You know damn well what that team is capable of doing. It’s highly unlikely that they failed on their own.”

“That’s why I tend to agree with the Admiral when it comes to a likely explanation,” King said. “It’s far more reasonable to believe that we had faulty intel rather than a leak.”

“Faulty intel is a convenient excuse,” Lewis said. “It keeps you from having to sift through the rubble of this failed op and determine how it all turned into a dumpster fire so quickly. But I’m not going to let you off that easily. I want you treating this like it’s a leak, like there’s a mole somewhere. Find out every person who had advance knowledge of the op, and start examining everything they did between the time they first learned of the operation until it happened. I will not tolerate this kind of failure.”

The room fell silent as Lewis scanned the faces of everyone on the team. “This is unacceptable,” he growled.

“We will get to work on uncovering the source of the leak,” Flanigan said, “but there’s the other issue that we need to deal with — the issue of what to do about the SEALs who are being held hostage.”

Lewis rubbed his face with both hands and closed his eyes. He drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly, opening his eyes and looking up.

“What do you recommend? Risk another team by having them venture into an unknown situation?” Lewis asked.

“Ignoring the problem won’t make it go away,” King said. “And I think we’re better off being proactive here rather than reactive.”

“Before we do anything, we obviously need better intel on the situation aboard the SS Castle,” Lewis said. “You get that for me, and then we’ll determine how to move forward.”

Lewis scooped up his briefing and marched out of the room without another word. He knew he’d get an earful from his wife, who’d demand an immediate extraction of the team. And if he was honest with himself, that’s what he wanted to do. But in his mind, he couldn’t distinguish if his desire to retrieve the team was simply the right thing to do or his big father’s heart aching to do anything for his son. While he tried to sort it out, he knew undoubtedly that the scenario was muddling his decision-making. And his wife wouldn’t bring clarity to the dilemma, like she normally did. She would be reacting emotionally, like any mother learning that her son was in a life-threatening situation.

Upon reaching his office, Lewis asked his assistant to hold all calls and reschedule as many of his meetings as feasibly possible. Then he closed the door behind him and collapsed into the executive chair behind his desk. He wanted to cry, but he couldn’t. He was too angry. What he really wanted to do was put on a chest plate and arm himself to the hilt before storming onto the SS Castle and rescuing his son. But that was just an old man’s fantasy, one that came from watching too many movies. Maybe thirty years ago he could’ve done that, but a bum knee and an achy back ensured he wouldn’t succumb to any such delusions.

Then he had a thought.

Maybe there’s another way.


CHAPTER FIVE


Rural Southwest Virginia

Garrett Knox slowed as he approached the turnoff marked by a pink ribbon secured around a pine tree. He eased onto the washboard dirt road, the uneven surface rattling his teeth and jarring every other bone in his body. The early morning sun fought its way through the thick Shenandoah forest and flickered across his face. After rolling his window down, he stuck his arm out into the cool morning air, no longer able to suppress a smile. He drew in a deep breath, inhaling the smell of fresh pines and sweet wildflowers blooming along the side of the road, which had finally smoothed out.

Makenzie, who was sitting in the backseat with her legs stretched across the bench, leaned forward.

“Why do I get the feeling that if you get lost, you won’t care?” she asked. “Something tells me you’re enjoying this a little too much.”

Knox shrugged. “What’s not to love? Tooling along a dirt road in the mountains in the spring isn’t heaven to you?”

Rico, who was sitting in the passenger seat, nodded in agreement.

“Maria loved riding with me on roads like this,” he said. “She’d gasp around every corner, or whenever we encountered something she’d never seen before. That always made me appreciate these backroads that much more.”

“I really wish I’d gotten to meet her,” Knox said.

“You would’ve loved her,” Rico said.

“Well, I agree that this is fun, my idea of a perfect trip is a little different than yours,” Makenzie said.

“You’re probably in a plane somewhere, flying over the wilderness,” Knox said, his tone almost mocking.

“Of course,” she said. “I’m happiest in life when I’m in the air.”

“I’m not sure I can measure my happiness,” Knox said. “But I just know I’m happy right now. And I honestly don’t know if that’s because I’m with you guys, or in nature. Or both.”

“You’re going to be even happier when Banks hands you a weapon,” Rico said.

“Maybe after we’re done here, we can all ride through the woods together and shoot at things out of the car,” Knox suggested. “You know it’d be a blast — pun completely intended.”

“And here I was enjoying the moment,” Makenzie said. “But then you had to go and ruin it with one of your jokes.”

“My Knox Knox jokes are the best.”

“That’s highly debatable,” she said.

A few minutes later, Knox noticed another pink ribbon 3.4 miles after he saw the first one, just like the directions that he’d received from Banks. He turned by the tree and climbed a steep embankment that wound up to the top of a knoll.

Knox came to a stop in a gravel parking area in front of a small cabin. He got out and scanned the area, shielding his eyes from the sun. Rico and Makenzie joined him.

“Are you sure this is the place?” Makenzie asked. “I thought Banks said it was a training facility. This just looks like a little mountain home.”

Rico looked at his cell phone screen and then back up at the house. “This doesn’t look right, but this is the address I’ve got, too.”

Knox shrugged. “Shall we?” he asked, gesturing toward the front steps.

The trio marched up the wooden steps that groaned beneath their weight before Makenzie knocked. While they waited for someone to answer, Knox peeked through the window. There was nothing to indicate that the cabin wasn’t what it looked like — a simple house in the woods. There wasn’t a single feature to suggest it was something else.

A few seconds later, Makenzie was poised to knock again when Camille Banks opened the door.

“Welcome to The Cabin,” she said, motioning for them to join her inside.

The three operatives looked around the entryway, and then the living room just off the main hallway. Classic modern furniture was accented by dark hardwood floors and cream-colored walls covered with wooden plaques. containing painted sayings like “Thankful, Grateful, Blessed” and “Eat, Pray, Love” and “I think I love fall most of all, y’all”. They meandered through the kitchen, per Banks’ instructions, and saw the restaurant-grade beaters, double oven, and a Viking gas range. Knox started to wonder if Banks was the long lost love-child of Martha Stewart and Anthony Bourdain.

“Do you film cooking shows here?” Makenzie asked.

“I was wondering the same thing,” Knox said.

Banks chuckled. “You’ll notice there’s no microwave in the kitchen, so if there are any cooking shows being filmed here, I definitely wouldn’t have any part in it,” she said. “I’m more of a Stouffers-TV-dinner-for-one kind of gal.”

Knox laughed at her self-deprecating humor. “But seriously, I thought when you said this was a training facility, I thought you were referring to one for training operatives, not chefs.”

“This place isn’t as it seems,” she said. “And that’s how we intend to keep it.”

Banks eased in front of Makenzie and led them to a door with a stairway.

“Watch your head,” she said. “It’s a tight squeeze.”

They all descended a flight of stairs and walked into what appeared to be an unfinished basement. Against the far wall hung a set of drapes, which Banks pulled back to reveal an elevator.

“After you,” she said.

Once they were all loaded, the elevator dropped for over a minute before finally coming to a stop. When the doors swung open, it was immediately apparent that the cabin was merely a facade, a hidden door into Banks’ secret lair.

Banks wasted no time in introducing the team to some of the support staff — handlers, analysts, and researchers who would help coordinate missions and supply the team with any necessary gear. But it was Dr. Olivia Wells, the head of the Science and Technology division, who arrested Knox’s attention.

Wells, sporting a white t-shirt and denim overalls, bounded up to the group. Curly brown locks spilled onto her shoulders from beneath a mesh trucker cap cocked sideways on her head. She wore a broad grin and was clutching a black device about the size of a remote control with a small antenna poking out the top.

Wells put her hands on her hips and turned to Banks. “More fresh meat?”

“How many times have I told you that we refer to them as initiates, not ‘fresh meat’?” Banks said, before introducing the team to Wells.

After they finished, Wells shifted her weight between her feet as a faint smile spread across her lips.

“I would’ve thought with what happened to the last team, you would’ve had a more difficult time hiring a replacement. But less than a week? That has to be some kind of record for you.”

“What happened to the last team?” Makenzie asked.

Banks clucked her tongue and waved dismissively at Wells.

“Oh, don’t listen to her,” Banks said. “She’s just trying to stir up trouble.”

“You’re probably right,” Wells said. “I doubt they want to hear how The Consortium made them disappear forever. I’m sure they don’t mind being tortured and⁠—”

“That’s enough, Olivia,” Banks said, shooting daggers with her eyes at her tech creator.

“Wait a minute,” Makenzie said. “I think we have a right to know what happened to the last team and⁠—”

Wells interrupted Makenzie with loud guffaws. “I had you going there, didn’t I?” she said. “You should’ve seen your face, Mack. You went from wide-eyed wonder to terror in two seconds flat.”

Makenzie narrowed her eyes as she looked at Wells, but said nothing.

“You think you’re pissed off, just watch this,” Wells said.

“Olivia, no!” Banks shouted.

But it was too late to stop her. She pushed and held a button on the side of her device. A wave of cursing and growling and screaming flooded the corridor as employees recognized what was happening.

“What’d you do?” Knox asked.

“Jammed all communications,” Wells said, displaying the device in her hand. “Doesn’t matter if it’s wireless or hardwired. This bad boy has a way of stopping any and all transmissions with a hundred-meter radius. Toggle this button on the side and it’ll emit a piercing sound that’ll shatter glass, too.”

“Multifunctional. Impressive,” Knox said, as he held out his hand. “Can I see it?”

“You won’t be so impressed when it interrupts your call with an operative who’s hiding in a jungle in the Congo,” hissed a man as he walked past.

Banks tapped her foot and glared at Wells.

“How many times have I told you that you must give everyone in the office fair warning when you’re testing tech like that? And you weren’t even testing this time — you were just showing off.”

“Oh, come on, Camille. Lighten up. Let me have some fun. I never get to see the moment when everyone appreciates my genius.”

“You think everyone cursing at you constitutes appreciation for your genius?”

Wells pursed her lips.

“I think deep down they all appreciate it. They just don’t know how to express it properly.”

Banks looked over the top of her glasses at Wells, but said nothing.

“Okay, okay,” Wells said. “I’ll apologize to everyone. And I’ll do it creatively.” She winked at Banks.

“Respectfully,” Banks corrected.

Wells tossed the device to Knox. “I’ll give this to you, since at least one person appreciates my genius.”

She bounded off down the hallway.

“She’s a mess,” Banks said, “but she’s damn good at her job — the best, in fact. Now, let’s get you through the rest of your orientation.”
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Later that evening, Banks accompanied the team to the Cabin entrance and brought out a bucket of beers on ice. Everyone grabbed a bottle, using the opener before passing it down to the next person. Knox took a long pull, and then gazed out across the forest, which rolled across mountainsides as far as he could see.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Banks asked.

Knox nodded. “I love the great outdoors,” he said. “Makes me miss Montana. Makes me miss my camp, too.”

“That camp will be waiting for you when you finish,” she said. “I’m just appreciate your willingness — all of you — to help out with this office’s most dangerous missions. The fact that you’re doing this for the sake of innocent civilians speaks a lot about your character.”

“How can we not help?” Knox asked. “It’s in our DNA.”

“That’s still rare,” she said. “It’s definitely not what drives most people.”

“Then you’re hiring the wrong people,” Rico said.

“Maybe I am, but not this team,” Banks said. “I’m pretty sure I nailed it with this one.”

There was a long pause as they all took swigs of their beer and watched lightning bugs begin their reluctant ascent into the treetops.

“So why do you do it?” Knox finally asked Banks.

“Do what?”

“Serve in this capacity with this team. Why do it?”

“I’ve got a thousand reasons,” she said.

“How about just give me one.”

“Lance Childress or Hank Gooding or Paul Fogle — or any of the other thousand men that died in the Pacific on the USS Revere.”

Knox’s eyes bulged, then softened. He could see the the pain was still raw for Banks.

“You were on that ship?” he asked.

Banks nodded.

“Worst day of my life. The ship only had a handful of operational life rafts. They put me on one, and I drifted off knowing that most of the men aboard were going to die. It was gut wrenching.” She paused a beat before continuing. “It was right then and there that I vowed to continue doing my job — and that I’d do it to the best of my abilities, in order to ensure that their lives were not lost in vain. That because they chose me, I’d do whatever it took to hunt down the bastards who did that to them, and do whatever it took to prevent anything like that from happening again.”

“And how’s that going for you?” Rico asked.

“So far, so good,” Banks said, before tipping back her drink and finishing it off.

“Looks like you can definitely drink like a sailor,” Makenzie said, with a grin.

Banks laughed. “I learned a few things from them while at sea. But there’s something else you need to know, too.”

“What’s that?” Rico asked.

“I don’t usually do this,” she said, gesturing toward the bucket of beer, “until the last night of orientation, but I’m going to consider your initial orientation completed.”

“Completed?” Rico asked. “Did you say this was going to be a four-day event?”

Banks nodded.

“Situations have changed. And if I could get my teams to go, I would.”

“How many other teams are there?” Knox asked.

“Just two other teams,” she said, “but they’re a little tied up at the moment, which is why I’m in a rush to get you as operational as possible under the circumstances.”

“What do you need us to do?” Knox asked.

“The president’s son, Jake Lewis, is a Navy SEAL. And his team was captured less than twenty-four hours ago trying to commandeer an oil tanker that had been taken hostage by Houthi terrorists off the coast of Yemen.”

“And?” Knox said, eyebrows arched.

“And I need you to rescue the team — and we need you to do it as quietly as possible.”

Knox let out a low whistle.

“Now that’s one hell of an orientation,” he said.


CHAPTER SIX


Washington, D.C

Derrick Hilton groped for his phone rattling on the nightstand, dancing dangerously close to the edge. As he wrapped his hand around the phone, he bumped a glass of water, knocking it onto the floor. He cursed under his breath as he swung his legs around and sat up. He froze in an attempt to regain his bearings before answering the call.

“Hello?” he croaked, before clearing his throat.

“Is this Mr. Hilton?”

“Yes.” Hilton glanced down to see the time plastered across the front of his phone’s screen. Two-thirty in the morning? Who the hell calls up a random stranger in the middle of the night? “And you better have a damn good reason for calling me at this time of night.”

“I think you’ll find this reason to not only be good, but also one that could pad your thinning bank account,” the man said.

“Everyone’s account is thinning these days, thanks to runaway inflation,” Hilton said. “But out of journalistic curiosity, please continue.”

The man on the other end of the line chuckled.

“Is something funny?”

“You’re using the word journalistic like you’re a bona fide reporter.”

“Never mind,” Hilton said. “I’m not curious anymore. And I’m certainly not interested in getting pranked in the middle of the night.”

There was a long silence, though Hilton could hear the rhythmic clicking of tires running across equidistant ridges in the pavement and the high-pitched whine emanating from the wheels.

“Where are you?” Hilton asked, his curiosity most definitely piqued.

“That’s not important, but if you want this information, there’s a bar in Foggy Bottom called Fool’s Errand. Are you familiar with it?”

“I’ve heard of it.”

“Be there in a half-hour, and I’ll call you with instructions on where to get this information. But in case something happens, just remember the Onyx Foundation, okay?”

“In case something happens?”

“Just be there in a half-hour. I’m driving a white Toyota Camry.”

The line went dead.

Derrick Hilton clicked on the bedside light and then rubbed his face. He sighed and tried to adjust to the light, all while pondering the phone call he’d just received. As he slipped his feet into a pair of slippers, he surveyed his room. Boxes stuffed with files sat stacked against every available space along the wall. Other storage bins littered the floor, creating a maze for him to navigate each time he entered his room. His dresser counter was also teeming with folders, along with empty beer bottles and crumpled-up paper bags from late-night fast food runs.

He pulled on a pair of jeans and a black t-shirt, shoved his laptop into his computer bag, and snatched the keys to his Honda Civic off the counter before heading out the door. According the map app on his phone, Fool’s Errand was a twenty-minute drive from his house, at this hour. The trip would take twice that long, or more, during the time of day when most people were awake.

As Hilton drove, he pondered whether he should even meet the person. But he always defaulted toward being open to tips from strangers, who had provided him with some of the best stories he’d broken as an independent journalist.

But he was also careful when receiving anonymous tips, especially since that was how he lost his job at The Washington Post three years ago. A political operative wanted to destroy Speaker of the House Greg Osmond, and passed along some information about him on a flash drive. It had included emails, as well as a video of him inviting a prostitute into his vehicle and driving off with her. Hilton had presented the information to Osmond’s office and asked them to respond, but after not receiving a response for forty-eight hours, Hilton published the story.

Within hours of publication, Osmond’s lawyers had filed a lawsuit and demanded that The Post retract the story and fire Hilton, or be named as a defendant in a massive defamation lawsuit along with the reporter. The Post acquiesced, and Hilton was forced to settle, allowing Osmond’s office to garnish Hilton’s wages for the next fifteen years. If it had gone to court, Hilton’s lawyers said most judges in Washington would’ve allowed Osmond’s team to collect until the judgment had been satisfied, which likely would’ve been in the millions of dollars. The settlement was an act of mercy, one Hilton knew he didn’t deserve. But it freed him to do the kind of journalism he always wanted to do. Not that anyone would’ve hired him anyway. Since then, whenever Hilton went to meet someone, he couldn’t his paranoia that he would make another mistake and cost him his livelihood.

But this time was different.

Hilton couldn’t put his finger on it, but the caller seemed scared, maybe even a little bit panicked. And then there was the ominous line, “in case something happens.”

What did that mean?

Hilton shuddered at the thought. Maybe he was about to get the tip of a lifetime, though one he couldn’t seriously cash in on. Or maybe there was something far more sinister happening within Washington’s halls of power that he was about to learn about. If it was the latter, it would likely put him in danger, too.

Or maybe he was just letting his imagination run wild.

It’s probably nothing.

A picture of a senator cheating on his wife. Or an image of a lobbyist at a lavish resort with a congressman. Or Patricia Kirkland, the outspoken vegan representative from California, caught sinking her fork into a bloody steak. Those were the usual suspects. Cheating, corruption, frauds. That was the Capitol Hill trifecta. It was hard to get out of town in less than two terms without succumbing to one of the three.

The real goldmine was serious crime. And it had been a while since Hilton had uncovered information revealing felony-level criminal activity. Outside of civil lawsuits, such activities were either properly buried or not worth prosecutors’ time. He’d yet to receive any tip that led to one since he began acting as an independent journalist. He’d be crazy to expect this to his big break.

Hilton pulled into the cramped parking lot next to Fool’s Errand, wedging his car between an oversized truck and a Suburban. He backed into the space and waited. A thick fog had settled on the city, creating a iridescent glow from vehicle headlights as they rolled by along the street.

Hilton checked his phone to make sure he hadn’t missed any calls or texts.

Nothing.

He tuned his radio to public radio station broadcasting soothing classical music. It served as an interesting soundtrack as he watched people stumble out of the bar, some of them tripping and falling. Hilton then scanned the area again, searching for a white Toyota Camry. He didn’t see anything.

After a couple of minutes, Hilton considered leaving before squealing tires arrested his attention. He strained to see two cars tearing out of a nearby parking lot and racing down the street. Then his phone dinged with a text message.

Sorry. Have to run. Check under the bench in the back corner booth. Good luck!

Hilton considered following the car chase for a moment, but decided against it. Then he wondered if he should go inside just yet.

What if this is a setup?

Hilton dismissed the thought, chuckling to himself. It’s not like he had anything left to take. His career, his pride, his dignity—they’d all been taken after he fell prey to wanting to break a big story without doing his due diligence. He had no one to blame but himself, but he recognized he was a broken man, albeit one on a mission to put himself back together.

He was about to start the car, but stopped with his hand on the key.

Oh, what the hell.

His curiosity couldn’t be squelched. Not at this time of night. Not after making the effort to go to Fool’s Errand. Not with all that he’d already seen, even if he wasn’t sure what that was.

Hilton shuffled into the bar, greeted by a bouncer who looked like he was paid with alcohol. Although Hilton was only interested in grabbing the information, he needed to make sure no one was watching him.

He sauntered up to the bar and ordered a cheap domestic beer. After paying, he turned around and covertly scanned the bar while taking a long pull from the bottle. He spotted the back corner booth, and saw two men in suits inspecting every inch of the bench with latex-gloved hands. One of the men grimaced and grunted as he tugged on something beneath the bench. A few seconds later, his hand re-emerged, his thumb and forefinger clutching a flash drive.

“Got it,” the man said to his colleague, with a grin.

“Now let’s get the hell outta here,” the other man said.

They threw some cash on the table and hustled out of the bar.

Hilton wanted to follow them, until he saw the gun tucked into the man’s belt, barely visible beneath his suit coat.

Not tonight, Derrick.

He turned around to face the bar, finished his drink, and drove straight home.

As he climbed back into bed at 3:30 a.m, Hilton grabbed a piece of paper off the nightstand, and scribbled down a phrase. He hoped it meant something, hoped it would explain why he was lured out of bed in the middle of the night, only to watch someone else steal off into the night with a flash drive that obviously contained something important. He also hoped the whole thing wouldn’t put him in someone’s crosshairs.

He licked the tip of his pencil and then scratched down these words: “The Onyx Foundation.”

Late or not, it didn’t matter to Hilton. He knew he wasn’t going to sleep.


CHAPTER SEVEN


Gulf of Aden | Off the Coast of Yemen

Knox placed the pen light in his mouth and he studied the topo map of the area from the passenger seat of the DHC-3 Otter. Matching up the geographical features he saw on the ground with the map, he was able to provide Makenzie with the coordinates she needed to land the seaplane close to the last known location of the SS Castle. The full moon’s reflection glistened off the calm waters below before thick cloud cover blotted out all light. Knox folded up the map and shoved it into his pocket before bracing for landing.

“I’ll try to make this as smooth as possible, boys,” Makenzie said. “But I’m not making any promises.”

“I’m not picky,” Rico said, from the backseat. “I’m fine just arriving in one piece.”

“I’ll do you one better,” she said. “How about we arrive in style?”

Before Rico could reply with a wisecrack, Makenzie jerked the stick to the left, banking hard over the shoreline and heading back out to sea. The engine groaned under the strain of the sudden shift in direction, their altitude dropping.

“We’re going into the drink, aren’t we?” Rico said, his voice rising a few octaves.

“Relax, Rico,” Knox said. “Mack’s a professional.”

“Am I imagining things right now, or did you not tell me about how she crashed with you once?” Rico said.

Makenzie cocked her head to one side and glanced at Knox.

“Which time did you tell him about?” she said. “Was it the time we were in the Congo? Or Libya? Or Madagascar? There’s so many that they all just run together. It’s hard to keep them straight.”

“You’ve crashed three times?” Rico asked, his eyes widening.

“Five, if you count the two times I ran off the landing strip, but I think pilots use overshooting runways to pad their stats.”

“We’re gonna die,” Rico said, his words clipped. “Aren’t we? We’re gonna die.”

“Rico, why don’t you just get the raft ready?” Knox said.

“So, we’re going down aren’t we?” Rico asked.

“Settle down. She’s just yanking your chain. And it’s one that’s easily yankable.”

“Stop screwing with me, Makenzie. You know I’m terrified of dying like this.”

Makenzie stifled a laugh, a thin smile spreading across her lips. “Have I ever let you down?”

“That’s all I’m asking you to do right now,” Rico said. “Just let me down — but do it gently.”

Knox sighed and shook his head. “We’re going to have to work on this fear of heights you’ve got, Rico.”

Makenzie leveled out the plane and then descended, touching down on the water about twenty meters off the shore. Rico shoved the door open with his foot before pulling the cord that inflated their boat. He held onto a rope tethered to the vessel and waited for it to finish filling with air before climbing inside. Knox hopped down onto the floats, then handed their gear to Rico. Then Knox, clutching a small outboard motor, joined his colleague. After securing the small motor to the back of the boat, they puttered toward the inlet.

“How you holding up, Rico?” Makenzie asked, over the comms.

“Forget about it, Mack. It’s over now, and I’ve got a job to do.”

“Would it make you feel better if I apologized?”

“I doubt it.”

“Good,” she said. “I wasn’t going to, anyway. Good luck, gentlemen.”

They bid Makenzie good-bye, and Rico muted his comms. He started digging through his rucksack for some extra ammunition.

“Is your head in the game now?” Knox asked.

Rico nodded as his steely gaze met Knox’s. “Let’s go rescue the president’s son.”

The two men took turns navigating the boat and preparing all their gear. Knox put on his bullet-proof vest. He hated how it restricted his movements, but he wasn’t about to take any chances if they were going to walk into a location they couldn’t get eyes on beforehand. At least Knox understood the general layout of the ship. Tankers were all the same — and if the Houthi terrorists were smart, they would be keeping Jake Lewis in the main cargo hold area, discouraging any attempt at freeing him. If Knox and Rico couldn’t secure the ship, they’d be walking into the equivalent of a kill box. Knox was too smart for that, but before he could devise a full-on extraction plan, he needed to scout out the ship.

Before they reached the mouth of the inlet, Knox killed the engine and let combination of their momentum and the tide guide them quietly toward the SS Castle. Knox marveled at the Houthis’ bravado. They kept an oil tanker in more or less plain sight — and they didn’t have fifty guards patrolling the deck. Two men smoking cigarettes strolled back and forth, appearing disinterested in providing a proper lookout. Wandering aimlessly with their heads down, they looked up only to launch a plume of smoke skyward. The incoming tide lapped against a handful of smaller boats moored offshore in the bay. On the opposite side of the inlet was a deck with about a dozen slips, half of which were occupied. Most of these boats were small cabin cruisers or fishing vessels, all dwarfed by the massive tanker anchored on the opposite side.

Knox was running through all the scenarios for how best to approach the deck and take out the two men before a large man with a gruff voice lumbered outside and barked something at them. The two men scrambled after him, leaving the deck clear.

“We’re not gonna get a better chance than that,” Knox said.

“Agreed,” Rico said.

Knox restarted the engine and zipped about two hundred meters up to the boat before launching a grappling hook onto the deck. Satisfied that it was secure, he began his ascent. Once he reached the top, he signaled for Rico to join him. After they were both aboard, Knox alerted Makenzie of their progress.

“Let me know when you want me to bring the plane around,” she said. “I’m just sitting here doing my nails and dreaming up ways to scare the hell outta Rico.”

Knox chuckled. “I’d bet my life you aren’t doing the former. I’d also bet my life you are doing the latter.”

“That psychopath is probably doing both — and doing them with a smile on her face,” Rico whispered, with his comms muted.

“You know I can still hear what you’re saying, Rico, right?” Makenzie said. “Just because you silenced your comms doesn’t mean Knox did.”

Rico glared at Knox, who smiled and shook his head.

“I’ll send you an update as soon as we know something,” Knox said. “Just be ready, because I have a feeling we’re going to need to leave like a bat outta hell.”

They found an open door and entered the ship before descending two flights of stairs. It didn’t take long for them to find the galley where the terrorists were gathered, enjoying a meal together. Knox used a mirror to see around the corner and get a peek into the room. He counted eight Houthis.

“There’s got to be more than this,” Knox said. “No way they took this ship with just eight men.”

“Eight men armed to the teeth?” Rico said, with a shrug. “It’s possible.”

“Well, let’s make sure first before we charge in there. You take that side of the ship and I’ll take this one. We’ll meet back here in ten minutes. Only use the comms if you’re in trouble.”

“Copy that,” Rico said.

Knox took the starboard side as the two men began clearing the deck. Most of the rooms were unlocked, making it easy for Knox to move quickly. When reaching one that was locked, Knox slid a fiber scope with an infrared filter beneath the door and searched for any signs of life.

Nothing.

Ten minutes later, Knox returned to the rendezvous point outside the galley and rejoined Rico.

“Find anything?” Rico asked in a muted tone.

“Not a damn thing,” Knox said.

“You really think those are the only guards aboard?”

Knox shrugged.

“I’m more concerned with where they’re hiding Jake Lewis.”

“Probably in the engine room,” Rico said.

“Well, I say we introduce ourselves and have one of them take us there.”

“Sounds like a good plan to me.”

Knox and Rico trained their weapons in front of them and then stormed into the galley. Most of the men raised their hands in surrender, but the chef went for his weapon. Knox noticed it and fired a single shot, hitting the man in the head. He pitched forward, his head slamming against a large pot and knocking it to the floor before he followed suit.

“There’s always gotta be a hero,” Knox said, shaking his head.

Then another man reached for his weapon.

Rico felled the man with a double tap. He fell backward, his head smashing against the wall before his body slumped against it. The guard next to the second would-be hero kept his hands raised while wincing at the blood spatters on his face.

“Anyone else?” Knox asked.

Nobody moved. Not even a twitch.

Knox heard a faint scuff of a shoe in the hallway. He spun to see a guard wielding a weapon in his direction. Knox dropped to the ground and fired at the oncoming man, but he took cover behind a large pipe.

Another one of the guards thought it would be a good time to go for his weapon. But Rico was watching and put a bullet in the man’s head.

Knox gave Rico a knowing look before pulling the pin on a grenade. While holding the spoon, Knox tried to goad the man into coming out.

“Surrender now if you want to live,” Knox said.

A few tense seconds passed without a word from the man. Then he shouted back something unintelligible in Arabic.

“Did you catch that?” Knox asked Rico.

“I think he said something about your mother,” Rico said.

Knox sneered and then hurled the grenade down the hall toward the guard. A second later, an explosion rocked the ship. Knox’s ears rang while smoke filled the corridor. He strained to hear any movement from the guard, wanting to know whether it was safe to venture out of the galley. But then a groan of agony reverberated from down the passageway.

Knox looked at Rico, who shrugged.

“He can’t say you didn’t warn him,” Rico said.

Knox crept forward, slicing through the smoke still shrouding the corridor. After a few steps, he spotted the man’s legs, splayed in front of him, his face bloodied from the blast.

“I gave you a fair chance to surrender,” Knox said.

Then the man went for his gun.

Knox only needed one shot to end the man’s misery, but opted to fill him with three rounds instead, just for good measure. Knox knelt next to the man and grabbed the back of his collar. He dragged the body back to the galley and dumped in front of the surviving Yemeni pirates. Another man desperate to be a hero. Another casualty.

“I can do this all night if necessary,” Knox said. “But I’d rather not. Now, for the last time, can any of you tell me where the American soldiers are being kept?”

The men shot furtive glances at one another, a silent communication that Knox understood all too well. They were reminding each other to stay strong and not to talk.

But Knox wasn’t interested in playing games with them. He snatched the youngest-looking man by the collar and yanked him to his feet. Knox jammed the barrel of his pistol against the man’s head and scanned the faces of the remaining pirates.

“I’m going to start shooting until I get some answers,” Knox said.

The men all stared stone-faced at Knox.

He pulled the trigger. The Houthi terrorist went limp, dropping straight to the floor.

“Who’s next?” Knox asked.

A few more tense seconds passed before another man gingerly raised his hand. Knox nodded at the Yemeni, a sign he understood to mean he could speak.

“The American soldiers are not here,” he said.

“Where are they?” Knox demanded.

The Yemeni didn’t say anything — for a few seconds.

Then Knox growled his question again: “I said, where are they?”

They’re in the Sarawat Mountains,” the man said. “If you bring me a map, I can show you where.”

A collective groan came from the remaining soldiers, who glared at him. Knox readily understood that the snitch was breaking protocol.

“You show me the exactly location, and you’ll live,” Knox said. “Live like a king.”

The guard smiled, his expression moving from one of uncertainty to one of satisfaction. “Bring me a map,” he said, in clipped English.

Less than a minute later, the man was explaining the best route to take in order to reach the pirates’ encampment deep in the Sarawat Mountains.

“Rico, let the Navy know that they can retrieve this ship.”

Then Knox keyed his radio.

“Makenzie,” he said, “we’re going to need a different kind of plane.”


CHAPTER EIGHT


Washington, D.C

President Lewis strode to the lectern in the White House press room to address the media. He tried to appear stoic, despite how he felt about getting back the oil tanker for Moller. For Lewis’s efforts, he knew he would be rewarded handsomely when the time came to refill the election campaign coffers. The move to stand up to the Houthi pirates would also earn him fervent support among U.S. allies conducting business in that region. And most important, it gave Lewis a chance to send a message that America’s interests abroad would be forcefully protected — and that future terrorist attacks would invite the wrath of the U.S. military.

Never mind that the U.S. military had nothing to do with the operation that recovered the SS Castle. Nobody needed to know that.

All the footage released by the U.S. Department of Defense showed naval officers seizing the ship and guiding it through the inlet and into safer waters off the coast of Yemen. Public information officers had added a few clips of U.S. destroyers firing their guns, giving the illusion that a violent conflict had taken place. To anyone following the story through the spoon-fed reports by television journalists, it appeared as though the U.S. had flexed its might and crushed the Houthi pirates.

Lewis straightened his papers on the lectern, papers that were merely for show. His entire message had been loaded onto the teleprompter and he read it as if he was speaking from his heart. He included plenty of patriotic platitudes and stern warnings for terrorists thinking of attacking U.S. businesses abroad.

“As one of the world’s leaders, I want everyone to understand that for far too long we’ve given lip service about terrorism abroad. The time for talking has passed; we’re entering a new phase of this fight, the phase where we let our actions speak for us. We’ve told terrorists how we feel. Now, it’s time to show them what we mean.”

Shaky body cam footage rolled on the screens flanking Lewis on both sides. Shown at a faster speed to avoid displaying too much gore, the viewpoint of one of the soldiers hustling through the SS Castle and coming across dead terrorists and the evidence of a bloody one-sided battle. Lewis paused for effect, allowing all the journalists in the room to focus their attention on the footage. Once the image faded to black, Lewis resumed his speech.

“Fortunately, vital oil that was bound for the U.S. was recaptured and is now en route to its original destination,” Lewis said. “But most important, there are a few less evil men in the world today that wish to do harm to the American people. Moving forward, we will be working with our allies to maintain elite operators in the Middle East to issue swifter and harsher responses to any terrorists who have the notion that they can attack without consequences.”

Lewis took a few questions, most of which were trying to extract detailed information from him about the operation. But he quickly directed them to the communications team before stepping aside and exiting the press room. In the hallway, Tanner wore a hint of a smile as he greeted Lewis.

“Excellent speech,” Tanner said. “That should have those goons shaking in their sandals if they try something like that again.”

Lewis glanced around the room at the aides and other White House personnel nearby.

“Let’s talk in my office,” he said.

Lewis walked a step ahead of Tanner, with a Secret Service detail in tow. Neither man said anything until they were alone behind the closed doors of the president’s West Wing office. Lewis glanced at the wet bar and checked his watch before opting for a bottled water from the mini-fridge in the corner of the room.

“You seem a little stressed,” Tanner observed. He loosened his tie while easing into the chair across from Lewis’s desk. “I thought you’d be a little happier after nailing that press conference.”

Lewis dropped into his chair and then scooted forward. He picked up a paperweight and stared thoughtfully at it.

“This thing right here,” Lewis held up the paperweight, “is just heavy. It’s not designed to do much other than keep things in place. It’s not dynamic or even interesting. It’s just a heavy piece of glass with some meaningless summit logo affixed to the bottom. But if I throw it, suddenly its purpose changes. It could inflict real damage. It could knock someone out, maybe even kill them.”

“I’m not sure I’m following you,” Tanner said.

“Whenever you weaponize something, it can come back to haunt you,” Lewis said. “What I did out there was political tough talk, but it also may have just painted a giant target on my back, both figuratively and literally. And I may have just weaponized the press as well as the terrorists stealing oil.”

“But it needed to be done. You couldn’t just sit here and do nothing, like that paperweight. You might see what you did as weaponizing, but I see it as taking action, being bold, delivering on your promise to fight for the American people.”

Lewis sighed. “I’m not the one fighting, at least not in a literal sense. That’d be Jake.”

Tanner rapidly clicked the pen in his hand as his eyes drifted to the notes on the folder in his lap. He looked like he was ready to move on, but then lingered on the topic.

“Any word on Jake yet?”

Lewis shook his head.

“That’s why that speech was so tough,” he said. “The terrorists know the truth, that they have my son, that the SS Castle was freed, but not the original operatives.”

“But do they know he’s your son?”

“If they do, they haven’t said anything yet.”

“That’s good,” Tanner said. “If they knew, I’m sure they would’ve exploited that in some way by now. I think you can rest assured that he’s still alive, and trust that the team tasked with rescuing him and the other operatives will succeed.”

“That’s easy to say when it’s not your kid.”

“I know,” Tanner said, with a sigh. “I’m not going to try and pretend like I understand what you’re going through. But, for what it’s worth, I think you’re holding up well and projecting strength and courage, which is what Americans want to see from you right now.”

“But if the truth comes out, my speech out there will be weaponized against me,” Lewis said. “That tough-guy talk will come back to haunt me.”

“Not if we get him back soon. Nobody will have to know. At least, not for a while.”

“Okay,” Lewis said, “no need to dwell on this any longer. We have other business we need to attend to, starting with an update on our little social media friend.”

Tanner scanned the agenda in front of him and handed a copy to Lewis.

“I didn’t add this to our topics to discuss in order to cover our asses, but I knew you’d want to know everything,” Tanner said.

“And?”

“And the device that someone was trying to give Derrick Hilton was found first by the contractor we employed.”

“So, he doesn’t know?”

“Not yet,” Tanner said. “And the computer the information came from has been destroyed.”

“Do I want to ask about the person peddling the intel?”

“He’s — he’s been taken care of.”

Lewis’s eyes widened.

“You didn’t kill him, did you?”

“Of course not,” Tanner said. “That’s not how you best conduct business, at least that’s not how I conduct business. I think it’s much more effective to persuade people to join your team, as opposed to severing ties in a more permanent manner.”

“So, we don’t have to worry about this person any more?”

“Not at all,” Tanner said. “You can rest easy knowing that Derrick Hilton doesn’t have the promised information, nor does he have a source that will provide it. In my mind, I would consider this case closed.”

“You better not be wrong, for both our sakes.”

A knock at the door signaled the end of their meeting. “Got a meeting with Admiral Flanigan,” Lewis said. “We’ll talk soon.”

James Flanigan followed one of Lewis’s assistants into the office and gave Tanner an acknowledging nod before joining the president at the sitting area in the corner of the room.

“Admiral, if you don’t have any good news for me, I’m not sure I want to hear it,” Lewis said.

“In that case, I’ll be on my way,” Flanigan said, pushing himself to his feet and feigning as if he was going to leave.

“Sit back down,” Lewis said, gesturing to the chair. “I know this is what I signed up for. I’m only half joking.”

“I want you to know that I’ve been doing a little digging,” Flanigan said.

“Digging into what?”

“Into a person, someone I think we need to keep an eye on.”
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After the meeting, Lewis retreated to his resident quarters and found Kate engrossed in a novel on the sofa, her legs stretched out in front of her and resting on the ottoman. Steam swirled upward from the mug resting on the end table next to her.

“How’s your morning going, Kate?”

She looked up at him, eyes narrowed and jaw set.

“That was a farce of a speech, and you know it,” she said, in a measured tone.

“What would you rather me do — announce to the world that those bastards have our son? Broadcast it that a bunch of halfwit terrorists outsmarted an elite Navy SEAL unit?”

She dropped the book on the sofa as she rose to her feet.

“You could’ve at least been honest about the fact that we’re still trying to recover our men,” she said, with a growl. “You could’ve at least mentioned that our son was part of that raid.”

Kate raised a clenched fist and slammed it into Lewis’s chest. He didn’t recoil or step back. Instead, he leaned in and wrapped his arms around Kate as she broke down crying.

“Why did they have to take our son?” she said, between sobs. “Are we ever going to see him again?”

Lewis held her tightly and slowly rubbed her back, stalling to give him time to think of how to answer her.

“I can’t predict the future, honey. If I could, Jake would’ve never gone on that mission. But what I can tell you is that we have an elite team going after him, a team that, for what it’s worth, I have complete faith in. And I hope you will too.”

Her sobbing grew louder, but she said nothing. Lewis didn’t move, maintaining his embrace.

“They’re going to get him back, Kate. And then we’re going to make those sons of bitches pay.”


CHAPTER NINE


Washington, D.C

Derrick Hilton clutched a mug of coffee and eased his face over the dancing steam. If he could’ve found a syringe and injected caffeine straight into his veins, he would’ve done so without hesitating. After a long night of poring over every possible shred of information he could find had exhausted him and cost him plenty of sleep.

Losing touch with his insider — and watching what appeared to be a pair of Feds beating him to the flash drive — signaled to him that this had the potential to be a big story. But he’d yet to figure out what the real story was.

And since he never got to peek at the files on the flash drive, Hilton could only imagine what it was all about. The only clue he had to go on was the mysterious mention of the Onyx Foundation. And from what he had learned, Onyx seemed like a simple data collection firm, specializing in amassing information on consumers, which was then sold to various businesses hoping to target certain segments of the population. The only thing that piqued his interest was the fact that no one seemed to work for Onyx, at least not openly. There were no company officers listed on the website, which was nothing more than an informational pamphlet. The phone number affiliated with Onyx went to an automated receptionist who asked for specific extensions or to “press zero for the operator,” which went directly to a mailbox that was full. The latter was a not-so-subtle attempt to tell the caller that it wasn’t interested in new business. Even the website’s email address generated an automated reply that someone would get in touch within twenty-four hours.

Hilton checked his watch. It had been over twenty-four hours—twenty-eight, to be exactly — and he hadn’t received anything from Onyx beyond the initial promise of a response. Hilton knew he’d never get one, either.

Since Hilton first reached out to Onyx by phone and via email, he’d spent hours crawling the web for anything that could help him find someone who worked for the company. But it was a dead end.

Then Hilton sifted through the New York Secretary of State’s business filings and found one for Onyx. However, the only officer listed was a virtual ghost — and the address was for a rented box at a mailbox store.

The lack of progress frustrated Hilton. In most of his investigations, a full day of research resulted in useful information. But with Onyx, Hilton felt like he was wasting his time. Then he decided to change his tactics, searching for anything online that contained the word Onyx. Soon, he felt like he was drowning in meaningless search results, until one caught his eye — a very recent obituary in the Post.

“Greg Byers of Georgetown, 35, passed away from injuries sustained by falling off the Woodrow Wilson Memorial Bridge while riding his bike. He was preceded in death by his father, Hank Byers. Greg Byers was born in Topeka, Kansas, before moving to New York to attend Columbia University, where he earned a degree in business administration. He worked for several multi-national companies, and was working with the Onyx Foundation in the nation’s capital at the time of his death.”

Hilton’s eyes widened. So, the Onyx Foundation is real.

A memorial service for Byers would be held today, at 11:00 a.m, at a church in Alexandria, followed by visitation with the family afterward. Hilton had plenty of time to make the funeral, where he hoped he might meet one of Byers’s co-workers. However, finding suitable attire was the most daunting task ahead of him.
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Two hours later, Hilton kept his head down as he walked over puddles and up the steps to St. Mark’s Episcopal Church. The picturesque stone church, that looked like it was built for the express purpose of hosting weddings with a lush green lawn and century-old oaks serving as de facto guardians to serve as happy photo backdrops, today felt appropriately drab. Water pooled in the grass and dark skies loomed overhead while bellowing thunderous refrains. Hilton didn’t figure there would be any joy from the attendees, especially for the funeral of someone so young, someone with so much life ahead of him.

Why would a 35-year-old man fall off the bridge, especially the Woodrow Wilson Memorial Bridge?

Either Byers jumped, or someone threw him over the side. Hilton had crossed that bridge hundreds of times in every way possible — car, bike, foot — and never once did he think it was possible to go over the edge. The idea that it was a mistake seemed unlikely to him. So the real mystery became how Byers ended up floating in the Potomac River.

Hilton crept up the stairs in the balcony and scanned the audience below. He estimated the crowd to be somewhere around two hundred people, mostly elderly. Speaking with all the scant young professionals wouldn’t be too difficult.

Several guys from Byers’s Thursday night trivia team spoke on his behalf, as did Byers’s brother, all recalling funny stories about Byers and his zest for life. Then his sister stepped up to the lectern.

“I’m not sure if I’m going to make it through this, but I want you to know that Greg was my hero, both in a figurative and literal sense. I first began to see him this way when I was seven years old, and one afternoon, we had gone to the convenience store around the corner from our house. I left my bike outside by the front door but when I came back, it was gone. Greg noticed another girl pedaling furiously away from the store. He went after her, but instead of demanding she give the bike back, he decided to make her pay. He taped a note to her screen door and knocked on it before running away and hiding. The note explained that a bakery one block away was giving away free donuts. So, the girl hopped on her bike to go to the bakery. But what she didn’t know was that Greg had strung a rope across the sidewalk, tying one side to a tree while holding onto the other end as he hid behind a big blue mailbox. Right as this thief approached on my bike, Greg pulled the rope taut and clotheslined the girl. She fell off the bike and started crying. Greg walked up to her and tossed her a band-aid for her bloody knee before straddling my pink Barbie bike with a banana seat. He told her that she got what she deserved, and next time she shouldn’t steal another little girl’s bike. Then he pedaled off, ignoring all the guys around him who were laughing at him for riding on the bike.”

The crowd chuckled at the story as Byers’s sister continued.

But the story intrigued Hilton. He remained in the balcony until the service was over, following some of the other mourners to the Byers’s family house. Hilton hurried across the street, covering his head with his hands. He walked up the cement walkway and up to the front door. Moments later, a woman welcomed him inside, giving him instructions on where to find the food.

Hilton meandered through a maze of people shoe-horned into the cozy single-story home. For a second, he thought that either his family spent their entire fortune on Byers’ college education at an Ivy League school, or he’d won a substantial scholarship. But then Hilton met Byers’ mother, a woman whose crippled hand and hunched back made her look like someone who’d have struggled to find a job she could effectively perform. And without a husband — Hilton overhead another couple talking about how Byers’s father had been dead for more than twenty years — she was likely trying to survive on disability and whatever else she got from an insurance policy.

Hilton finally arrived at the counter, mindlessly tapping a fresh paper plate against his leg as he waited for the pot-bellied man in front of him to cease his quest to extract every strawberry piece from the fruit salad. He tapped on the man’s shoulder.

“You eat all that, you’re going to turn into a strawberry,” Hilton said.

“A man can dream,” the elderly gentleman, said with a wheeze. Then he broke into a mild coughing fit tinged with laughter, which rippled across the room.

Hilton doled out a scoop of fruit salad followed by fried chicken wings, green bean casserole, homemade macaroni and cheese, whipped mashed potatoes, a salad with bleu cheese and dried raspberries, various cuts of cold meats, and dinner rolls. He overheard Byers’ sister explain that the meal was in honor of her brother’s favorite Thanksgiving dinner. A television in the corner also showed a replay of the previous year’s LSU-Arkansas game to complete the illusion.

“All we need to get this party started is a little booze,” Byers’ sister said to another younger woman.

The woman smiled and then held open her purse to display a half-dozen mini-bottles. Byers’ sister unscrewed the cap to one and promptly poured it into the glass of iced tea she was holding. However, Hilton noticed something else in the woman’s purse that arrested his attention. He waited until she was alone before he approached her.

“I don’t believe we’ve met,” Hilton said, offering his hand to the woman. “And I think we should’ve.”

“Melanie Cooper,” the woman said, offering her hand.

“Jackson Billups,” Hilton said.

“Where did you know Greg from?”

“Columbia,” Hilton said. “We lived on the same dorm floor our freshman year. We also took a few business classes together, too.”

Melanie picked up a chicken wing and efficiently sucked the meat off the bone in one pass, returning it stripped clean to her plate. Then she licked the sauce off a couple of fingers before using a napkin.

“You seem like a wing connoisseur,” Hilton said.

“At the moment, I’d eat just about anything,” she said.

“Long weekend at work?” Hilton said.

“Is there any other possible weekend?” she said, with a sneer.

After another pause that was teetering on the edge of becoming uncomfortable, Hilton kept the conversation there.

“So, how did you know Greg?” he asked.

“Work,” Melanie said. “We were both data analysts in the same department.”

“Do you like what you do?”

“The pay’s good, but the hours are lousy — and so’s the work. I mean,” she glanced around and then dropped her voice to a whisper, “who the hell falls off his bike on the Woodrow Wilson? That’s a near impossibility.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” Hilton said, keeping his tone muted. “But I didn’t want to bring it up here. Do you know if the cops are investigating?”

She snorted and shook her head.

“Cops? Around here? They’re more interested in making sure squatters’ rights are protected than looking into a possible murder of a cyclist. Besides, people jump off that bridge all the time. They just assumed it was a suicide, but I know better. I knew Greg, and he would’ve never done anything like that. He was was one the stablest people I’d ever met.”

“Everyone here just seemed to be acting like it was just normal. I hadn’t been in close contact with Greg in a while, but his death sounded suspicious.”

“He’s the second person who’s died in the past two months at my work,” she said. “It’s like there’s something in the water.”

Hilton sighed and held up his water glass, inspecting it for a moment. “Speaking of water, I think I’m gonna need something a little stronger to get me through this. You got anything on you? I know Mrs. B was a teetotaler.”

Melanie sighed and scanned the room. Then she opened her purse and nodded toward it, inviting him to look inside. She waited while Hilton rifled through her bag.

“Did you find it?” she asked.

Hilton nodded, as he palmed her Onyx security card along with a mini-bottle of Bombay Sapphire.

“Finally,” he said, covertly switching hands with the liquor while shoving the card into his back pocket.

She dug a business card out of her purse and handed it to him. “If you start looking into this thing and learn something, give me a call.”

He promised her he would, and then emptied the bottle into a fresh glass.


CHAPTER TEN


Near the Sarawat Mountains | Yemen

The sun glinted off the wing of the Kodiak 100 as Knox ran his hand along the sleek red paint. It was barely 8:00 a.m. and Knox could feel the sweat dappling his forehead. A dust devil swirled near them before darting off in another direction, but the lingering wake caught in Knox’s throat, drying him out. In an attempt to expunge the dirt, he coughed, which morphed into a wheezing fit that lasted longer than he expected.

“Are you all right?” asked a gray-bearded man leaning on a cane.

Knox, still doubled over, gestured toward his throat. Rico eased up behind Knox and slapped him on the back.

“You sure you’re okay?” Rico asked.

“Something just went down the wrong pipe,” he said, between coughs. “I’ll be over it in a minute.”

“And you want to fly this bird deep into the heart of the Sarawats?” the man asked with an arched eyebrow.

“Not me,” he said, before pointing at Makenzie. “Her.”

“Still, I’m assuming you’re going with her, right?” the man asked.

Knox nodded.

“It’s so dusty out there,” the man continued, “that it makes what you just saw look like mere dust motes.”

The man’s name was Gene Jordan, the principal director and chief pilot of Aviation Friends, a humanitarian aid agency that delivered food and provided life-saving services to people living in remote locations all over the world.

“But I don’t mind the morning off,” Jordan said, as he twirled his cane. “Rachel and I haven’t taken a day off in at least six months. I know she’d enjoy it — and I just might, too.” His ruddy cheeks expanded as his smile broadened. He held out his hand, gesturing toward the minimalist hangar. Wrapped and covered in aluminum sheet metal, the wooden structure was barely tall enough to accommodate the Kodiak.

“Kirk told me you could fly, though he referred to you as Mack,” Jordan said, glancing at Makenzie as they walked. “I didn’t mean to assume⁠—”

“It’s all right,” Makenzie said. “I’m not offended. But you wouldn’t want Knox flying your airplanes. He just likes to jump out of them.”

“Only when you’re flying them,” Knox said.

Jordan stopped short of the entrance to the hangar, his smile fading. “You two aren’t exactly instilling a lot of confidence in me that you’re capable of flying this plane into some of the most rugged backcountry you’ll ever come across.”

“Sorry, sir,” Knox said. “We don’t mean to spook you. I can verify that Mack is one helluva pilot. And I only jump out when necessary.”

“How many times have you jumped out while she was flying?”

“Two. But it was necessary.”

“Necessary?” Jordan asked. “When is it ever necessary to jump out of a plane?”

Makenzie shrugged. “When your landing gear isn’t locking into place.”

“And that’s happened to you three times?” Jordan asked.

“Just once,” Makenzie said, “but I don’t want to talk about the other two times he jumped out.”

Jordan drew back and eyed them closely.

“Kirk told me that you could cover the cost of repairs to the plane if anything happened to it,” he said. “But after listening to your stories, I’m starting to wonder if I need the full cost of the plane to be held as a deposit.”

Rico chuckled.

“Kirk’s got a little bit of an active imagination,” he said. “You’ve known him long enough to learn that, right?”

“Yeah, but—” Jordan said, before Knox cut him off.

“I swear to you, Mr. Jordan, that if anything that happens to the plane, you will be compensated and then some. My employer sees our mission as one of utmost importance.”

“I know you’re from the CIA or something like that — at least, that’s what Kirk said — and I know he was a spook, too,” Jordan said. “But I really need this plane back in one piece, and for you not to make too much trouble. If our organization becomes associated with some U.S. government-sanctioned killing spree, that might be the end of our ability to administer aid here. And the people desperately need it, as you’ll soon see for yourselves.”

“The only thing I can promise you is that we’ll do our best to get it back to you in one piece — and we’ll do it as quickly as possible,” Knox said.

Jordan drew in a deep breath and poked at the dirt with his cane. “Come on inside and let’s take care of the paperwork,” he said.

A half-hour later, the team was taxiing down the gravel runway with all their gear stored securely in the back. As Makenzie eased back on the stick, the Kodiak 100 soared above the nearby villages, which grew more difficult to identify as they gained altitude.

According to Makenzie’s estimates, the landing strip would take forty-five minutes to reach, which was fifteen klicks from the supposed location of the site. Knox’s biggest fear was that the Houthi pirate had lied to them, though Knox was certain the man understood that if the mission failed, he would be killed. That had given Knox the confidence to move forward, even if he did so warily.
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Makenzie put the plane down as smoothly as possible, which was to say it didn’t rattle all the teeth in Knox’s mouth, just thirty-one out of thirty-two. The thirsty and cracked surface made Makenzie seem like an amateur pilot taking up passengers for the first time.

“Damn, Mack,” Rico said, “if you wanted to jar my teeth loose, there are other ways to do it that don’t scare the hell outta me.”

Makenzie gave him a sideways glance and then rolled her eyes.

“Better watch it,” she said, “or this just might not be room for you on the return flight.”

Rico cracked a smile as he slung his rucksack over his shoulder.

Knox worked quickly to unload the gear, snaring it out of the back and handing it to Rico and Makenzie, who piled it up on the dirt near the plane. A few kids wandered over toward them, curious to find out what the airplane was bringing them.

Knox ducked back inside, used his knife to slice free the bindings securing a pallet that Jordan wanted delivered, and started offloading the individual boxes.

“What’s in these things?” Rico asked.

Knox shrugged. “I’m just trying to earn my keep with Jordan, who didn’t look all that happy that we were doing what we were doing.”

“He’ll get over it when he gets that fat check,” Rico said.

One of the kids gingerly approached them, sneaking up to one of the boxes and peeking inside.

“Hey,” Makenzie said, “who said those were for you?”

The boy scrambled back, stumbling and falling onto his butt. He crab-crawled further away, never losing eye contact with Makenzie.

“Is there someone we can talk to who’s in charge?” Rico asked.

The boys all stared at him, furrowing their brows and then glancing at one another.

“What’s the matter?” Rico asked. “Does nobody around here speak English? Everybody just wants our stuff. We need to speak to someone in charge.”

“I’m in charge,” said one of the boys, who stepped forward and around his fallen friend. “Do you have a delivery receipt for me to sign?”

Knox eyed the boy for a moment. He appeared to be around the same age as all the teens or young college students who attended programs at his camps in Montana. Then Knox noticed the gun tucked into the back of the boy’s pants.

“I think I’ve got it around here somewhere,” Knox said, disappearing back into the plane.

After a brief search, he returned with clipboard containing the document the boy asked for.

“Is this what you’re after?” Knox asked.

The boy nodded and then scribbled his signature onto the piece of paper before handing it back to Knox.

“Good. Now these boxes are your problem,” Knox said. “They’re all off the plane, but it’s not our responsibility to get them where you want them. That’s up to you.”

“We’ll handle it from here.”

Knox assembled the rest of his gear and then the trio struck off down a narrow dirt path just off the runway that led straight into the forested area nearby.

“I’m a little concerned,” Makenzie said.

“About what?” Rico asked. “Taking off?”

“Getting airborne is the least of my worries,” she said. “That runway is plenty long enough, even if it isn’t the smoothest. But we’re going to have to travel about five miles with the SEALs, and who knows what condition they’ll be in.”

“If they’re alive, they’ll be in better condition than most,” Knox said. “I mean, they’re not Army Rangers, of course, but I wouldn’t immediately think it’s going to be the hardest thing you’ve ever had to do in your life.”

Makenzie laughed. “Well, I’ll lean on you for what I should expect, since I have very limited experience with these things, compared to you guys,” she said.

They trudged along for a few more klicks before the woods gave way to a more open path above the tree line. The harsh sun bore down on them, Knox’s tendency to sweat resulting in a drenched shirt.

“When we go back to the plane, we better do it at night,” Rico said.

Then about a dozen men armed with semi-automatic weapons emerged from outcroppings in the rock. They surrounded Knox, Rico, and Makenzie, insisting that they raise their hands and avoid making any sudden movements.

Knox swallowed hard, partially from thirst, partially from uncertainty on how to handle the men. If it was just him and maybe only six men, he would likely consider a feasible plan. But there were twelve hostiles, and he also had to consider Makenzie, who wasn’t trained to his and Rico’s level. If he provoked them, she would be low-hanging fruit, ripe for a bullet — or other unmentionable acts, if the gunmen so desired.

Another man sauntered from around a large boulder, a smoldering cigar hanging tenuously from his lips.

“Good morning, Mr. Knox,” the man said in English, his accent distinctly Middle Eastern and clipped. “We’ve been expecting you.”

“And to think I forgot to call ahead and let you know I was going to be here,” Knox said, forcing a faint smile.

“I’m a forgiving person, most of the time,” the man said. “Unfortunately for you, I’m running in short supply today.”

He nodded knowingly at the guards, who strode over toward the new hostages and wasted no time in zip-tying their hands behind their backs. Two of the men searched through their packs and removed all their phones, smashing them against the rocks.

“But don’t worry,” the man said. “This won’t take long. Beheadings usually don’t.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Washington, D.C

President Lewis stared at his notepad, his mind elsewhere. A man stood by a video projector and droned on about the importance of having government oversight for internet-based companies and how they gathered sensitive information about their clients. Lewis wasn’t sure it was possible to care any less than he did about the topic, given everything consuming his mind. With Jake still missing, Lewis couldn’t help but think about what atrocities his son was enduring. And if the president managed to put the situation out of his mind for even a minute, the moment he stepped into his living quarters, Katie would remind him, bombarding him with questions and demanding an update.

But five days had passed since anyone last had contact with Jake, and still no word about his well-being or demands from terrorists. Lewis knew there was a plausible explanation for the lack of communication. He just didn’t want to consider it.

He’s still alive. I just know it.

Lewis glowered while staring at the conference table, both fists clenched as let out a low growl.

“Is everything all right, Mr. President?” Tanner asked.

Lewis glanced to his right, catching his reflection in the window. He looked like he wanted to punch someone, if not shoot them. His eyes were narrowed, his lips forming a tight narrow line. As soon as he recognized how terrifying he must’ve seemed to everyone else in the room, he softened.

“Sorry,” he said. “I don’t mean to disrespect what are probably some great ideas, but I’m not really in the mindset to listen to this kind of thing right now. Could you come back another time, so I can give this issue the attention it deserves?”

The speaker nodded. “Of course, Mr. President. I’ll be happy to return and brief you again on this issue and how we can appropriately deal with it.”

“Thank you for your understanding,” Lewis said, his temper subsiding.

The speaker and his panel of accompanying researchers and policymakers gathered their materials and filed out of the room. A minute later, Lewis was left alone with Tanner.

Tanner leaned forward and tapped his pen on his notepad. “You want to tell me what the hell is going on?” he asked. “You’ve been trying to set this meeting up for months, but you looked like you wanted to murder someone before you abruptly ended everything. Are you all right?”

“Not really. Jake’s still missing, as you know, and I don’t know when I’m going to learn the truth about what’s happened to him, which reminds me—have you spoken with Banks about the extraction op?”

“She’s scheduled to meet with you in fifteen minutes. She’s probably already here if you want to start the meeting early.”

Lewis slapped the table and hopped to his feet. “There’s no time like the present.”

Tanner led Lewis out of the meeting room and down the hall to the president’s West Wing office. A few minutes later, five minutes earlier than scheduled, Camille Banks sat across the desk from Lewis. The president smoothed out his tie as he settled into his chair, his eyes locked on hers. Tanner retreated into the hallway.

“I don’t like that look,” Lewis said. “Do you have bad news?”

Banks hesitated, cocking her head to one side. “I’m not sure if it’s bad news, so maybe let’s just consider it neutral news.”

“It’s bad, isn’t it?” Lewis said, shifting his weight back and forth in his chair. “Just tell me, dammit. I’ll decide what kind of news it is.”

Banks drew in a short breath and was about to speak before Lewis cut her off.

“Are they dead? Did you find any bodies? Did you find Jake’s body?” Lewis asked, his questions fired at Banks like he was laying down cover for a platoon in the mountains of Kandahar.

“Right now, we don’t know much, Mr. President,” Banks said.

“Don’t tell me what you don’t know. Tell me what you do know.”

“We’ve lost contact with the team,” she said. “Everything — comms, tracking devices, phones — it’s all gone.”

“How could this happen?”

“There are several ways we could complete contact. And if I’m going to give it to you straight, the likeliest scenarios are a plane crash or they were captured.”

“Plane crash? I thought⁠—”

“They were headed to a remote area in the Sarawat Mountains, sir. If they tried to traverse the journey via car or truck, it would’ve taken then much longer, not to mention that it would’ve been exponentially more dangerous for them.”

“Guess that wasn’t exactly the case, was it?” Lewis hissed.

“Sir, I understand this is upsetting to you, especially given what’s all at stake both personally and politically for you. And I can promise you that we are doing everything we can to get Jake back as quietly as possible. But sometimes no matter how much you plan, these ops deep behind enemy lines can quickly go awry.”

“And that’s what you think happened here? Some curveball that nobody on the team expected?”

“You have to understand that we have limited intel on this part of Yemen as it is,” she said. “Trying to cobble together a mission plan under these conditions is far from ideal; it invites miscalculations and mistakes. But given the circumstances, we didn’t have time to construct a carefully-vetted plan. This was always going to be a roll of the dice.”

Lewis paused and looked away pensively.

“What is it, sir?”

“Speaking of vetting, how well did you vet every member of your team of special operators?”

“Extensively, sir. Why?”

“It’s probably nothing, just something someone brought to my attention recently about one of your team members.”

“Who is it?”

Lewis shook his head. “I’d rather not say, since I don’t want to poison the well, so to speak. If I tell you who it is, you might find something that isn’t really there. Just go back and revisit the documents you gathered on them while vetting them. It’s probably nothing.”

“That doesn’t sound like nothing to me.”

“It’s not, but it also could be distracting us from what we actually know for sure right now, which is the fact that you sent a team into a foreign region vastly unprepared with questionable intel on the area.”

“Yes, sir,” Banks said, nodding. “And I take responsibility for that decision, one I made going off my gut instincts, which told me Knox and that team were capable of pulling off the impossible.”

“They’re special operators, Camille, not a group of damn superheroes. If we lose my son, it’ll be devastating both to me and Katie on a personal level. But if we lose three highly-skilled operators as well? That’s just a kick in the gut, on top of depleting your outfit of elite talent — which, as you well know, isn’t easy to come by.”

“This job isn’t for the faint of heart,” she said. “And I sure as hell don’t think hindsight is a healthy way to get better at my job. I can tell that you’re upset, but I still think I made the right call.”

“If you think you made the right call⁠—”

“Sir, we just lost communication with them,” Banks said, cutting him off. “For all we know, something else caused that to happen. But as far as we know, they’re not dead yet. And if I had to place a bet on Knox, when all I knew was that he was still alive somewhere and facing near-impossible odds, I’d bet on him to make a comeback and win.”

Lewis folded his arms and stared at her, his gaze narrowing.

“You better hope your instincts serve you well,” he said. “Because if they don’t, and that team doesn’t come back alive, I’m going to personally sign your exit papers and make sure you never return to any federal job in my lifetime.”

“I guess there are worse punishments,” she said.

“This isn’t a joke, Camille.”

She nodded and spun on her heels before striding toward the door.

“The second you hear something, you understand?”

“Of course, sir,” she said, as she left.

Ryan Tanner returned to Lewis’s office, looking back over his shoulder as he did.

“What’s wrong with her?” Tanner asked.

“Who?”

“Camille Banks,” Tanner said. “She looks like she’s got a burr under her saddle.”

“That’s one theory,” Lewis said.

“Well, I’ve got another theory for you,” Tanner said. “But this one is a conspiracy theory.”

“This ought to be good,” the president said, as he rubbed his hands together.

“You remember that guy who stalks you all the time online,” Tanner said, snapping his fingers, “Derrick, uh, Derrick Hilton.”

“Of course,” Lewis said. “The guy who needs to be taken down in size.”

“Well, I’d love to help you there, but I’m not sure what I can do. Besides you’re the one who told me that nobody will believe Derrick Hilton anyway. Why not just ignore him? Why do we need to do something about it?”

“Because he’s dangerous and needs to be stopped.”

“Then ignore him,” Tanner said. “It’s not rocket science.”

“He’s not the kind of person you can just ignore,” Lewis said.

“Then no one will blame you inciting a man to physical action.”

Lewis shook his head. “No, this needs to be dealt with as soon as possible, as discreetly as possible, as quickly as possible.”

“Sir, are you suggesting⁠—”

“I’m not suggesting you do anything, but if Hilton happened to end up as chum for the fish tomorrow in the bay, let’s just say I won’t ask how it happened.”

“Of course not,” Tanner said. “That’d be foolish. I know you’d never do anything like that.”

“Absolutely not,” Lewis said. “You’ll handle this? Don’t forget to notify me when it’s done. And you better not forget to call me right away.”

“I wouldn’t dream of doing anything of the sort,” said Tanner. He strode toward the door.

Then Lewis picked up one of his top secret satellite phones and dialed a number.

“I have a little problem that I trust you can address for me,” Lewis said.

“I’m listening,” the man said.

After he finished, he ended the call and smiled.

The president’s nightmare was about to become reality. And deep down, Lewis knew if he missed this one opportunity, he had no idea when he’d get another one, though it’d likely be far too late.

And Lewis couldn’t afford that any more.


CHAPTER TWELVE


Sarawat Mountains | Yemen

The transport truck bounced along the dirt road riddled with potholes, the engine groaning as it chugged uphill. Knox closed his eyes, a dull ache pulsing through his head due to the constant pounding he’d endured against the truck’s canvas support bar as he sat bound to the bench. The brakes squeaked as the vehicle finally came to a stop a half-hour after they’d been captured.

Knox knew enough Arabic to understand the terrorists’ conversations, including one that identified the leader as Sakhar. The brash commander swung open the truck’s tailgate and greeted them by yanking them face first onto the ground.

When Knox hit the ground, the shaft on his prosthetic leg clanked against a rock, arresting the attention of the guards. He scanned the compound, taking note of the chain-link fence and number of scrawny young men toting weapons. Several Houthi hostiles rushed over and huddled around him, curious about the contraption hidden beneath his pant leg. One of the men poked at Knox’s leg with a gun and then jumped back when the gun barrel made contact.

Sakhar, who’d been preoccupied in another conversation, strode over to the commotion and loomed over Knox, who was lying on his back in the dirt. A wry smile formed on Sakhar’s lips as he stooped over and inspected Knox’s leg. Sakhar pushed the pants leg back, revealing the sculpted piece of carbon fiber and titanium.

“What happened here?” Sakhar asked, with a laugh. “Did you forget something?”

“I broke my foot off in the ass of the last bastard who tried to kill me,” Knox said. “My inventory is low right now, but it’s not zero.”

Sakhar stood upright and put his hands on hips as he chuckled. Then he gave his men a rough translation, resulting in an eruption of laughter.

“You’re a funny man, Mr.—”

“Asskicker,” Knox said.

“Well, Mr. Asskicker, it’s going to be hard to kick anyone when you’ve only got one leg.”

Knox glanced down at his leg.

“In case you didn’t notice, someone already beat you to it.”

“Did they?” Sakhar reached out and grabbed the sleeve that went over Knox’s knee. With a firm yank, Sakhar ripped the prosthetic leg off of Knox and tossed it aside.

“Now, you have one leg, Mr. Asskicker.”

Sakhar held out his hand, which Knox ignored. Then the Houthi terrorist grabbed Knox’s wrist and pulled him upright. Knox hopped around to maintain his balance before stopping. But he said nothing.

“Oh, what happened to your tough talk, Mr. Asskicker?” Sakhar asked.

Knox just glared at the man.

Then Sakhar turned his men and laughed. They all joined him, mocking Knox with cruel comments and physical gestures. A couple of the men bounced around on one foot and pointed.

Rico, who’d been standing behind Knox, let out a guttural growl as he charged Sakhar. The Yemeni expected the attack. He dropped low to the ground, undercutting Rico and lifting him into the air. Rico spun around and landed hard on the rocky ground. He groaned as he rolled over to face Sakhar.

“An admirable effort,” Sakhar said. “But I’m amused by the fact that you thought you could send a cripple, a woman, and a stupid man to do what? Fight your way through well-trained and disciplined soldiers? And win?”

Rico sat up. “Yet the men on the tanker are all dead or captured. How did we do that?”

“What do you Americans say — even a broken clock is right twice a day?” Sakhar sneered, kicking Knox’s leg aside.

“I wouldn’t do that again if I were you,” Knox said.

“What are you going to do to me? Tell me that I hurt your feelings? You Americans are so soft.”

Then Sakhar swept Knox’s leg out from underneath him, sending him crashing to the ground and drawing another round of laughter from the guards.

Knox pushed himself up, hobbling onto one foot.

“You’re going to regret this,” Knox said.

Sakhar snorted. “You just don’t know when to stop. But I promise you that I will put an end to your arrogant threats. I’ve observed that it’s difficult for men to speak when their heads are separated from the rest of their body.”

He turned and looked at one of the men nearby, giving him a knowing nod. Two guards pulled Rico upright and dragged him toward the door. Knox and Makenzie were nudged forward. Bouncing on one foot, Knox stopped and looked over his shoulder at his prosthetic leg lying a few feet away.

“Did you forget something?” Sakhar asked, noticing Knox looking in the direction of his leg. “Before I sever your head, maybe I could sever your other leg to, you know, even things out.”

Knox glared at Sakhar but said nothing.

Sakhar knelt and picked up the leg and carried it over to Knox. But instead of handing it to him, Sakhar drew back and smashed Knox in the back of the head, rendering him unconscious.
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When Knox came to, he winced and tried to get his bearings. He was face down in the dirt in what appeared to be a small shack about five meters by five meters. Rico and Makenzie sat bound and gagged against the wall, both of them with a thousand-yard stare plastered on their faces. Knox then realized he, too, was bound, though not gagged.

The dull ache from the jarring ride in the transport truck now exponentially worse from the blow to the back of his head. He sat up and looked at the guard seated on a stool near the door, clutching his pistol with his hand resting comfortably in his lap. The man furrowed his brow as he looked down at Knox.

Knox heard voices on the other side of the wall, two men speaking in Arabic about how they needed to go to tend to the other prisoners at another camp a couple of miles away.

Then Knox noticed his prosthetic secured under the man’s stool. But there was something else Knox eyed, too — the guard’s prosthetic hand. While his good hand clutched his weapon, his other hand was a hook. After getting involved in the world of prosthetics, Knox had seen far better options than a rudimentary hook for a hand, but it either hadn’t reached this part of the world yet, or the man couldn’t afford one. But it hadn’t stopped him from serving in Sakhar’s army.

If Knox was going to escape, he first needed his leg. And given the fact that the guard was perched on a stool atop the leg, Knox figured he needed to build a rapport with the guard to gain his trust. Surely being a fellow amputee would help.

Knox offered a faint smile at the man, who returned the gesture. The man sported a black AC/DC t-shirt and jeans that didn’t look like they’d been washed for weeks.

“Hal li ‘an ‘ahsul ealaa saqi alastinaeiati?” Knox asked.

The guard drew back, his eyebrows shooting upward. Knox wasn’t sure if the man was surprised over the fact that his American prisoner knew Arabic or that he had the gall to ask for his leg back. But the guard said nothing.

“What’s your name?” Knox asked in Arabic.

The man’s eyes darted between Knox and the other prisoners. But he remained quiet.

“It’s not a hard question,” Knox said.

The man sighed.

“Wadie,” he replied.

“So, Wadie, can you help me out?” Knox asked. “I think we have some mutual ground here.”

He nodded at Wadie’s arm, but he glared back.

“I lost my arm because of your country’s soldiers,” Wadie sneered.

“You were in a battle against American soldiers?” Knox asked.

“I blew off my hand trying to make a bomb.”

Knox furrowed his brow. He paused, taking a moment to ponder how to respond. But upon reflection, Knox realized that the man’s bitterness was an impenetrable fortress.

“Sounds like that was your fault,” Knox said. “Maybe the moral of the story is this: stop making bombs to kill American soldiers.”

“Sakhar told me not to kill you,” the guard said, rising to his feet. “But he didn’t say I couldn’t harm you.”

Knox stood up on his leg.

“I don’t know any tough guys who pick on one-legged men with their hands bound behind their back. Doesn’t seem like a very fair fight.”

“Why does it have to be fair?” the man said. He drew a knife out of the sheath affixed to his belt and lunged at Knox.

Knox dipped and evaded the blade, while Wadie’s wild swing put him off balance. Then Knox dropped to the ground and put a shoulder into Wadie’s thigh, sending him sprawling into the dirt. As he got up, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and spit in Knox’s direction before charging at him a second time.

This time, Knox prepared to absorb the blow. He raised his hands, positioning his wrists so Wadie’s knife slashed through them. With the cord weakened by the cut, Knox pulled his hands apart, snapping the bindings and then hopping upright.

Wadie’s eyes narrowed.

“You don’t look so confident now,” Knox said.

“I still have two legs and one wicked right arm,” Wadie said with a growl. “And that’s more than you have.”

Knox motioned for Wadie to fight him. And Wadie obliged.

The captor jumped toward Knox and faked a punch before sweeping his right leg. But Knox was ready, springing out of the way and then launching himself into Wadie. The Houthi tumbled backward. Knox landed on top of Wadie’s chest, driving him further into the dirt as the knife tumbled away from them. Wadie groaned, but Knox ignored the sound, along with the empty threats.

Knox scrambled into a dominant position, forcing his forearm against Wadie’s throat. He gasped for air, flailing his arms, legs kicking. Desperate to get a breath, Wadie tried to dig his hook into Knox, but couldn’t get it into the right position. Repeated attempts by Wadie to snare Knox resulted in a constant pounding against his shoulder and chest, annoying him. He also knew that if the fight continued for much longer, it was only a matter of time before Wadie somehow managed to wriggle free or another guard walked in.

Knox leaned harder on Wadie’s throat. He wanted a quick end to the fight, but not before he got some information out of the man.

“Where’s the other camp?” Knox said, easing the pressure to allow Wadie to answer.

“What are you talking about?”

“I know there’s another camp a couple of miles from here. Which direction is it?”

“It’s north of here.”

Knox leaned on Wadie again, making the man wince in pain.

“North? We just came from the north,” Knox said.

“Okay, okay, it’s south of here. But you’ll never get there alive. Too many⁠—”

Knox stopped listening, instead searching for a quick end to this fight. With the knife just out of Knox’s reach, he decided to dive for it. When he did, he let up for a second, and Wadie got his air back. He shouted for help.

Knox wrapped his fingers around the knife and then drove it into the side of Wadie’s neck. The Houthi’s eyes went wide as he reached for the wound and gurgled something Knox couldn’t understand. Knox kept the knife in Wadie until he fell limp.

Then Knox scrambled over to his prosthetic leg and put it on.

Makenzie stared at Wadie’s lifeless body, shaking her head.

“We’ve gotta get out of here,” Knox said, as he stood up.

Then he heard approaching footsteps just outside. He put a finger to his lips and eased behind the door clutching Wadie’s knife. A few seconds later, another guard knocked and then entered, not waiting for a reply. He gasped when he saw Wadie’s body but before he could summon anyone else, Knox drove the blade into the man’s throat and then stabbed him in the side of his neck, severing the guard’s jugular. He fell to his knees, both hands around his neck, trying to stop the bleeding. Seconds later, he pitched forward, landing with his face in the dirt.

Knox rushed over to Rico and Makenzie and freed them from their gags and bindings.

“Nice work,” Rico said.

“You really believe him about that other camp?” Makenzie asked.

Knox shrugged. “All we know is that it’s not north,” he said. “I’m willing to risk it. It’s either that or take a shot in the dark ourselves. But it won’t matter if we don’t hurry up and get out of here.”

Rico and Makenzie raided the two dead guards’ bodies for every weapon and communication device. She spotted her rucksack in the corner of the room. It had been emptied of all weapons, but still had a couple of useful items, including a pair of binoculars, a comms system, and a drone tucked away in a sleek case that the guards dumped back inside when they couldn’t figure out how to open it. She slung her ruck over her shoulder.

“Wish they’d left me mine,” Knox said.

“You can’t strip a woman of all her accessories,” she said with a wink.

They all eased out through the door facing the compound’s perimeter fence. Thick vegetation loomed over the encampment, casting long shadows. But Knox didn’t see any guards patrolling the exterior.

Knox looked both ways once more before scaling the fence. He kept an eye out while Rico and Makenzie followed suit. They darted into the woods, disappearing in the shadows.

“You still think it’s a wise idea to attempt this extraction, given that we hardly have any of our equipment?” Rico asked.

“Leaving empty-handed will be just as dangerous,” Knox said. “We were sent here to do a job, so why not stay here until it’s done? You still with me?”

Rico nodded. “Ranger, lead the way.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Washington, D.C

Derrick Hilton tugged his Irish Kerry cap low across his brow as he approached the office building that house the Onyx Foundation. Lights from the surrounding buildings cast an ominous glow on the area as a thick fog settled on the city. The lobby of the office building sparkled through the glass walls and stood in stark contrast, creating a warm and inviting environment. Hilton wanted to be forgettable in case someone caught him snooping around. But at 10:30 p.m., the place was nearly dormant and any activity was sure to catch the eye of anyone working during that time.

Fortunately, the security guard at the front desk barely looked up from the crossword puzzle he was working on. He gave Hilton a quick glance and a slight wave as he walked toward the elevators. With a security card required to select a floor after business hours, nobody was going anywhere in the building unless they had a proper access card. Hilton figured it made the night shift guard’s job so easy that he barely bothered to notice the man striding toward the elevators.

Hilton rode the elevator to the eighth floor and entered the Onyx Foundation offices. A clever 3-D logo with a black gem creating the letter “o” in the word Onyx adorned the wood-grain wall behind the receptionist’s desk. He peered over the top and noted how tidy the desk was, not a single piece of paper or even a stray folder was visible. He walked around behind the desk and pulled open the filing cabinet and found it completely empty. He rifled through the drawers and found that the entire desk was empty, as if it was a prop on a theater set.

Interesting.

Then Hilton went down the hall and found small offices built into tight eight-foot-by-eight-foot spaces. A trio of computer monitors sat on each desk along with a keyboard. He peered into each room through a small vertical window built into each office door. Name plates were tacked to the outside of each office.

Hilton found the office with Melanie Cooper’s name and waved the keycard in front of a small pad. A green light flashed accompanied by a high pitched beep and the clicking of door. Hilton pushed the handle down and put his shoulder into the door, nudging it open. Inside, he found Melanie’s setup was just like everyone else’s at Onyx.

He pushed a button on the keyboard, waking up the computer. A small box asking for a password appeared in the center of the screen, the cursor blinking as if it was taunting him. Hilton swore softly as he searched for Melanie’s password. He rifled through her desk drawers and couldn’t find anything. Then he stuck his hand under the keyboard and found a piece of paper taped to the bottom. He smiled at his good fortune and then entered the password: “ConspiraciesRreal1776!” It was an odd choice for someone working at a company that was supposedly at the heart of a real-life conspiracy.

Maybe it’s intentionally ironic.

Hilton started scanning the file folders and quickly began to think he was wasting his time. The information he found on the various spreadsheets looked like it was in some binary code — nothing but zeroes and ones. Then he noticed one of the tabs at the bottom of the spreadsheet. Once he clicked it, a legend appeared and displayed names with corresponding numbers. But as he scrolled down the page, he didn’t recognize any of the names, men and women with vanilla names.

This can’t be real.

Then he went into the settings and clicked a button: “Reveal hidden sheets”. Another box appeared requiring a password. Hilton typed the same one he’d used to get into the computer and a moment later, another sheet appeared. This legend was different, matching the vanilla names with other ones that Hilton recognized almost immediately. His mouth gaped as he scanned the names listed on the actual legend.

“What have I just stumbled upon?” he said softly to himself.

He inserted a flash drive into the computer and started copying files. Fifteen minutes later, he received a message that he was running out of space. He quickly finished the latest batch of files before ejecting the flash drive and leaving the desk exactly as he’d found it.

Once Hilton returned to the lobby, he tipped his cap to the security guard, this time a different man who’d apparently relieved the previous one and was settling in for his graveyard shift. He was pouring coffee from a thermos into a cup as Hilton walked by.

“Good night,” Hilton said, doing his best to keep his voice nondescript.

“Staying late tonight, aren’t you, Mr. Chandler?” the guard said.

Hilton just nodded and kept walking, fearing that if he said anything more than a mindless “good night”, the guard might sense a difference in his voice.

As Hilton got within a few feet of the door, he heard the guard call out again.

“Seriously, Mr. Chandler? That’s all you’ve got for me tonight?”

Hilton stopped and sighed, his head dropping. He had to think fast, do something to avoid eye contact as well as give away the fact that his voice likely didn’t sound like Mr. Chandler—whoever he was. There was only one viable option.

With his head still down, Hilton conjured up his best gravelly mafia voice.

“Why? Do you want me to make you an offer you can’t refuse?” he said.

Hilton looked in the reflection of the glass and saw the guard clapping and laughing hysterically.

“That’s fantastic, Mr. Chandler. A man of many talents. You have a good night.”

Hilton waved without looking back. Once he stepped outside, he cursed under his breath, wishing that his impersonation hadn’t been so good. If the guard saw Mr. Chandler again and mentioned the encounter, he’d deny it—and he’d be able to prove it through security records. Hilton started to go down the rabbit hole before he stopped himself.

Take a deep breath. Nobody knows anything yet — and they probably won’t either.

Hilton took his own advice, took a deep breath, and resumed his swift pace back to his car. Once behind the wheel, he headed back to his apartment, looking forward to parsing the data he’d just collected from Onyx and figuring out what the hell was going on. Because he was more convinced than ever that the tip regarding Onyx was a real one and one that needed to be taken very seriously.

When he was about two miles from his house, he noticed a pair of headlights that seemed to be following him. To test his theory, he veered suddenly onto a side street. He exhaled seconds later, relieved to watch the car zip past.

I’m probably just being paranoid. How could they follow me anyway? Nobody knows what I did, at least, not yet.

Hilton approached an four-way stop. He glanced in both directions and eased onto the accelerator. But a bright light out of his driver’s side window caught him off guard. He turned to look at it, shielding his eyes with his hand, before the sickening sound of an engine revving followed by glass and metal crunching filled the air. His car’s airbags inflated, but that didn’t stop him from getting jolted and jostled about. Hilton hit his head hard against the window, knocking him unconscious.
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The rhythmic sound of a heart monitor beeping woke Hilton. He opened his eyes, squinting at the light cast on him by the fluorescent bulbs overhead. As he tried to shade his eyes from the bright light, he could see the silhouette of a large woman looming over him, her face slowly coming into focus.

“Welcome back to the land of the living,” the woman said in a thick Southern accent. “Thought I was gonna have to get you transported out of here in a pine box.”

Hilton scowled at the woman’s brash comment. “Where am I?”

“I’m not surprised that you don’t know,” she said. “According to the EMTs who extracted you from the wreckage, you hit your head real hard.”

“And that means I’m where? Birmingham? Jackson, Mississippi? Savannah, Georgia?”

“Lord, child, you really did take a hard knock on that pretty little noggin of yours.”

Hilton sighed and cocked his head. “Am I just imagining that your voice is running like tea sweetened by molasses?”

The woman chuckled and shook her head. “I’m Shaniqua. And, yes, I’m from the South, but you’re still in the same city where you live.”

“Washington?” he said, almost more of a question than a statement.

“That’s right, honey pie. You’re in Thomas Jefferson’s backyard, though you really should lay off the drugs. You’re lucky to be alive, based on what I heard about the accident.”

Hilton winced, his head still throbbing from the pain. Then he tried to rub his head before realizing he couldn’t. Cold metal handcuffs clung to his wrists, keeping him tethered to his hospital bed.

“What’s the meaning of this?” Hilton said, looking down at the cuffs. “Someone hit me. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

Shaniqua adjusted Hilton’s IV and then checked something off on his medical chart before answering.

“That’s a question for that fed camped outside your door,” she said. “I’m only here to get you all better.”

“What do mean the fed camped outside my door?”

Shaniqua shuffled across the room and gave a short tug on the curtains, revealing a small window. A man in a suit stood with his back to the window.

“He’s been there ever since they rolled you in here,” she said. “I smile at everybody, but this guy did little more than grunt at me when I said hello. And I’ve been told that he’s making sure you don’t leave the hospital.”

“So, I’m under arrest?”

She shrugged.

“I didn’t ask what you did, but I heard the suit talking to somebody else about your tox screen results, which came back negative. But they were talking like you were high out of your mind when you got into the accident.”

“I know I wasn’t. I⁠—”

Hilton stopped. He knew he didn’t take any drugs, but he couldn’t remember what happened, as if there was a portion of his memory that had been deleted.

“Ah, I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding,” Shaniqua said. “You seem like a decent fella to me. Now, don’t go anywhere. I’ll be back around in another hour to check on you.”

Hilton forced a smile and thanked the nurse before she left. But his expression turned dour when the man in the suit entered the room moments later.

“Mr. Hilton,” the man said, his voice stern, his tone measured. “I just wanted to introduce myself. I’m Special Agent Spurrier. Seems you’ve gotten yourself into a bit of a mess here.”

Hilton glanced at his cuffs and pulled on them.

“What’s this all about? I didn’t do anything. I got in a wreck and⁠—”

He stopped, unsure of what to say next.

“And here you are, detained,” Spurrier said. “I’ll read all the charges to you later, but the long and the short of it is that you were high as a kite when you ran a stop sign and t-boned another driver. We found a number of illegal drugs in your vehicle. And we found a few other things.”

“Like what?” Hilton demanded.

“I’m not really comfortable talking about that right now, but you’ll find out soon enough. Now, you rest up, because you’re going to need all your strength to withstand prison.”

“Are you outta your mind?” Hilton asked. “I want to see a lawyer right now.”

“Nothing’s stopping you from calling one, if you can dial one on your phone,” Spurrier said. “But even if you do manage to do that — which would require you coming out here to get your phone — he’s not getting in here to see you.”

Spurrier exited, leaving Hilton to seethe. He was still missing part of his memory, but he hadn’t forgotten what he was doing and the investigation he was conducting into the Onyx Foundation. And he couldn’t help but feel like the two were connected.

He also couldn’t help but feel like he’d awakened to his worst nightmare.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Sarawat Mountains | Yemen

Knox led Rico and Makenzie down a narrow pathway, a sheer drop of over a hundred feet on one side, a craggy mountain face on the other. The sun dipped beneath the horizon, chilling the air. A strong gust of wind blew through the chasm they were walking in, nearly knocking Makenzie off her feet.

“You all right?” Knox asked.

“You mean like right now? Or just in general?” she said, with a smirk.

“I’d be doing much better if we had some food,” Rico said.

Knox, his hands on his hips, nodded in agreement before he tilted his head back and drew in a deep breath. He caught a whiff of grilled bahārāt-spiced lamb.

“I wasn’t hungry before, but I am now,” Knox said.

“That smell is tantalizing,” Rico said.

“I’d take that over a good night’s sleep right now,” Makenzie said.

Knox chuckled and then suggested they step off the path and into a small outcropping of rocks.

“Seems like we’re all in agreement that we need some food,” he said, as he sat on a small boulder.

Rico kicked at the dirt as he leaned against a rock. “We’re in agreement over something we can’t risk getting right now,” he said. “I doubt that smell is coming from a restaurant, not to mention that we don’t have any money.”

“Says who?” Knox asked, with a wink. He sat down and removed his prosthetic leg. He slid out a small compartment hidden by the sleeve. A small bundle of cash fell into his hand.

“So, what’s the plan?” Rico asked. “You just going to walk up to some stranger who’s got a lamb on a spit and pay him for some of it? If anything, it’s going to make us memorable once the guards start swarming this area looking for us. Someone will give up our position and tell them where we are.”

“Which is exactly why I’m not going to waltz up to someone cooking outside their house,” Knox said. “No, we’re going to get someone to do it for us.”

Knox hustled back out onto the path and noticed a handful of young boys playing a game of soccer in a clearing where the trail veered away from the ridge and into a clearing in the middle of a forested area. The path split the space, but the boys didn’t seem to mind, continuing their game and forcing travelers to make a slight detour to avoid getting involved.

Knox remained hidden in the trees, but within earshot of one of the boys named Nabil, the goalkeeper, who wasn’t shy about announcing his displeasure that he’d been relegated to standing in front of two pairs of wadded-up t-shirts serving as the goalposts. After a couple of minutes, a player on the other team launched a shot that went wide of the goal and skipped into the woods near Knox. Nabil jogged after the ball, complaining about how if he’d been playing midfield, the other team would’ve never even gotten past him to take a shot.

As soon as Nabil entered the woods, Knox seized his opportunity.

“Psst, Nabil,” Knox said, motioning the boy over.

Nabil, brow knit, studied Knox for a moment. Knox held out some money.

“You want to leave this game and make some money?” Knox asked in Arabic.

The boy snatched the ball off the ground and hustled back to the edge of the forest and punted the ball to his teammates. Knox sighed, wondering if he should’ve taken a different tack. But then Nabil cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted at his friends. “I’ll be right back!”

Nabil darted back into the woods toward Knox. “What do you want?”

“We’re on a long journey and need some food,” Knox said. “Do you want to make twenty-five thousand Rials?”

The boy’s eyes widened.

“Twenty-five thousand?” he asked slowly.

“It’s all right here,” Knox said, showing the money to the boy.

“What do you want?” he asked, with a smile.

“The lamb someone is grilling smells delicious, but I’m really hungry.”

Nabil shrugged. “Not a problem. I’ll be right back.”

Five minutes passed and Nabil was nowhere to be seen, despite Knox noticing the smoke from a nearby grill that had to be the source of the flavorful aroma that had drifted down the trail.

“What are you doing?” Rico asked.

Knox turned around to see Rico and Makenzie creeping toward him. He waved them off wildly.

“I’ll be back in a minute,” Knox said. “With our food. I just don’t want to spook him.”

Rico and Makenzie slunk behind a rock about fifty meters away and peered around the corner at Knox.

Then Knox spotted Nabil moving stealthily toward Knox with a big plate piled high of grilled lamb and naan. As Nabil drew near, he stopped.

“That’s a feast for a king,” Knox said.

Nabil smirked. “And it’s going to cost you like a king’s feast. The price is seventy-five thousand Rials.”

“That’s expensive,” Knox said, as he dug into his pocket.

“Inflation.” Nabil shrugged.

Knox sighed and dug the rest of the money out of his pocket and forked it over along, with an extra twenty-five thousand.

“That’s a tip,” Knox said. “And a little extra to make sure you keep this meeting between us.”

“I won’t say a word.”

“Thank you,” Knox said.

Nabil snatched the cash and ran back toward his friends still playing soccer. Knox walked back toward Rico and Makenzie. The three crouched behind the boulder and scarfed down the food in silence. When they were finished, they decided to bypass the path, remaining in the shadows of the woods.

“How much farther is this camp?” Makenzie asked, breaking the silence.

“I think it’s a few more klicks up the road,” Knox said.

Rico stopped as they edged near the outskirts of the woods and back into the open.

“We can’t go out there,” he said.

“Why not?” Knox asked, his head cocked to one side.

“It might be dark now, but when the sun rises, we’re going to be sitting ducks. Anyone with a decent pair of eyes will be able to spot us out here.”

“That’s why we’re going to get in and get out before any of that can happen,” Knox said.

“You think we’ll be able to get back out to the coast and get on the water before they catch us?” Rico asked.

“Got any other ideas?”

“No, but maybe we shouldn’t just go in guns blazing just yet,” Rico said. “Hell, we don’t even know if we’re even close to the compound where they’re holding any of the SEAL team members.”

Knox put up a hand and retrieved Makenzie’s binoculars from her rucksack. Then he crept deeper into the forest in the direction of the ridge line. As he eased toward the ledge, he hooked his arm around a tree to steady himself and peered around some branches. At the bottom of a ravine, Knox spotted a large compound, the security lights just starting to flicker on. Surveying the area through the binoculars, he saw a man being ushered across the compound, hands bound behind his back.

“Come here,” Knox whispered excitedly.

They joined him in time to watch the man, still clad in his Navy SEAL garb, marching across the courtyard and into another small building.

“We’re close to the compound,” Knox said, handing the binoculars to Rico. “And we know which building they’re in. Still think we can’t get out of here tonight?”

Rico shook his head as he drew back from the eyepiece and handed the binoculars to Makenzie. “No, we can do this, but it’s not going to be easy.”

“Whoever said it would be?” Knox asked.

“Rangers, lead the way,” Makenzie said, with a faint smile.
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After a brief strategy session, Rico volunteered to scout out the security situation on the back side of the compound while Knox and Makenzie searched for the quickest method out of the mountainous region. The duo found a truck nearby, sitting in the front of a house that was occupied but in disrepair. Knox was about to dismiss it as an option before a man came outside, ignited the engine, and drove off. He returned a couple of minutes later with a metal cage containing two chickens in the truck bed. Knox watched carefully as the man clutched the cage, but without any keys in his hands.

“That’s our ride,” Knox said, pointing at the truck.

Makenzie agreed that it was their best option, before the pair went on a mission to find some more appropriate attire. Rico was right that they would stick out if they didn’t have clothes to help them blend in with the rest of the Yemenis. With head coverings, though, it wouldn’t be that difficult, as long as they kept their heads down and their mouths shut.

With the clothes secured and stashed in a wooded area across the road from the truck, Knox tried to raise Rico on the comms.

“Rico, you copy?” Knox asked.

“Copy,” Rico whispered.

“What are you finding?”

“Plenty. This place has more gaping holes than it does fence. If we strike at the right time, we shouldn’t have any problem springing the prisoners and disappearing before they know what’s hit them.”

“Excellent,” Knox said. “Meet us back at the rendezvous point.”

“Copy that.”

But before Rico completely ended the communication, Knox heard a sickening sound come through his earpiece: a familiar pubescent voice.

Nabil.

“He’s one of the men I saw,” Nabil said, in Arabic. “The other one and the woman are still out there.”

Then there was a quick mechanical click, the unmistakable sound of a man chambering a round in his rifle.

“Get on your feet,” a man bellowed at Rico.

“Sorry, guys,” Rico said, his voice barely audible.

Knox cursed and then took a deep breath. His instincts told him to run, as he and Makenzie were about to be the subject of a vast search.

But Knox wasn’t going anywhere without Rico — or the president’s son.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Sarawat Mountains | Yemen

Beads of sweat trickled down Rico’s face as he grimaced and looked toward the door. The bindings on his wrists dug into his skin, burning him as he twisted his arms in an attempt to free himself. The guards flanking the lone entry point into the cramped room spoke with one another and then laughed as they turned their attention to Rico.

“Come on,” Rico said. “I’m a journalist. Do either one of you speak English?”

“No English,” one of the guards said, before they both broke into another round of laughter.

However, the laughing stopped when the door opened and a buff man who appeared to be in his mid-thirties entered carrying a dagger. He eyed both guards and spoke harshly before focusing on Rico.

Approaching Rico slowly, the man carefully ran the edge of his blade across the palm of his hand. He stopped a few feet short of Rico and bent over, resting his hands on his knees. Rico looked aside, staring at the ground.

The man placed the blade beneath Rico’s chin and applied enough pressure to force him to look up. Rico locked eyes with his captor and tried to disguise his disgust. Sweat dripped from Rico’s chin and splashed on the front of his shirt.

“You look uncomfortable,” the man said, his English heavily accented.

Then he turned and barked at one of the guards, who rushed over to the side of the room and turned on a small fan on the floor. The stale humid air around the room began to circulate, providing a brief respite from the heat.

“Better?” the man asked.

Rico said nothing, and the man frowned as he stood upright.

“I’m trying to help you, yet you ignore me,” the man said. “That’s not very nice.”

“Neither is tying up an innocent man and ignoring what I said.”

The man grunted. “I will always ignore you when you’re lying,” he said.

“I’m not lying. I’m a journalist.”

“A journalist who carries a gun? Do you think I’m a fool?”

“The fact that I’m sitting here tied to a chair for no reason is exactly why I was carrying a gun.”

“And look what it got you,” the captor said. “What do you say in America? ‘Play stupid games, win stupid prizes’?”

“I’m writing a story for The Arabian, a magazine that focuses on life and culture in the middle east,” Rico said. “I’m simply here walking through this region, talking with locals about their lives here and photographing it.”

“That sounds reasonable — until I learned that you don’t have a camera.”

“I had a camera. One of your men must’ve taken it and put it in their pocket.”

“No soldier in this camp would do that,” the man said. “Do you know what the punishment is for stealing in our camp?” He didn’t wait for Rico to answer. “We cut off one of your hands. And I must tell you that it serves as quite the deterrent to stealing. So, if you think any of our well-paid guards would risk losing their hands over a cheap camera, you’re delusional.”

“That camera wasn’t cheap,” Rico said. “And maybe they didn’t steal it. Maybe it fell on the ground when they attacked me while I was just walking around, minding my own business.”

“Do you expect me to believe that?” the man asked with a chuckle. “How stupid do I look to you? Do you think I’m an American voter?”

He chuckled at his witty remark, turning toward the guards and translating what he’d just said into Arabic. The other men joined in the laughter.

Rico shifted in his chair, twisting from side to side as he attempted to break free from the rope pulled taut around his wrists. He hoped to get loose, but realized it was an exercise in futility, though that didn’t stop him from trying.

Once the interrogator stopped laughing, he folded his arms across his chest and stared, shaking his head at Rico.

“Where do you think you’re going to go if you get out of those ropes?”

“I’m going to run right out of this camp and find some place safe.”

“If you came to Yemen to find a safe place, perhaps you don’t understand how we feel about Americans.”

More laughter.

Rico sneered at the man and continued to work the ropes from side to side with his wrists.

“Now, I told you what we do to people who steal, but have I told you what we do to people who lie?”

The man made a throat-slashing gesture.

“But don’t worry. You’ll have a chance to make your case to Kahled.”

Rico stared blankly at the man.

“No reaction when I mention his name?” the man said, arching an eyebrow. “I thought every Western journalist knew who Killer Kahled is. It doesn’t matter. You’ll be acquainted with him soon enough. Maybe you’ll learn something about him that you can put in your article. That is, if he lets you live long enough to write it.”

The man put his hands on his hips and took a deep breath before continuing.

“I can see that you are stubborn, which won’t serve you well when you speak with Kahled. Just consider this your warning.”

The man spun on his heels and exited the room, spurring Rico to fight vigorously to get out of his bindings. They’d started to budge, but not nearly enough to slip his hands out of them. But then he felt the knot start to slip, the rope sliding against itself. He’d finally managed to create some space between his wrists and the cord.

Another minute of this and I might be able to get free.

But his hope was dashed moments later, when the door flung open and a large man with a disfigured face lumbered into the room. He interlaced his fingers and then turned his hands outward, stretching his arms. The man narrowed his eyes as he looked at Rico. “You are a journalist?”

Rico nodded. “And you are Kahled?”

The man gave a subtle nod.

“Killer Kahled?” Rico asked

“Only if I have to be.”

“So, do you have to be?”

“If you’re lying, you’re going to die,” Kahled said, as he held his steely gaze on Rico.

Then Kahled paused, his breath hitching before his menacing stare turned into a look that could shoot daggers at Rico. “And you’re about to die”

“You’re going to kill me right now?” Rico said. “I was told that you would hear my case first.”

“I don’t need to. I already know everything I need to know about you.”

“If you intend on killing me, I can promise that it’s not going to endear you to the international community and win support for your cause, whatever that may be.”

“I don’t care,” Kahled said. He kept his eyes locked on Rico. Then the Yemeni looked away and snorted before offering a wry grin.

“You don’t know who I am, do you?”

Rico shook his head.

“I’ve never seen you before in my life.”

“That’s a lie, too,” Kahled said. “You met me once, though I looked much different then.” Kahled pointed at his face and continued. “It was before you did this to me.”

Rico squinted as he studied the man’s face, which looked as though it had been burned badly in an explosion of some sort.

“I’m sorry, but I’m just not placing you,” Rico said. “I think you’ve got me mixed up with someone else.”

Kahled shook his head as he reached into Rico’s ear and plucked out his earpiece and ground it into the floor. Then he returned his gaze to Rico.

“No, Frederico Garcia, I know exactly who you are. And my hideous face — the one you marred — is going to be the last thing you see.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Ottawa, Illinois

Norman Harrington rubbed a hand across his face as he stared down at his empty tumbler. Perched on a stool at the Dockside Bar and Grill, he slid the glass toward the bartender toweling dry dishware. His face was flushed, a not-so-subtle signal to him that he was well past his limit of alcohol for the evening.

In the corner behind the bar, images on the television broke away from sports to report on the financial beating Wall Street was suffering, due to pirates hijacking oil tankers in the Middle East. The reporter introduced a clip of President Lewis standing at the lectern in front of the White House press corps.

“President Lewis remains resolute in his words and actions when it comes to resolving the growing oil crisis.”

A shaky camera showed Lewis gripping both sides of the lectern and leaning forward, his eyes narrowed.

“I love this country more than life itself, a fact no one has ever questioned,” Lewis said. “But we’re living during a decisive moment in the world’s history. And the decision we’re facing is this: Will we stand up to these meddlers and send them back under the rocks from whence they’ve come? Or will we kowtow to them, and let the entire world be disrupted by their antics? I’m of the opinion that we should use a show of force to let them know that we will not tolerate their attacks.”

The reporter lavished praise on Lewis for his tough talk, and noted how several other world leaders publicly announced their willingness to stand with the U.S. in this fight against the Yemeni terrorists.

Harrington rolled his eyes and sighed. He was going to call it a night, end the drinking, get a good night of sleep for once. But Harrington seethed at the mere sight of Lewis.

Aw, what the hell will another drink hurt?

He cleared his throat to garner the bartender’s attention and then raised a finger.

“You sure, Mr. Harrington?” the man said. “Earlier this week, you told me to cut you off after four drinks, no matter what.”

“Let’s just say my situation has changed.”

The bartender cocked his head to one side.

“Are you sure about that?”

“Damn right, I’m sure. Just pour me another glass, will ya?”

“Okay, okay. You don’t have to get so testy. Another glass of Johnnie Walker coming right up.”

Harrington watched the bartender pour the drink. And while he wouldn’t swear to it, Harrington was almost certain he saw the man water down the drink. Given how Harrington had almost blown up over not getting another drink, he figured a watered-down drink was better than no drink. The alcohol had already worked its magic, seeping into his blood stream and giving him that wonderful little reprieve, the one that sent endorphins surging to his brain, making him forget all about his squandered political career.

He cradled the glass with both hands and hunched over it. Then he looked up at the television. It was running a teaser from the news station about the country’s thriving economy, credited to some of Lewis’s policies.

“That should’ve been me,” he mumbled to himself.

A hard slap on the back snapped him out of his self-loathing, if only for a moment. He turned to see Chuck Dixon, the owner of a local car dealership, who reveled in Harrington’s misery at every opportunity.

“Well, if it isn’t Norman ‘Urban Meyer’ Harrington, the man, the myth, the legend,” Dixon bellowed. “When the going gets tough, the tough quit.”

Dixon roared with laughter, looking around at nearby patrons and nodding. He hiked up his pants as his ample gut jiggled. “Am I right?” he said.

Everyone chuckled, some harder than others. One man sitting at the end of the bar wearing an Ohio State hat winced. Dixon sauntered over to him and put his arm around the guy, who was shaking his head.

“I know it’s painful to be reminded of that, but it’s the perfect nickname for Norm,” Dixon said. “He’s on his way to storming into the U.S. senate and making some of that sweet kickback cash, all those lobbyists ready to shower him with all their pet projects, and then—poof! He’s gone. Just like that.”

Dixon snapped his fingers for emphasis, then marched back toward Harrington.

“So, what’d you do, Norm? Cheat on your wife? Cheat on your taxes? Secretly kill someone and bury the body on that huge hunting property of yours in Montana? Take some money from the Russians? Or was it the Chinese? Why exactly did you quit, despite holding a ten-point lead on Lewis?”

The bar fell quiet as everyone waited for Harrington, hoping he’d answer the question that everyone in Ottawa, and the rest of Illinois, had wondered for years.

Harrington just looked over his shoulder and sneered at Dixon without saying a word.

“I must’ve struck a nerve there, Urban — I mean, Norman.”

“Piss off, Chuck.”

“Not to beat a dead horse, but you don’t exactly look like you have any health issues — other than the fact that you stumble out of this place three nights a week, sometimes more. Now, I’m no doctor, but I think that might qualify as a drinking problem.”

“Don’t make me kick your fat ass, Chuck.”

“I’d like to see you try.”

With his elbow, Harrington made a quick movement toward Dixon, who drew back and stumbled, falling and knocking over a bar-top table. The drinks in front of a young couple sloshed all over the woman, spilling down the front of her blouse. As soon as Dixon landed on the floor, a bowl of nuts tumbled off the table, bounced off his stomach, and scattered all around him.

Harrington tossed a twenty-dollar bill on the bar.

“Nick, close out my tab and don’t charge me for that watered-down junk you gave me. Consider that your tip.”

Then Harrington knelt next to Dixon and spoke in a hushed tone.

“I have a hole in my heart, Chuck. But mock me like that in public again and I’ll do far more than just flinch in your direction. And maybe I’ll tell everyone how your service department doesn’t actually repair the factory recalls.”

Dixon’s eyes widened.

“That’s right. Lots of loose lips at the Dockside Bar and Grill.”

Harrington stood up and left without saying anything else.

“Good night, Mr. Harrington,” the bartender shouted.

Harrington meandered down the steps and stopped to watch the moonlight shimmering on the Illinois River drifting past. His phone buzzed in his pocket with a breaking news alert from one of his favorite independent journalists, Derrick Hilton. Harrington rarely missed an episode of “The Hilt of Truth,” supporting the journalist and podcaster with a monthly donation. But Harrington’s jaw fell slack when he read the first few lines of the post on social media that was shared by Hilton’s producer.

I’m writing this on behalf of Derrick, who asked me to share this with his listeners and readers. He wanted to make sure that everyone who followed his work knew that the crimes that he is accused of aren’t true. More will come out in the coming days, but Derrick doesn’t want to say any more, due to the imminent lawsuit he plans to file against the FBI for framing him. He wants everyone to know that he’s completely innocent of the charges that will be announced in the forthcoming days, and that he will have one hell of an episode once he uncovers who ordered his unlawful arrest.

Harrington clicked off his phone and shoved it into his pocket.

I bet I know who’s responsible for this.

Harrington looked down and noticed a pebble after the moonlight glinted off the sheered side. He crouched down and dug out the rock before sidearming it into the river. It splashed a couple of times, skimming across the surface before sinking into the murky water.

“Mr. Harrington?” a man asked, from behind him.

Harrington spun around to see a gentleman who appeared to be in his sixties. He sported a salt-and-pepper beard with slick-backed hair that tickled his gray suit collar.

“Yes,” Harrington said, cocking his head to one side. “Do I know you, Mr.—”

“Wexler, Dave Wexler. And, no, I don’t think we’ve ever had the pleasure of meeting. But I’m from the Onyx Foundation.”

“You’ll have to forgive me, Mr. Wexler, but⁠—”

“Please, call me Dave.”

“Okay, Dave. As I was saying, you’ll have to forgive me, because I don’t think I’m familiar with your organization.”

“And that’s how we like it,” Wexler said.

“So, how can I help you, Mr. … uh, Dave?”

“That was quite a performance you put on back there. You seemed unflappable in the face of a giant asshole doing everything to get under your skin. The restraint was — well, for lack of a better word — diplomatic.”

“It’s not easy to be diplomatic when you’re dealing with a dipshit.”

“Diplomatic and quick-witted,” Wexler said, shaking his head. “My, my, my. You really are the complete package.”

“Dave, you’re starting to weird me out a little bit with all this talk. And you still haven’t told me the purpose of this conversation. Now, if you don’t mind, please get on with it, because I need to get home and get some rest.”

“Big day tomorrow teaching political science at the community college?”

“Now, look, if you came out here to mock me, I can finish what I started in there with Chuck. Just keep it up, and⁠—”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Wexler said, placing his hands in the air. “I’m afraid you might’ve misunderstood the message I’ve been trying to convey to you tonight.”

“I’d rather you just shoot me straight, so I can get home.”

“Of course, of course,” Wexler said. “We’ve been watching you for a while—and by we, I mean the Onyx Foundation, of course.”

“Watching me?”

“Yes, not creepily, but seeing how you’d react in certain situations. Some of the conflict you’ve experienced in the past few weeks has been instigated by us, paying people to poke and prod you, if you will.”

“You mean Chuck Dixon?”

Wexler laughed. “That wasn’t even part of the plan,” he said. “He did that all on his own. without a word even uttered to him.”

“Well, I don’t think I like you, Dave. And I doubt I’m interested in anything you have to offer me. I don’t think I’d want to be associated with anyone who thinks that’s a viable way to suss out a potential candidate for — well, for whatever it is that you’re trying to sell me on. Have a nice night.”

Harrington put a shoulder into Wexler as he walked past him and marched toward his car. He took ten steps toward the parking lot before Wexler said something.

“Mr. Harrington, how would you like to do something more meaningful with your life? Surely you can’t be happy doing what you’re doing right now.”

Harrington froze, turned around, and walked back toward Wexler. “This better not be some kind of joke,” he said.

A solemn Wexler stared back at him. “Do I look like I’m joking?”

Harrington eyed him closely. “Okay, you’ve got my attention. Let’s talk.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Sarawat Mountains | Yemen

Knox winced at the ear-piercing screech over the comms before they went dead. He grabbed his binoculars and scanned the area, scanning the spot where Rico was taken. There was a small shed nearby that had a single window and had all the hallmarks of a place utilized for imprisoning and torturing captives. Silhouettes of gunmen moved back and forth across the room, signaling to Knox that Rico was likely being held there. He lowered his Steiner Tactical T750s and looked at Makenzie.

“Tell me what you see,” he said.

“Come on, Knox,” she said, reluctantly taking the binoculars. “You know my job focuses on transportation, all things land and sea — at least, that’s what Banks told me. You’re the special operator.”

“Tell me what you see,” he repeated.

“I’m starting to genuinely be concerned that we’re not going to make it out of here alive.”

She placed the binoculars to her face and peered through for a moment before dropping them.

“Looks like the place isn’t very secure to me,” she said.

“Good,” he said, taking back the binoculars. “I wanted to see if we were seeing the same thing. And don’t let anyone tell you that you’re not a special operator, especially Banks. We’re a team, remember?”

“But—”

He held up a hand.

“I don’t want to hear any protest from you. You’re as much a special operator as me and Rico. Got it?”

She looked down at the ground.

“Got it?” he asked again.

“Got it,” she mumbled. “It’s just that⁠—”

“Nope. I don’t want to hear it. Now, we need to strategize on how we’re going to free Rico and find Lewis and the other SEALs.”

Makenzie sighed. “Actually, I did have an idea.”

“Let’s hear it.”

Makenzie broke down a plan that would force the men outside and into the woods where they could ambush them.

“I like it,” he said, after she finished explaining. “I’m going to tell Banks this was your idea, too. You’re going to be running these ops before you know it.”

“Only if that truck can get us out of here,” she said.

“Let’s hope we get a chance to find out.”

They took stock of their scant inventory and then rummaged around some of the nearby houses to find the rest of what they needed — food, local garb, string, and other supplies — all while careful not to awaken anyone. Once they had what they needed, they crept down toward the edge of the perimeter, which had been left unguarded due to the excitement over Rico’s capture. The men Knox had seen patrolling the perimeter were gone, leaving the area exposed. With a massive gap in the fence, the Houthi terrorists might as well have put out an open invitation.

But getting inside wasn’t the most daunting obstacle they faced, especially since Knox could only guess at the number of hostiles inside the small building where they housed Rico. No, the most challenging aspect to the operation was they had to do it quietly, without attracting the entire encampment. But Knox was confident that Makenzie’s plan was rock solid.

With the small building facing the perimeter, Knox positioned himself in front of the door and then nodded at Makenzie. She signaled she was ready and then eased up to the door. She scratched on the door and made some noises that sounded like feral animals. Then she waited.

After a few moments, the door creaked open and a guard poked his head outside. He was about to go back inside when Makenzie shrieked again, prompting the man to investigate further. With his weapon trained in front of him, he exited the building and ventured into the woods. He held a penlight in his mouth as he scanned the area. He turned to go back inside when Makenzie let out another whoop. The man spun around and looked everywhere for the noise. What he didn’t see was Knox stealthily moving up behind him and putting him in a sleeper hold. A few seconds later, he fell limp, his gun crashing to the ground. Knox dragged him out of the way and into the woods before he grabbed his gun and tossed it to Makenzie.

“Ready to do that again?” he asked.

She nodded.

“Well, you’re up again.”

She performed the same routine. This time, Knox was close enough to hear the man who’d identified himself as Kahled growl and order another one of his men to check on the first guy he’d sent out. Moments later, the door creaked open again and another unsuspecting guard wandered outside to investigate the cause of the disturbance. By design, he noticed the legs of the other guard protruding from a nearby bush. He rushed over to the body and knelt next to it. Before he could call for help, Knox clamped a hand over the man’s mouth, then subdued him with a sleeper hold. He slumped to the ground.

Knox gave Makenzie a wry grin. “One more time.”

Knox hustled back near the side of the building and waited for Makenzie to work her magic. When Kahled heard the ruckus, he groused about the incompetence of the two guards and marched outside. He stuck his head out the door and called for them. But when neither of them replied, he retreated inside.

“What’s he doing?” Knox whispered over the comms.

Makenzie shook her head and shrugged. “See,” she said. “This is why I’m not a special operator. My plan was contingent upon Kahled doing exactly like one would expect. I counted on him doing the next logical thing.”

“Or maybe we didn’t account for what the next most logical thing would be.”

Seconds later, they watched as Kahled marched outside with Rico in front of him, gun to the prisoner’s head.

“That’s enough,” Kahled said in English. “Whoever you are, wherever you are — come out now, or I’m going to shoot your little friend by the time I count to three.”

Knox cursed under his breath.

“One … two …”

Knox eased his gun to the ground and raised his hands in a gesture of surrender.

“Okay, okay,” he said. “Don’t shoot him.”

Meanwhile, Makenzie remained hidden.

“Your men are fine,” Knox said. “They might just have a small headache when they wake up, but I didn’t kill them, even though I could have.”

“You expect me to show you mercy?” Kahled asked, with a laugh. “Take a good look at my face. Go ahead. Don’t be shy. What do you see?”

Knox directed his light toward Kahled, illuminating the man’s face and revealing a grotesquely scarred left side.

“This bastard did that to me,” Kahled said. “And now, I’m going to repay the favor. And then I’m going to kill him.”

Knox eased his hands back into the air, his pen light still aimed in the Yemeni’s direction.

“I’m going to strongly suggest you reconsider,” Knox said.

Kahled grunted. “All I have to do is whistle and there will be a half-dozen men over here to riddle you with bullets,” he said. “If that’s what you want, just say the word.”

“I’m not going to warn you again,” Knox said.

“You make a move for that gun, and I will slit your friend’s throat and then I will shoot you. Try it and see what will happen.”

“I don’t have anything personal against you. I just want to know where the Navy SEALs are.”

“This is the team the American government has sent to extract the prisoners? You must be joking.”

“You’re going to wish I was, in a few seconds, if you don’t tell me where the SEALs are.”

Kahled snorted. “You’re at the wrong camp. Missed it by about two klicks west of here. But I’ll take you there myself— bound and gagged — after I finish carving up your little friend.”

A faint buzzing sound filled the air and then grew louder. A small reconnaissance drone hurtled through darkness pierced only by the blinking lights on all four corners of the small aircraft. It sped straight toward Kahled’s face, the humming sound now drowning out any conversation.

As the drone drew closer to Kahled, Knox dropped to the ground, grabbed his gun and waited for his opportunity. With his free hand, Kahled swatted at the machine. When he did, his grip on Rico loosened. Rico thrust his head backward, smashing into Kahled’s face. The Yemeni terrorist realized what was happening, but only after it was too late. He slashed wildly at Rico, as if unaware that he’d lost control of his prisoner.

With enough separation between the two men, Knox took aim, peppering Kahled with a burst of bullets. He collapsed, falling on top of his two guards.

Knox rushed over and took care of the other incapacitated guards with a head shot each. Then he turned to Rico.

“You all right?”

“I’ve been better,” Rico said, with a grimace.

The drone powered down and landed softly in Makenzie’s hands as she approached the two men.

“Did you hear those shouts from the other side of the camp?” she asked. “Seems like we’ve attracted the attention of a few of the other guards.”

Knox nodded.

“Help me with these bodies,” he said.

The trio quickly dragged the dead men into a thicket behind a tree. Knox rummaged through Kahled’s pockets for his cell phone. He held it up triumphantly before directing Rico and Makenzie in a westerly direction of a nearby path.

“Using the truck is out,” she said.

“Agreed,” Knox said. “This way.”

They darted down a path, racing along it for a few minutes. Then Knox stopped them and eased them off the trail, taking cover behind a few boulders on the side of a slight incline. The moon emerged from behind the clouds, casting long shadows around them in the woods. Knox removed Kahled’s phone from his pocket and started dialing a number.

“What are you doing?” Makenzie asked. “The terrorists are going to be crawling up and down this trail before we know it.”

“I need to let Banks know what’s going on,” Knox said, as he looked at Rico, who was clutching the back of his arm.

“We need to keep moving,” she said.

Knox examined Rico’s injury.

“I’m fine, man,” Rico said, waving off Knox.

“That doesn’t look fine.”

“Just forget it. It’s not like you can do anything about it anyway.”

“We need to stop the bleeding.”

Knox put down the phone and ripped off a piece of his shirt just wide enough to fashion a makeshift bandage. He wrapped it around Rico’s arm and then put both hands on his shoulders.

“Shoot me straight,” Knox said. “Can you go on?”

“Of course. Ranger, lead the way.”

Satisfied with Rico’s response, Knox resumed dialing Banks’ number. The phone rang three times before she answered.

“Director,” Knox said.

“Knox,” she said, with a sigh, “where the hell have you been?”

“We’ve been a little preoccupied, and ran into a little trouble, but I think we’re finally closing in on the SEALs’ position.”

“Where are you now?”

“We’re still in the Sarawat Mountains.”

“Good,” she said. “I want you to get out of there and return home at once.”

Knox furrowed his brow. “Excuse me. What did you say?”

“You heard me. Get your ass home right now along with the rest of your team.”

“But we’re right here,” he said. “We can get these guys out of here.”

“You had your chance — and since that time, President Lewis has changed his approach to this situation.”

“Is he sending in another team?”

“No,” Banks said.

“Then what the hell is he going to do? Leave them here to die?”

“This stuff is over my head,” she said. “But from what I learned in the briefing, the president is going to recommend sanctions that will put serious pressure on the Yemeni government to deal with the rogue actors — or reveal that this is actually state-sponsored terrorism. Either way, they’re going to have to address what’s happening. Because of that, Lewis doesn’t want to do anything that could be considered a provocation. Sending American operatives into their sovereign territory could be a justification for an act of war. It could weaken the U.S.’s position with the world on this issue. So, I want you to quietly get outta there and get home.”

“How about we quietly get our boys home?” Knox said.

“Knox, no. I want you back here⁠—”

Knox ended the call.

Rico stared at him, mouth agape.

“Did you just hang up on her?”

“She wants us to stand down, but I’ll be damned if we got this close just to leave those men here. They’re going to die if we don’t extract them. But I can’t do it alone. What do you say?”

“I’m in,” Rico said.

“Me, too,” Makenzie added.

“Then let’s get going,” Knox said. “We don’t have any time to waste.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Washington, D.C

Despite a disdain for hospitals, Derrick Hilton knew it was in his best interest to stay in this one as long as possible. At least here, he couldn’t be abused or silenced — or worse. Whenever the nurse made her rounds, he groaned and complained about something new. The complaints would result in another batch of tests on his blood work, which would take time, preventing the FBI from discharging him and dragging him to a federal prison.

Hilton closed his eyes and sighed, realizing an inconvenient truth. If he stayed where he was, he would live for a short time before eventually the doctors pronounced him healthy enough to be incarcerated. He was just delaying the inevitable. And that wasn’t the kind of man Hilton was. That wasn’t the kind of journalist Hilton was, either. Over the past forty-eight hours, he’d had plenty of time to consider his best move, one that didn’t result in him biding his time. And if he’d learned anything from previous investigations, it was a time-tested axiom that roundly applied to journalism: If there’s smoke, there’s fire.

With Hilton being detained for crimes he knew he didn’t commit, there was enough smoke to signal that there was a raging inferno somewhere nearby. And he determined to find out the source of the flames, no matter what the cost. He couldn’t live with himself, let alone continue to call his show “The Hilt of Truth,” if he didn’t.

A few minutes later, a nurse shuffled into the room, swiped her ID badge in front of the computer, and logged onto the machine. She sighed as she compared the notes on the screen with those attached to the folder in her hand. After removing a pen from her pocket, she checked off a few boxes and then walked over to the head of Hilton’s bed to record his vitals.

“How am I looking?” he asked, making his voice as gravelly and weak as possible.

“Honestly?” she asked, her eyebrows shooting upward.

He nodded.

“You look like shit.” She broke into a chuckle.

“Seriously?”

“You wanted an honest answer. And no one ever accused me of blowing smoke up someone’s butt, though I will stick a thermometer there, if the situation calls for it.”

Hilton smiled as the woman grinned.

“I’m Nevaeh,” she said, peering over the top of her glasses at him. “And I’m going to be your guardian angel tonight.”

“Good,” Hilton said. “Because that guy out there is the devil incarnate.”

“You talkin’ about Special Agent Spurrier? Now, how could you say that? That man should be considered a saint, that is if you count making inappropriate comments to women and leering at them as miracles. Cause Lord knows that man has made more than enough since this morning to be considered a saint.”

Hilton chuckled.

“I see we’re both fans.”

“Psshh,” she said, waving her hand dismissively. “If he flat-lined in front of me, I’m not sure I’d let anyone know. That guy is down here at least once a month. But apparently, he’s good at what he does, which is making nurses uncomfortable and guarding patients.”

“Really?” Hilton asked, his eyebrows shooting upward.

“Yeah,” she said. “Nobody ever escapes when he’s sitting outside their room. And I don’t suspect you will, either.”

“He doesn’t stand a chance in court against me,” Hilton sneered.

“My daddy said the same thing once, though not about Spurrier.”

“What happened to him?”

“Still in prison, with a chance to get out in forty years.”

“How old is he?”

“Seventy-two,” Nevaeh said, shaking her head. “He’s gonna rot in there. Not that he didn’t deserve it, but it’s not easy to beat the system.”

Hilton pushed himself up in bed as much as the restraints allowed.

“You mind if I see my chart?”

“Sure,” she said, handing it to him.

The handcuffs tethered Hilton to the railing on the bed, but it allowed for a small amount of movement, enough that he could sip water from a cup. He squinted as he studied the document, uninterested in how his vitals were charting. All he wanted was the paperclip at the top. In one deft move, he slid it off with his thumb and depressed it against his palm.

“How much longer do you think I’m gong to be in here?” he asked.

“Now, I’m no doctor,” she said, with a wide grin, “but I bet you’ll be out of here by tomorrow.”

Hilton sighed. “Out of the frying pan and into the fire.”

“That’s the story of my life,” she said, before slipping his chart into a box near the door and grabbing the handle. Then she turned and looked at him.

“You take care, Mr. Hilton. And I’ll see you in an hour.”

Not if I can help it.

He forced a smile.

“Good,” he said. “At least I’ll have something to look forward to.”

“Maybe even sooner,” she said, hooking a thumb over her shoulder. “The guy next door checked out a half-hour ago, so my patient load has been diminished.”

As soon as she was gone, Hilton went to work. He clamped down on the paperclip with his teeth and started to work one end into the handcuffs. A persistent and methodical approach accompanied by an enormous amount of patience enabled Hilton to finally free himself.

Hilton didn’t waste any time getting to work. He situated the blankets and covers to appears as if he was asleep on his side. Then he climbed up onto a counter near a sink on the far wall and lifted one of the tiles of the drop-down ceiling. He left it obviously dislodged, then climbed down and hid beneath the bed.

A half-hour later or so, Nevaeh returned to the room and shrieked when she couldn’t find him. Agent Spurrier rushed into the room and immediately spotted the moved ceiling tile.

“Could he get out that way?” he asked Nevaeh.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I may have mentioned to him that nobody was in that room.”

Spurrier cursed and hustled out of the room. Nevaeh was right behind him.

Hilton waited a beat before he climbed out from beneath the bed and peered into the hallway. He seized his chance and headed down the stairwell. He raced down the steps and put his shoulder into an emergency exit door, spilling into an alley. But once he caught his breath, he realized his freedom meant nothing if he didn’t have proof of what he’d learned.

My phone!

Hilton knew his mistake could be a costly one if he didn’t rectify it. He scanned the area and surveyed a door that was left open, held ajar by a wooden stopper. Two orderlies were about fifteen yards away, smoking and talking, oblivious to his presence. Hilton walked calmly over to the door and entered.

He immediately recognized the area as a locker room for employees and wasted no time in playing his part. He snatched a coverall uniform and a baseball cap and then snared a badge clipped to one of the open lockers. He found a janitor’s cart and started for the door, but he stopped, an idea coming to him.

He searched for a piece of paper and a pen, scrawled a short note, and pocketed it before leaving.

Hilton took the elevator back up to the floor where he’d been and found Spurrier along with two other guards communicating with other agents. Beneath Spurrier’s chair were all of Hilton’s person effects. Hilton tugged his cap low across his brow and pushed it down the hall toward the agents.

“One of you guys named Spurrier?” he asked, adding a husky effect to his voice.

“That’s me,” Spurrier said.

“A guy at the end of the hallway told me to give this to you.”

Spurrier’s eyes zipped back and forth across the scrap of paper as he read the note.

“Who gave this to you?” he demanded.

Hilton shrugged.

“I don’t know. Just some guy.”

“What’d he look like?” another agent said.

Hilton described himself, loosely.

“And which way did he go?” Spurrier asked.

“He handed me that note, told me to give it to you, and then was gone. But I’m assuming he went down the stairs.”

“Why the hell would he come back?” one of the agents asked.

“Maybe he’s trying to throw us off,” Spurrier said. “Let’s split up and canvas the floor. I’ll radio Buchanan downstairs to be on the lookout for him.”

The three men dispersed, dashing off in different directions in search of their lost prisoner.

Hilton waited a beat before bending over and scooping up the plastic bag that contained his cell phone. He dropped it in the bin and shuffled back toward the elevators.

Once Hilton returned to the locker room, he dug his phone out of the bag and read through the messages. He noticed that several texts had been deleted.

Then Hilton navigated to the deleted folder and rescued them. He started scanning them. One was from a man claiming to be a former federal agent, who said he knew the truth about Onyx and a high-level elected government official’s role in it. The man suggested they should meet up later that night to discuss the details, expressing how he was uncomfortable with sending anything electronically. Another message followed that contained an address at a nearby park.

No wonder they didn’t want me to see this.

Hilton checked his watch and smiled faintly. If he hurried, he could still make the proposed meeting.

He exited through the alleyway and walked casually away from the hospital and into the night.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Sarawat Mountains | Yemen

Flashlights flickered as soldiers from the Houthi terrorist camp combed the woods. With the search party spread out wide, they brazenly marched through the area. Knox thought if he’d taken up a better position on the high ground and was stocked with an amply supply of ammo, he could take out most of the men. But as it was, he was only in a position to remain hidden in order to avoid being seen. Nobody moved or said a word until five minutes after the last light vanished into the woods.

Rico clicked on his pen light, illuminating his face.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” he asked, in a muted tone.

Knox checked his weapon. “Only if you’re thinking they’re going to lead us right to the camp.”

“But they’re headed south,” Makenzie whispered. “Didn’t Kahled say the other encampment was two klicks west of where we were?”

Knox nodded.

“Do you believe he would ever be truthful with us about anything?” he asked. “Besides, two klicks west would take us straight into the nearest settlement, which would be crawling with Houthis. There’s not a snowball’s chance in hell that we’d make it out of there alive.”

“So, how far away do you think we are?” she asked.

“Ten, maybe fifteen klicks,” Rico said. “It’d be foolish to put the camps so close together. These bastards like to position their little bases between five and ten miles apart. It allows them to be close enough to communicate with each other over the radio, and join forces if necessary, but also makes them impossible to kill on a single drone strike.”

“There’s strength in numbers,” Knox said. “But there’s greater strength in groups of allies, even within the same terrorist sect.”

“They might be known for blowing themselves up, but only a small subset of terrorists within the organization are willing to do that. The rest of the terrorists are very much about not only their survival, but the proliferation of their way of life. And that’s the end game, to be sure, no matter how daunting it seems.”

“When they have a position of power, the rest of the world is weakened,” Knox said. “And the longer we let these SEALs remain captive, the more power the Houthis gain over us.”

“Banks is still going to kill you,” Makenzie said.

Knox shrugged. “She’ll get over it.”

“So, now what?” Makenzie asked. “Are we just going to storm the compound tonight?”

“Not a chance,” Knox said. “I’m tired as hell, not to mention that they’ll be on high alert. Let’s see if we can find a place to camp for the night and then we’ll scout out their camp in the morning.”

Knox led the team down an embankment and found an empty cave about a hundred meters off the trail and near a creek. They washed up, rehydrated, and laid down for the night, each person taking one-hour surveillance shifts every third hour. Knox went first, and didn’t hear or see anything. When his shift was up, he nudged Rico and then didn’t need more than a few minutes before he fell asleep.
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After an uneventful night of sleep, Knox roused Rico and Makenzie. They donned clothing to blend in — a pair of thobes and keffiyehs for Rico and Knox, while Makenzie wore a dress and head scarf — and began their journey to the next encampment.

As frustrated as Knox was with the team being forced deeper into the terrorists’ domain, he admired the Houthis’ prowess when it came to guarding their hostages. Even with great intel, any team of special operators would struggle to get this deep behind enemy lines. That was also part of the reason he chose to defy Banks, knowing that his team stood the best chance to extract the president’s son and the other SEALs. And Knox was determined to finish the job, despite the obstacles that continued to arise around every bend.

Rico wasn’t thrilled about wearing the thobe, complaining about how restrictive it was.

“I’ll tell you what’s restrictive,” Knox said. “Being shot. That will restrict you like you wouldn’t imagine.”

“Maybe so, but if someone comes after us in these things, I won’t be able to outrun them,” Rico said.

“They’ll be wearing a thobe, too. The playing ground will be even.”

“Whatever. Can we just acknowledge that this isn’t optimal for what we’re doing?”

“What we’re trying to do is stay alive, so we can rescue Jake Lewis,” Knox said. “So, no, I won’t acknowledge that. This is the best way to survive. You can grouse about it later to your buddies over beers — after we’re home safe and sound.”

Rico sneered. “You’re such a grinch sometimes.”

“A grinch who’s still alive,” Knox said. He winked, drawing another harsh glare from Rico.

“Stop being so soft,” Makenzie said.

Rico turned his ire toward her for a moment before continuing along the trail in silence.

Fifteen minutes later, the trail went over a rise and back down an incline near a shallow river, a small village nestled against it. Knox suggested they keep their heads down, not saying anything or interacting with anyone. But a group of boys aged ten to twelve years old, playing soccer, dashed those hopes.

One of the boys kicked a ball at Knox, who scooped down and picked it up before tossing it back to them. Another boy rushed over and growled at him before confronting him in Arabic.

“Haven’t you ever played football before?” the boy asked. “You never use your hands. Always your feet.”

“I was a goal keeper,” Knox said.

“Even goal keepers know how to use their feet.”

Then another older boy, who appeared to be around 16 years old, came over to the group. “Who are you? And what are you doing here?”

“We’re just passing through,” Knox said.

“Where are you going?” another boy asked.

Knox forced a smile. “Don’t you have a game to get back to?”

“Answer his question,” the teenaged boy barked.

“To visit my dying grandmother,” Knox said.

“But where?” the teen demanded again.

“At her house,” Knox said, gesturing for Rico and Makenzie to continue forward.

They all resumed their walk along the trail before some of the boys followed the teen’s lead, joining him to block the team’s path.

“Where is her house?” the teen asked.

“Not in your village,” Knox said. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, we need to get going.”

One of the boys gasped, his voice hitching as he pointed at trio.

“You’re — I know who you are,” he said. “You attacked the base last night. My father told me about looking for three people — two men and a woman.”

“It wasn’t us,” Knox said, with a warm smile. “Must be a case of mistaken identity.”

“No, it’s you,” the boy said. “I know it.”

“You’re mistaken, but it’s understandable,” Knox said. “We all have familiar looks.”

“I’m telling my father.” The boy turned and darted away.

“Just keep walking,” Knox said, through clenched teeth, to Rico and Makenzie.

“You still haven’t told me where you’re doing,” the teen said, eyeing Knox closely.

“Actually, I have,” Knox said. “The fact that you don’t want to believe me is not my problem, but yours.”

“Then I’m going to make it your problem.”

The teen turned and hustled off into the woods, while the other boys just stared at them as if unsure what to think.

“Have a nice day,” Knox said, before increasing his pace.

None of them said a word until they were a hundred meters past the boys.

“So much for the element of surprise,” Rico said.

“We’re walking into a trap now, aren’t we?” Makenzie said.

Knox chewed on his lip as he pondered her question.

“We could be, if we choose to be,” Knox said. “But it doesn’t have to be that way.”

“And how’s that?” she asked.

“I saw we flip the tables on them,” Knox said, with a wry grin. “We’re going to turn this into an advantage.”

Their pace quickened, and two hours later, they saw the camp from atop a ridge. But Knox was far more excited about something else he saw.

He saw Jake Lewis.


CHAPTER TWENTY


New York City

Through puffed cheeks, Norman Harrington let out a long breath. He neatly stacked sheets of paper in front of him on the anchor desk and then dabbed his forehead with a handkerchief. The bright studio lights caused his face to be dappled with sweat. A makeup artist rushed over to him and powdered his face again, restoring his face to its usual cool look. But he couldn’t help but wonder if his armpits that felt like they were leaking fluid by the gallon, staining the outside of his jacket.

His director, Buck Swanson, squawked words of encouragement to Harrington through his earpiece.

“Just relax, Norm. We’re going to walk you through the segment. All you’ll have to do is deliver your analysis with confidence. That’s why everyone is tuning in anyway. They want to hear what our newest national security analyst has to say about the security of our country.”

Harrington let out another long breath and nodded. “Okay. I can do this. I’m not going to disappoint you.”

One of the assistant directors on the floor notified everyone that they were at the two-minute warning before the show was set to begin. That news sent Sophie Newton scurrying across the shiny floor in her four-inch heels, her gait resembling a reserved waddle more than a mad dash. She fluffed her hair, smacked her lips together, and removed a compact to inspect herself one final time before slipping it beneath the desk.

“As always, you look fabulous, Sophie,” Swanson said. “Just be kind to Norm on his first day, okay?”

Sophie smiled, bopping her head back and forth ever so slightly.

“Sophie, I need you to acknowledge that you heard me,” Swanson said. “You can’t ignore me like that.”

“Don’t worry, Buck. I wouldn’t dream of pulling any sort of initiation on ole Normy here.”

She reached over and attempted to slap his back, but her fingertips barely grazed his shoulder.

“No more wine before the show, Sophie.”

Sophie made an obscene gesture and looked down at her cue cards. Harrington scowled as he watched the interaction between the show’s host and the assistant director.

Harrington leaned across the desk and spoke in a muted tone.

“Is this how it is every night?”

“Every night that ends in ‘y’,” she said, with a dismissive wave of her hand. “If you don’t have thick skin, you’re gonna hate it here.”

“Delightful,” he said.

“Oh, that was sarcasm,” she said, pointing at him. “You’re going to get along famously with this crew.”

The idea of working as a national security analyst on a major cable new network program appealed to Harrington — in theory. Who wouldn’t want to be under the bright lights every night, your face and your opinions delivered into the homes of hundreds of thousands of Americans, and thousands more online? But Harrington’s dream wasn’t fame itself. In fact, it wasn’t fame at all. Fame was merely a by-product of what he sought the most: power. He wanted to rule the country. He wanted to be president. At least, that was the ultimate goal.

But one fateful night, one piece of information about him that someone threatened to leak to the media undid everything he’d worked for, everything he’d ever dreamed of. Not that he didn’t deserve it. There was nothing he could say to fight back, especially when it came from an anonymous source. The truth is an unforgiving taskmaster in that way — and it was poised to pronounce a harsh judgment over Harrington. He could’ve shrugged it off, dismissed the rumors as false. But there was footage of the incident, and someone had held onto it to destroy him at just the right time. It was why Harrington was so suspicious of President Lewis. He was the one who stood to benefit the most from Harrington dropping out of the senate race years ago. And Harrington was disgusted by how it turned out. He was washed up, while Lewis was in the White House.

But Harrington also knew if there was one thing America loved, it was a good comeback story. And he was about to give them one, even if it meant slumming on a cable news show with a drunk bimbo five nights a week.

As Harrington reviewed his notes, he quickly understood the assignment: spotlight all of Lewis’s shortcomings, only to capitalize on them later. Recent history had already proven that if Americans felt unsafe, that they’d do anything to regain a sense of safety — no matter what it meant giving up. Every lawmaker in the country realized how much freedom 9/11 had cost the average American. The only problem was, too many people had been eager to take advantage of it, spiraling the political process into chaos. Instead of discussing issues and platforms, politicians talked about optics. It had paralyzed the country’s political system, while allowing its purveyors to profit and amass power. If Harrington’s political past had been tantamount to a gold rush, he’d arrived after the main vein had been completely tapped, leaving him with nothing.

However, tonight he had a chance to fight back, regain some dignity, and maybe make the president uncomfortable.

He may not remember I exist now, but by the time I’m done, he’s never going to forget me.

One of the assistants gave a thirty-second warning before the show was slated to begin.

“You ready, Heart Throb?” Sophie asked Harrington.

He gave her a side-eye glance.

“What?” she said, feigning innocence. “I mean, you’re good looking enough that you were offered a job in television.”

“I know what you’re referring to, Sophie. Not cool.”

“Oh, good. You’re all riled up. This is going to be a good show.”

A couple of seconds later, a red light atop the camera facing Sophie flickered on along with the bumper music for Unscripted with Sophie Newton.

A baritone voice bellowed over the music: “And now, Unscripted with Sophie Newton. American politics without the spin.”

Harrington had to stifle a snicker at the blatant hypocrisy of it all. He looked down at his notes, which were most definitely scripted, and undeniably designed to spin the truth. Not that he minded. Harrington considered this kind of spin a worthy cause. Anything to regain back the political career that was stolen from him.

For a moment, Harrington forgot what a nasty person Sophie Newton was, mesmerized by her platinum blonde hair and the way she effortlessly introduced story after story following her introductory monologue. They were already on their second commercial break, twenty minutes into the program, when she turned to him, her look softening.

“I know I can be a hard ass sometimes,” she said, “but I am rooting for you tonight. You nervous?”

“About saying something that could begin a systematic takedown of President Lewis? Not a chance. I’ve been waiting to do this my whole life.”

“Then let’s do it,” she said with a wink, and then a nod toward the camera as bumper music played over the studio sound system.

“America under siege?” she asked, as a graphic box materialized just to the left of her head on the produced feed. “That’s what former U.S. Senate candidate from Illinois Norman Harrington is here to discuss with us today as Unscripted’s new security analyst. And I can tell you, based on what’s happening in this country, he’s going to be on this show more regularly than we’d prefer. Because if Norman is here, it means America is struggling to secure its borders. Norm?”

She gestured toward him. He took a deep breath, stacked his papers one final time, and then looked directly at the camera.

“As Unscripted’s new national security analyst, I want to thank you for allowing me to address some of the frightening issues stirring in our country and abroad as it relates to national security. But we’re not going to wade in on tonight’s program. No, we’re going to dive headlong into the deep end of the pool and address a serious problem, one that could potentially plague President Lewis’s administration, all while resulting in the death of thousands of innocent Americans.”

Harrington coolly described how recent intel gathered by U.S. and foreign agencies suggested a terrorist organization was planning a big attack on the nation’s capital.

“The most troubling part of all this, sadly, isn’t the fact that there’s chatter about it. No, the most troubling part is that President Lewis hasn’t done a single thing about it.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Harrington caught Sophie smiling and nodding knowingly. It felt good to unmask President Lewis. Harrington could also sense the winds of change blowing.

And he liked where they were going.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Sarawat Mountains | Yemen

The terrorist encampment came into view as dusk settled over the Sarawat Mountains. Knox doled out some of the fresh fruit he’d gathered from houses near the other Houthi outpost. He was running low on energy, and could tell he wasn’t the only one. Rico and Makenzie had grown sluggish over the last two miles of their journey, losing their pace.

The smell of freshly baked bread wafted past them, exacerbating Knox’s hunger. He glanced around and tried to determine the direction it was coming from.

“We need some more sustenance,” Knox said, “especially if we’re going to finish this mission tonight. I’m going to see if I can get us some of that bread.”

Knox kept his head down as he returned to the trail and headed in the direction of the breeze. After meandering along for a couple hundred meters, he spotted the source, a small bakery. He approached the small building from the side and found an open gate leading to the back of the building. He slipped through the small opening and walked into the back to find a large cooling rack. A string of lights hung overhead, illuminating the area. One of the bakery employees used a large wooden paddle to transfer the loaves from the oven to outdoor cooling rack. Knox hid behind a crate of flour and waited for him to disappear before snatching a couple of loaves off the rack and hiding them under his thobe. Then he walked briskly back to Rico and Makenzie.

The trio enjoyed their feast, as well as a brief respite from the rigors of such a demanding op.

“So, Knox, I don’t ever hear you talk about your family much,” Makenzie asked between bites. “You got any siblings?”

He nodded. “One. A brother.”

“Where is he? What’s he do?”

“I guess I should clarify. I had a brother.”

“What happened to him?” Rico asked.

“I’d rather not talk about it. Sore and painful subject.”

“More painful than talking about your leg?” Rico asked.

Knox nodded. “Losing my leg was awful, some of the worst pain that I’ve ever endured, both physically and emotionally. But it didn’t compare to losing my brother. Needless to say, it’s not my favorite discussion topic.”

“Okay,” Makenzie said. “Then why don’t we talk about how we’re going to get inside that camp and get Jake Lewis and the other SEALs.”

“I’d much rather discuss that,” Knox said.

“Good,” she said, “because I have some thoughts. Rico and I were able to observe the camp while you were gone, and we’re a little stunned that the SEALs are still there, to be honest.”

“You saw them?”

“Well, not yet. But if they are there, I will be shocked.”

Knox furrowed his brow. “How come?”

“Other than a few armed guards wandering around, it looks like it’d be a piece of cake to escape from,” she said. “There’s only a fence around the front part of the property, but the back is wide open. There are a handful of permanent structures, but none of them are locked. It looks more like a summer camp with bunk houses than it does a terrorist camp.”

“Maybe you can’t see where they’re keeping Lewis,” Knox said.

Rico held out his binoculars to Knox.

“Here. Take a look for yourself.”

Everything was just as Makenzie had described it. The guards hardly looked capable of fending off an attack as they shuffled around the camp, talking to one another and rarely peering into the distance. They looked like young men enjoying themselves, staring at their phones and sharing funny videos and memes.

Wide-eyed, Knox handed the binoculars back to Rico. “I’d say that’s a spot-on assessment,” Knox said. “We just need to find out where Jake is.”

“I’ve got that,” Makenzie said, unzipping her drone case. “Dr. Wells gave me this drone. Looks like a fly, and acts like one, too, in its flight patterns. But it can get into places we can’t, to give us a full picture of where Jake is and what we’ll be up against during the extraction.”

“Let’s see it,” Knox said.

Makenzie took a couple of minutes to connect the drone to a navigational device that contained a camera. Once she was finished, she launched the small drone, sending it straight into the camp.

The whole team crowded around the small screen, watching the drone’s feed as the device dipped and juked its way through the camp. It scooted beneath a small opening in one of the windows and flew into the room. After a brief flight, it came to rest in the corner, allowing Makenzie to scan the space with the drone’s camera. One man sat at a desk poring over a stack of papers, while another man sat in the corner flipping through pictures. The pictures were taken during a surveillance op, though Knox didn’t recognize any of the people depicted.

“Try another building,” Knox suggested.

Makenzie guided the drone out of the small one-room structure and back out into the common area. The drone flew in a random pattern, ascending higher than most drones would in order to avoid being swatted down by a guard patrolling the area. She steered the device into a slightly larger structure, though it was only a one-room building as well. And that’s where they put eyes on Jake Lewis for the first time.

The prisoners were all tethered to each other at their ankles and seated against the wall opposite the door. Two armed guards sat in chairs by the door and looked bored. The prisoners — four in total, including Jake Lewis —seemed sufficiently preoccupied. Two of the men were engaged in a conversation, while Jake and another SEAL were reading books. All the men appeared to be healthy, with only minor scrapes and bruises visible.

“Almost looks like they’re on vacation,” Rico said.

“Why haven’t the SEALs overwhelmed them yet?” Knox asked. “Seems like it’d be simple enough to do.”

“But they’re still in chains,” Makenzie said. “I bet those guards are smart enough to know what’s coming to them if they don’t do something.”

“You could be right,” Knox said. “But this makes me wonder if they know who they’ve captured. I doubt they’d let him be sitting there casually reading a book if they knew this was the U.S. president’s son.”

“I’m not complaining,” Rico said. “Should make the job a snap.”

“Maybe. Getting them out of the camp is one thing, but we’ve got to get them out of these mountains and then out of the country.”

“We need a truck,” Makenzie said. “And I know that transportation is usually my area of expertise, but I need to keep mapping out the rest of the camp.”

“I’ll go look for something,” Rico volunteered. “If I’m not back in a half-hour, don’t come looking for me, because I’ll probably be dead.”

Knox handed Rico a comms unit. “Take these in case you run into any trouble.”

Rico also took a gun before venturing into the surrounding village to find a suitable vehicle. Makenzie continued plotting out the terrorist camp, while Knox readied their supplies and weapons.

A half-hour later, as dusk gave way to nightfall, Rico returned as promised.

“What’d you find?” Knox asked.

“There’s a truck at a home just outside the camp,” Rico said. “The keys are in the visor.”

“Perfect,” Makenzie said. “Let’s just hope they don’t go anywhere.”

With the team reunited, Makenzie briefed the men on the layout of the camp, detailing what she believed was the best way in and out of the camp. She would have the truck waiting once they secured the prisoners.

Knox wished her good luck and watched her scoop up her drone case before disappearing down the trail. Then he turned to Rico.

“You ready?” he asked.

“Ranger, lead the way,” Rico said.

They followed Makenzie’s prescribed route and crept into the camp, which had grown quieter since the arrival of night. Knox opted to enter the front door and planned to startle the guards enough that they would hesitate to take any shots. Rico was tasked with approaching the small structure from the side and handling things from there through an open window.

However, Knox was surprised when he burst into the room and found not two but five armed guards sitting on stools on the against the sides of the walls. He opened fire on the first two men he noticed on his right, while Rico fired at two of the men on the opposite side of the room. None of the guards could get to their weapons before they were riddled with bullets — except one. One of the guards seated in the corner didn’t hesitate to open fire, but instead of taking aim at Knox, he sprayed bullets at the SEALs. However, Jake avoided getting shot before Knox hit the gun-wielding guard with a double tap. The man’s gun clattered to the floor before his body fell limp and slid off his stool.

Jake Lewis looked up at Knox.

“Who the hell are you?”

“Does it matter?” Knox said. “If you want to stay alive, follow me.”

Rico rushed into the room to help Knox loose Jake from his bindings. Knox pulled out his K-bar knife and slashed through the rope, freeing the president’s son. Outside, Knox heard the frantic screams of terrified Houthis.

“We’ve gotta move,” Knox said before activating his comms. “How’s that truck coming along, Makenzie? We’re going to be coming in hot.”

“Slight problem,” she said. “The keys aren’t here.”

“Can you hot wire it?” Knox asked.

“I can try.”

Knox helped Jake, who walked with a slight limp, toward Makenzie’s location. Rico turned around and laid down cover, gunning down several Houthis as they rushed toward them. Knox knew it wouldn’t buy much time, but it might be just enough.

Knox helped Jake down a trail and up a small rise through the woods. Behind them, sporadic gunfire pierced the darkness joining with a cacophony of shouts that disturbed the entire area. Birds squawked and nearby residents rushed outside their houses, carrying flashlights, to get a glimpse of the commotion. Knox and Rico pushed on, urging the hobbling Jake to keep pace.

After a couple of minutes, they found Makenzie looming over a truck engine, the hood propped up. With her hands on her hips, she turned and looked at Knox once he called out for her.

“This is bad,” she said. “This thing doesn’t have a battery.”

Knox nodded toward a Jeep parked about twenty meters away just outside another house.

“What about that one?”

“Where are they all going to fit?” she said.

“Jake is the only one alive.”

“Well, in that case, let’s move.”

She hustled over to the Jeep and searched briefly for the keys. After she couldn’t find any, she grabbed a couple of wires underneath the steering wheel and stripped, then struck them against each other to ignite the engine. She only needed four tries before the engine roared to life.

“Great job,” Knox said, as they all piled inside.

He asked Makenzie to care for Lewis while Rico rode shotgun with his weapon sweeping back and forth in the night while resting on the roll bar.

Knox stomped on the accelerator pedal, and the vehicle lurched forward. Bullets pinged off the side of the Jeep as Knox swung it around a hairpin curve and up the mountain.

“Do you mind telling me who you are?” Lewis asked, more politely this time.

“We were sent on a special secret mission to extract you, ordered by your father,” Makenzie said. “Now let me have a look at your leg.”

Knox watched them in the rearview mirror. Then he saw a pair of headlights flash on followed by a hail of bullets. Rico opened fire on the vehicle, putting it out of commission with some of his sharp shooting.

However, just as he got rid of one vehicle, another one appeared, its headlights sweeping across the Jeep. Knox cursed under his breath as he wove back and forth across the dirt road, trying to create a more difficult target for the attacking vehicles. Rico systematically picked off each new challenger with either a kill shot for the driver, or by hitting the engine block and disabling the vehicle. A couple of minutes into their frenetic escape, Knox heard the chest-rattling thumps of a helicopter as its search light zeroed in on them.

Knox tightened his grip on the steering wheel and jammed his foot on the accelerator, determined to escape against the seemingly insurmountable odds.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Washington, D.C

Derrick Hilton used points he’d accumulated on an app to buy a cup of coffee — anything to keep him going. As he walked toward the park, he removed the battery from his phone and placed the parts in separate pockets.

Hilton’s mind raced with possibilities of what he might learn from the informant, of what dangers might lie ahead. While the scenarios seemed almost endless, Hilton ruled out that it was a trap. If it had been, Agent Spurrier would’ve let him walk right into it. But if the FBI special agent had done his best to keep Hilton from learning about the proposed meeting at the park, there was a reason for it, the likeliest being that the informant was genuine. He had to know something that the FBI didn’t want Hilton to find out. That only piqued his curiosity.

Hilton’s pace quickened as a thick fog rolled across the Potomac River. The street lamps appeared like dim stars against an opaque sky, but provided little light on the sidewalk. The dense atmosphere amplified each footstep and heightened Hilton’s suspicion.

He realized that if he was going to emerge successfully from this ordeal, he needed an ally. However, he didn’t want to put anyone else at risk, which required that he call his friend from someone else’s phone. But where could he bum a phone off someone at this time of night? Then an idea percolated.

Hilton walked several blocks to a popular nightclub. Two band members stood in the alley outside, leaning against the wall and smoking cigarettes.

“Any chance I can bum a cigarette off either of you?” Hilton asked.

“Sure, mate,” one of the men said, in a thick British accent.

He forked over a lighter and a cigarette. Hilton lit it and lingered with the men for a couple of minutes. Once they were finished, one of the men slapped the door and a security guard opened it. Hilton followed the second man only to get a meaty hand pressed to his chest. The bouncer grunted and shook his head.

“It’s all right, mate,” a band member said. “He’s with us.”

He winked at Hilton, and the guard eased up and stepped aside. Hilton mouthed a “thank you” to the band member, who stopped and stared at him for a second.

“You know, mate, you look really familiar. Do I know you from somewhere?”

Hilton shrugged. “I’ve got one of those faces.”

“No, no. I know exactly where I’ve seen you. You’re that Hilt of Truth guy, right?”

Hilton sighed, his mind whirring. He didn’t like being identified like this, because he wasn’t sure what the next words out of the man’s mouth were going to be. But it might help him that someone identified him on this night, given what he was trying to do.

“Yeah, that’s me.”

“I knew it,” the man said, clapping his hands. “I love your show. It’s one of my favorite podcasts.”

He dug his phone out of his pocket and showed it to Hilton, scrolling to the podcast app. “The Hilt of Truth” popped up as one of the man’s favorites.

“Your stuff is electric,” he said.

Another band member shouted at the man and told him that he was needed on stage. “Gotta run. See you in a few.”

Hilton went to hand the man’s phone back to him, but he was gone.

Then Hilton wound his way through the tight hallways behind the stage and found a cramped room in the back that was quieter. He dialed Melissa Porter’s number and winced as she picked up.

“This better be good, whoever the hell this is,” she croaked.

“I’m sorry. Did I wake you?” Hilton said.

“Who is this?”

“It’s Derrick Hilton.”

The information that Hilton was the caller jolted her awake.

“Holy shit, Derrick. I heard you were in some trouble, and then in the hospital. What the hell is going on?”

“It’s complicated, but I’d rather just tell you why,” he said. “I got a tip about a shadow organization that President Lewis is somehow connected to. And it’s obvious that someone is trying to silence me by legal means.”

“How are they doing that?”

“Accusing me of a driving under the influence, reckless driving, and some other traffic violations,” he said. “But ask yourself this — when was the last time the FBI stood outside someone’s door over traffic violations?”

“That’s certainly not their jurisdiction,” Melissa said.

“I know,” he said. “But I was too disoriented to complain about it. I wasn’t thinking straight until it was too late. Anyway, I escaped and I’m going to meet this informant who says he has proof about what happened. I just wanted to tell someone else, so if I disappear, you know what’s going on. I’m gong to send everything to you in the morning. I’d do it now, but I borrowed someone else’s phone, because I didn’t want to be traced and I don’t want to bring trouble to your doorstep, either.”

“Well, if you go missing, I invite the trouble. But be careful, Derrick. You’re independent; you can’t get away with as much as an investigative reporter with the backing of a legal team from a major media outlet.”

“Just promise me that you’ll look into this, if something happens to me.”

“Of course,” she said, “but you’re starting to scare me a little bit.”

“If you knew what I knew, you’d be scared too. Okay, gotta run. I’ll be in touch.”

“You, too.”

But before he hung up, he remembered something.

“One more thing, Melissa. I need you to find out something for me.”

“Anything. What do you need?”

“I want you to track down Norman Harrington’s general practitioner, hack into his database, and find out if Harrington actually has health issues that would’ve forced him out of his senate race.”

“That’s quite an ask.”

“If anyone can get it done, I know you can. Just send whatever you find to my secure drive.”

She sighed. “All right. I’ll see what I can do.”

“You’re the best, Melissa.”

Hilton ended the call and then wove his way back through the hallway to the alley exit, handing the phone to the security guard.

“Tell him thanks for me, will you?” Hilton said, patting the guard on his bicep.

The guard offered a faint grin before opening the door.

Hilton glanced at the time and picked up his pace. He was pushing it to make it on time.

His mind mulled over possible scenarios as he walked. If the FBI knew about this meeting, Hilton wondered if he crazy for even thinking about going, let alone actually hustling to make it in time.

As Hilton entered the park, he walked down a steep incline paved and marked with a dotted line down the center. The proposed meeting site was near the middle of the park, a monument surrounded by a fountain. The text message had instructed Hilton to meet him there and approach him by saying “Hello, Gary,” though Hilton wasn’t sure that was actually the man’s name since he tagged the end of his message with a hyphen and the initials “T.L.”

There was a man seated on the bench, leaning forward on a cane. Hilton restrained himself from charging up to the man, instead deciding to wait for a few minutes and see what happened.

Hilton rolled the possibilities through his mind. The FBI could be waiting on him and the informant. Or some special agent could’ve already dragged the man away, and now they were just waiting on him to attempt contact before arresting him — or worse. Crouching behind another bench in the grass facing the fountain, Hilton considered as many possibilities as he could imagine, and he couldn’t think of one good outcome among any of them, aside from the obvious: that the FBI wasn’t watching. And he reached the conclusion that entertaining such a notion was merely delusional.

The man seated on the park bench tapped his cane several times as he scanned the area. When he didn’t see anyone, he leaned back, his hands still perched atop the cane’s handle, fingers interlaced.

Several more minutes passed, yet Hilton remained hidden. He was beginning to wonder if he should approach the man or follow him once he left park when he heard measured footsteps along the path. He peered through the slats as a man in a suit methodically marched toward the man Hilton believed was Gary. The elderly man’s eyes brightened as he saw the approaching figure. The two men shook hands, and then the younger gentleman kept his hand out, palm up as if to receive something. The elderly man pressed something into it. Then his amicable look was gone, replaced with a befuddled scowl.

Hilton removed his phone, jammed the battery back inside, and quickly started the video camera. He zoomed in on the mystery man, who pulled a gun with a noise suppressor from his coat pocket. He didn’t hesitate to pump two bullets into the man: one in his chest, the other in his forehead. Without breaking stride, he pocketed the weapon and continued walking, leaving Gary slumped over on the bench.

Hilton waited until the man disappeared into the shadows. For a moment, Hilton considered approaching the informant, just to snap a picture and see who he was. But then he wondered if it was a setup. Would someone try to pin Gary’s murder on him? At least Hilton had footage proving that it wasn’t him.

A few seconds later, his phone buzzed with a text message.

This is Special Agent Spurrier. Surrender at the nearest police station or risk further felony charges.

Hilton knew he was sunk either way. Might as well find out who he was.

As Hilton approached the man, nothing about him looked familiar. However, Hilton was certain that the man wasn’t so careless that he’d just give away all his evidence. He began patting down the dead man’s body. After a brief search, he found another flash drive in the man’s interior coat pocket. Eager not to repeat a mistake, Hilton shoved the end of the drive into an adapter and then into his cell phone before placing the battery back inside. He wasted no time in uploading the files to a private secure server to look at later.

When he was finished, Hilton dumped the device into a trash can and pocketed the phone before exiting the park through the trees. He walked around for an hour before he returned to the park and snapped a picture of Gary. Even with the footage and the picture, Hilton worried that it might not be enough. He needed to create an alibi for himself and get out ahead of the story. The FBI could pull plenty of tricks, but they couldn’t invent a narrative to override his if it was announced on a public platform along with documentation.

With his battery down to five percent, Hilton knew he needed to charge it in order to have the power required to upload any video. He found a nearby hotel and entered the lobby. After a quick search, he found a charging station along one of the walls and waited until his phone reach a sufficient level to post a video.

He meandered over to a coffee bar in the lobby, poured coffee into a styrofoam cup, and got to work. Sitting down at a table in the breakfast buffet dining area, he found the app he used to share his stories and opened it. After entering his login information, he furrowed his brow as he received an error message.

Your account has been deactivated for violation of our terms of service. If you’d like to dispute this violation, please contact us during regular business hours, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. EST.

Mouth agape, Hilton stared at his phone, the gravity of his situation sinking in.

Okay, okay. Just calm down.

He took a deep breath and thought for a moment.

I’ll just start another account. That’s what I’ll do. And then I can let someone know about it.

But when Hilton attempted to open another account, he received a message that his phone had been flagged and would be prohibited from starting any new accounts.

Hilton swore softly and sighed. His options were dwindling and he wasn’t sure he had any viable ones left.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Sarawat Mountains | Yemen

Knox hunched over as he drove, fishtailing back and forth across the gritty terrain. The combination of rocks spraying up into the wheel well and bullets pinging off the side of the Jeep made it sound like they were being hammered by hostiles from every direction. He glanced over his shoulder and noticed Jake peeking back at the shooters. Knox reached back and tugged down on Jake’s shirt.

“Stay the hell down,” Knox said. “We didn’t come all this way to have you shot during our escape.”

“Give me a gun,” Jake said. “I can help.”

Knox shook his head.

“Too risky.”

“Dammit, Knox,” Makenzie said. “Give him a gun and let him shoot.”

Knox shook his head.

“Absolutely not. If he starts shooting, it only increases his chances of getting hit. I want him to stay down, so he’s safe.”

Makenzie sighed.

“He lost his only brother years ago, so he’s a little protective on missions like these,” she said.

“It’s all right,” Jake said. “I understand. He’s probably just doing exactly what my father wants him to do.”

Knox sneered at the comment but didn’t respond, instead keeping his focus on the road.

Rico popped up over the back of his seat and sprayed another round of bullets at the truck roaring toward them. Knox looked in the rearview mirror to see the truck careening off the side of the road and into a ditch.

“Nice shooting,” Knox said.

“Thanks, but we’re not out of the woods yet,” Rico said.

The helicopter overhead continued to spotlight their vehicle, but had yet to fire anything.

“Anything you can do to get rid of that guy?” Rico asked, pointing skyward.

Knox pointed ahead at an approaching tunnel cut through the mountain. The passageway was rudimentary, but effective. However, Knox didn’t know how long it went. He glanced in the rearview mirror, distant headlights growing nearer, along with a fresh round of bullets fired in their direction.

“Hold on,” Knox said.

He slammed his foot on the accelerator, speeding into the tunnel. Once he navigated around a sharp curve, he hit the brakes and swung the Jeep around in the opposite direction. Then he barreled out of the tunnel, passing the trailing vehicle and emerging into complete darkness. The helicopter was gone, awaiting his exit on the opposite side.

“Now what?” Rico asked.

“We’re going off-roading,” Knox said.

The headlights swept across an embankment that led down to a river. He knew that they didn’t have an endless supply of fuel or ammunition, meaning at some point they’d have to abandon the vehicle. And he figured it was better to do it when it was still one of several options, as opposed to his only one. Such a move might buy them just enough time to escape.

At least that’s what he was thinking when he heard the sickening sound of an approaching RPG. Knox saw the fiery contrail racing toward their position as they rumbled over rocks toward the water. He jerked the wheel left in hopes of avoiding a direct hit at the last moment.

The explosion rocked the vehicle, forcing it on its side. Rocks and sand scraped the side of the Jeep as it bounded toward the river. He heard screams and groans from his passengers in anticipation of a disastrous stop. Then the Jeep flipped back on all four wheels before tilting onto the passenger side and coming to a sudden stop against a boulder. Knox lurched forward , slamming his head against the steering wheel and knocking himself unconscious.

When he came to, he didn’t know how long he’d been out, though it didn’t seem like long. He was still belted into his seat, and he felt blood oozing down the side of his face. He touched the wound on his forehead and found that it wasn’t that deep, and didn’t pose any immediate threat to his health. His next instinct was to check on his passengers. Rico was lying face down on the rocks just outside the Jeep, while Makenzie and Jake were still in the back, but unconscious.

Orienting himself, Knox unbuckled his seatbelt while holding onto the steering wheel, which prevented him from tumbling out of the vehicle. Wincing, he dropped to the ground and clambered over the rocks to check on Rico.

Knox turned his partner over to inspect him. Rico groaned, sparking a faint smile from Knox.

“How you feelin’, buddy?” Knox asked.

Another groan.

“Can you move?” Knox asked.

Rico moved his arms and his legs slightly.

“I guess so, but it feels like I got hit by a blindside block.”

“It could be worse.”

Then a bright light illuminated Rico’s face, and Knox heard the distant whomping of the helicopter blades. He cursed under his breath as Rico pointed upward.

“They found us,” Rico said.

“Yes, we did,” said a man behind them.

Knox turned around and looked up in time to see the butt of a rifle crashing into his forehead, knocking him out again.
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Knox awoke with a start, cold water dripping off his face. His hands were bound behind him and his feet tied to a rickety wooden chair. He glanced around the room, taking stock of his surroundings.

He was in a room no bigger than ten feet by ten feet, with a dirt floor. A single light bulb hung from the ceiling on a string. There were no windows. In front of him were three armed men, one of which was still holding a tin pail that was dripping water down the side. Another man stepped forward, his eyes narrow and forehead creased.

“Welcome back to the land of the living, Mr. Knox,” the man said, speaking in a heavily accented English. “I was beginning to wonder if you were ever going to regain consciousness.”

“What’s going on here?”

The man smiled wryly as he paced the floor.

“You proved to be quite a slippery catch,” the man said. “But I’m here to give you what you want.”

“You’re going to let me and my team go?”

The man nodded. “That wasn’t my first preference. Personally, I’d rather torture you for many days and watch you slowly die. But apparently, we have other plans for you.”

“And what exactly are those plans?”

The man chuckled and shook his head. “Don’t get too excited. I doubt you’re going to like them. But in your case, it’s far better than the alternative.”

“Where are my friends?”

“Oh, don’t worry about them just yet. You need to pay careful attention to what I’m about to tell you.”

Knox shifted in his seat, wondering if he could break free of the bindings that had him tethered to the chair.

“You see,” the man continued, “we’ve spared your life because we need some messengers. We need you and your other friend to communicate something to the president for us. Now, I’d considered keeping the woman for myself, since she’s so beautiful, with lots of fire, but I didn’t want to defile myself.”

“You better not have hurt her,” Knox hissed.

“Look at you. Do you think you’re in a position to be making any demands?” the man said, and then laughed. “But don’t worry. She’s fine. I’ve protected her from my men — for now. But I need assurances from you that you’re going to follow my instructions. Because if you choose not to, your mission to rescue the president’s son will be a complete failure.”

The man stopped and cocked his head to one side, taking Knox’s face in his hands and studying him for a moment.

“You look familiar,” the man said. “Where do I know you from?”

“It’d help if you told me your name,” Knox said.

The man released his grip on Knox’s face with a rough shove.

“Nasir Al-Ahmed,” the man said. “But now that I look at you, I don’t think we’ve ever met. However, I know you from somewhere, which is going to make your assignment all the more interesting.”

“What do you want?”

Nasir resumed pacing the floor, his hands clasped behind his back. He said nothing for a few seconds as he walked away from Knox before spinning around to face him.

“I saw surveillance footage of you taken in Madagascar.”

“I’ve never been to Madagascar,” Knox said, attempting to throw the man off his tack.

“No, no,” Nasir said, waving his index finger at Knox. “I’m sure it was you. But it doesn’t really matter. You’re going to do what I say, regardless, or else your president’s son is going to die.”

Knox sighed and looked down at his feet, kicking at the dirt and trying to look disinterested in Nasir’s theatrics. “Depends on what it is,” he said.

Nasir pursed his lips. “That’s an interesting way to follow orders, but I’m confident you’re going to do what I ask no matter what, especially since I have some extra incentives for you.” Nasir crossed his arms over his chest and grinned. “Now, it’s really simple,” Nasir continued. “You go back to your president and tell him that if he wants to see his son alive again, and not shipped back to him in pieces, he’s going to make a prisoner exchange with us.”

“What’s the name of the man you want?”

“Ashton Currie,” Nasir said. “Or ‘Mr. Ashes’ to most of the intelligence community.”

Knox tried to hide the shock and then anger roiling within him. He’d worked hard to capture Currie and end his senseless killings. The mercenary bombmaker was sought after the world over by governments and terrorists alike. Giving Currie over to the Houthi terrorists might as well have been signing the death warrant for millions of innocent people in the near future. Knox had to stall.

“What makes you think he’s still alive?” he asked.

Nasir chuckled and shook his head.

“I’m not interested in your mind games. If your government had killed him, it would’ve made a grand announcement. But since it hasn’t, I’m confident Mr. Currie is alive and well. And for Mr. Currie, I will trade the president’s son. Do you understand?”

“Of course. But I can’t make any guarantees. I’m not the one making the decisions.”

“Yes, I’m very well aware that you’re just one of Lewis’s henchmen. However, to personally incentivize you, I’ve attached a watch to your colleague’s wrist. If he removes it before we give you the access code to disarm it, he will die.”

“You put a bomb on his wrist?”

“ ‘Bomb’ is such a loaded word,” Nasir said. “More like a small explosive. It may or may not kill him, though it most definitely will maim him. Once the exchange is complete and we’re satisfied that you didn’t insert a tracking device into Mr. Currie before the exchange, I will contact you with the code to remove the device. Do you have any questions?”

Knox shook his head. “I think your demands are pretty clear.”

“Excellent. In that case, I will release you and your two colleagues. You will serve as the messengers to President Lewis. Understand that by allowing you to all go free, that is my concession to you and promise that I will do as I say. It’d be just as easy to kill you all, and make those demands myself. But I’d rather there be a mutual understand between us, an established rapport. And hopefully, you’ll report back that I’m not a ruthless killer like everyone believes. We simply want what is ours — nothing more, nothing less.”

Knox wanted to refute Nasir’s self-righteousness by highlighting the irrational thought behind the Houthi terrorists’ actions and demands. But he resisted the urge, simply nodding and affirming that he would take the requests back to President Lewis.

“There’s a car waiting for you out front,” Nasir said. “It will take you to the nearest airport and arrange travel for you to anywhere in the world you would like to go.”

Knox acknowledged Nasir’s gesture as the Houthi leader directed one of his men to untie their prisoner. After Knox rose to his feet, one of the men jammed the butt of his rifle into Knox’s back and gave him a firm shove. He stumbled forward through the open door and into the night, where a battered Rico and Makenzie were waiting.

“Did they touch you?” Knox asked Makenzie, in a muted tone.

“Believe it or not, they were complete gentlemen. Though the asshole running the show warned me that if they caught me next time, they’d treat me like a proper Houthi woman.”

Knox grunted and cast a sideways glance at Nasir.

“Good luck,” he said. “We’ll be in touch and look forward to your call.”
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Several hours later, they were standing on a tarmac in Ta’izz with their belongings. Knox called Director Banks to let her know what had happened. Once he finished relaying the message, he braced for her wrath.

“If you’d listened to me, we would’ve had a chance to get him out of there with proper support and a better equipped team,” she said. “But as it stands, we’re in a worse position, thanks to you.”

“We almost had him,” Knox said.

“But you didn’t,” she snapped. “And that’s the point. I warned you not to go in there and you pulled this cowboy bullshit, which is exactly what I was afraid of, with you.”

“It felt like the right thing to do,” he said. “We had to take a chance, or else I thought we might lose him for good.”

“But you were wrong. And you need to understand your position in my organization. You’re not a decision-maker. You’re a soldier. And I want you to follow orders and do what I say. Otherwise, this isn’t going to go well for you.”

Knox sighed and mumbled a “yes ma’am.”

“Now get your ass home, so we can sort out what we’re going to do about this,” she said, “because giving them Currie is out of the question.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Washington, D.C

President Lewis pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes, wincing as he digested the news about his son. He tossed his reading glasses onto his desk and walked over toward the wet bar in the corner of his office. After pouring himself a healthy portion of bourbon, he collapsed onto his couch and took a long pull. He tapped his ring finger against the side of his glass and looked across the room with a thousand-yard stare.

Ryan Tanner arranged some of the papers on the coffee table and stuffed a few into a portfolio. Lewis’s chief of staff had gone quiet for once, letting Lewis have a moment to ponder the implications of the message they’d just received from Camille Banks.

“I can’t believe this is happening,” Lewis said. “I should’ve put my foot down.”

“Sir, your son is an adult. You have to let him make his own decisions.”

“But this wouldn’t have happened if I wasn’t president.”

“You’re right,” Tanner said. “He’d likely already be dead. So, you can take some solace in that.”

Lewis waved dismissively at Tanner. “What difference does it make? You know we can’t negotiate with terrorists. My son was as good as dead either way.”

“You can’t beat yourself up over this, sir. This isn’t your fault.”

Lewis tipped his glass back, finishing the remainder of his drink. He slammed it down hard on the coffee table, then stood up with clenched fists. “I don’t care if it’s my fault, Ryan,” he growled. “My son is going to die, and I can’t do a damned thing about it.”

“You can still do something, sir. You are the president of the most powerful nation in the world. If you want to negotiate with the Houthis for Jake’s life, nobody will blame you, nor will anyone stop you.”

“Is that your official position? Are you advising me to negotiate with these animals for my son’s life?”

“I’m not a father myself, but I think if I was in the same position, I’d do anything I could to get my son back. I know it’s a sticky situation, but you’re still entitled to care about your family. And if you do nothing, there’s Kate to consider.”

“She’ll divorce me if I don’t try to negotiate.”

“Yeah, this is a tricky situation, sir. And I understand trying to adhere to years and years of U.S. policy on not negotiating with terrorists, but I must tell you that it’s all bullshit.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, that official line about not making any deals with terrorists? It’s not true. Many presidents before you have done just that.”

“Is there a way we can track Currie? Maybe hit him with a drone strike once we get clear of the area and have Jake safe?”

Tanner shook his head.

“I mean, we could try, but Nasir Al-Ahmed gave express conditions for this exchange, which included not implanting tracking devices on Currie. They will sweep for them, and if they find them, the deal will be off. Not to mention that one of Banks’ men had an explosive device attached to his wrist, which won’t be released until all the conditions are met.”

“He’s got us over a barrel, doesn’t he?”

“It sure seems that way.”

“But we don’t have another way of tracking Currie that they couldn’t detect?”

“We don’t know how advanced their detection systems are, but it’s not something I would advise risking.”

Lewis interlaced his fingers behind his head and leaned back, exhaling slowly.

“Let me mull this over and think about how I want to proceed,” he said. “I may consult some other advisors on this as well.”

“Of course, sir. But I also wanted to update you on our other little problem.”

Lewis growled.

“Are you talking about Norman Harrington?”

“The one and only.”

“I thought his career was destroyed a long time ago.”

“Apparently, he’s making a comeback — and he’s doing it on television, too.”

“Damn,” Lewis said. “This is one skeleton from my closet that I don’t want paraded in front of the world. It wasn’t my finest hour, but there’s nothing I can do about it now.”

“You could come clean.”

Lewis slowly shook his head. “Not a chance. It’d ruin our administration’s ability to govern, undermining everything. Nobody would believe I was in charge.”

Tanner chewed on his lip for a minute. “Those issues aside, he created quite a ruckus last night, speaking about an impending threat on U.S. soil.”

“Is there any truth to it?”

“Harrington overstated the threat, but yes,

it was something from the latest security briefing. And it could grow into something more. It’s just chatter right now, but it’s not something to ignore.”

“Have our comms team put out a statement that we take every threat seriously, but the ones that Harrington referenced on his show are not cause for alarm at the moment. And add that this administration is not interested in perpetuating a culture of fear. If there’s a credible threat, we will deal with it swiftly, harshly, and head-on.”

“That should quell the unrest Harrington caused.”

“Good,” Lewis said. “And what about Hilton?”

“I don’t think you’re gonna like that report, either.”

Lewis swore under his breath. “Can this morning get any worse?”

“It’s going to be a long day, for sure.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Washington, D.C

Derrick Hilton awoke to the rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee wafting through Laney Vickers’ apartment near Georgetown. Laney had played doubles tennis with Hilton several years earlier and they’d become fast friends, but he hadn’t kept up with her since he started his podcast. And while he felt a twinge of guilt for how he’d let their friendship slide, he knew that was better than going to federal prison on trumped-up charges he’d never be able to beat.

Hilton squinted as the sun beamed through a window facing him. Laney’s dog Shocker galloped across the wood floor before he slid to a stop, his nails scratching the smooth surface. The frisky cocker spaniel bounded onto the couch and licked Hilton’s face.

“Whoa there, Shocker,” Laney said, as she entered the room with a mug of steaming coffee. “Not everyone is a morning person. Derrick is more like a vampire, doing his best work in the dark.”

Laney placed the mug down on the coffee table. “I’ve got to get to work,” she said. “But I thought this might perk you up.”

Hilton thanked her as he sat up and scratched Shocker’s head.

“Is he always like this?” Hilton asked.

“Only on days that end in ‘y’,” she said. “When I come home from work, he bowls me over sometimes, trying to get me to play with him. So, if you’re going to stay here another few days while you’re getting that kink with your lease ironed out, I’d be most grateful if you’d take Shocker to the park right down the street, to get out some of his energy.”

Another pang of guilt.

Hilton hadn’t told her the truth about why he was there, almost certain that she wouldn’t let him stay there if he’d told her the truth about his situation. He didn’t want her involved, and figured the best way to protect her was by giving her plausible deniability. But once she found out, he knew she’d be upset and would immediately evict him from her couch. However, as long as she didn’t know, he still had time to figure something out — chiefly, who was trying to keep him from sharing a nasty little secret.

When she’d gone, Hilton sipped his coffee, while Shocker pined away for his master, pawing at the door and whimpering.

After a few minutes, Hilton grabbed the tennis ball launcher and a ball, along with the key Laney had given him and opened the door. Before Hilton could latch the leash to Shocker’s collar, he darted out the apartment door, bounding down the steps two at a time until he reached the lobby. Shocker ran in circles for a few seconds, obviously excited over the prospect of playing with someone. Hilton knelt next to the dog and secured the leash before heading down to a small park.

As Hilton launched ball after ball, he considered his next move. Eluding the FBI and regaining possession of his phone was critical for him to prove his innocence. But he recognized that he was susceptible to being set up by any number of groups.

The only way through is going deeper in.

He formulated a plan and settled on the next steps he needed to take before returning Shocker to Laney’s apartment. Then Hilton located the nearest library, about three blocks away, and went there seeking a way to get online.

Hilton knew that if he accessed his email account, the FBI would likely be monitoring that, and might be able to track where he logged in. The bureau’s oversight meant he was cut off from any of his allies. He needed a way to find more. And there was a way to do that, though it was a risky one: the dark web.

Using his cryptocurrency, which was untraceable, Hilton secured a virtual private network to protect his anonymity and downloaded a special browser. A few minutes later, he was crawling through the darkest parts of the web, searching for a way to find someone who could help him the truth about the nature of the Onyx Foundation, and why the FBI would be working so vigorously to protect it from getting out to the public.

Was Onyx a secret government organization? What kind of information did Onyx really gather about the American people? And how was it using what it knew?

These questions and many others like them percolated in Hilton’s mind as he plotted his way forward.

Hilton eventually navigated to a site he’d visited many times before, when seeking to connect with whistleblowers and informants on a variety of topics. He’d found reliable sources there in the past, mostly people who feared the repercussions of speaking out against their employer or others they worked with. It ranged from accountants being asked to conduct shady practices on behalf of their clients, to construction workers who witnessed murders on a site after hours, to guards who’d developed a conscience after serving men who were trafficking children. Every time Hilton visited the site, he always felt like he needed to shower afterward. All the evil discussed on the site’s message boards made him question his faith in humanity. Yet it was also here that he could gather the information necessary to expose all these criminal enterprises.

Hilton was in the middle of composing a message inquiring if anyone had any information on Onyx when he heard a librarian striding toward him, heels clicking angrily on the tile floor. He quickly tapped a couple of keys, activating a feature built into the browser to prevent the user from getting caught. The librarian stopped a few feet away and rested her hands on her hips.

“Excuse me, sir, but did you just download an unauthorized browser to this machine?” she asked, her tone sharp.

“I didn’t know we weren’t allowed to download anything,” Hilton lied.

“It’s written right there,” she said, pointing to a small placard attached to the top of each computer monitor.

Hilton had to play dumb. “Oh, yes, I saw that,” he said. “I didn’t download anything like that. Just an app to help me gain access to a few books that have been banned.”

“We don’t ban any books here,” she said, tucking tendrils of her dyed blue hair behind her ear.

“Well, I couldn’t find the one I was looking for.”

“And which one was that?”

Hilton realized he was up against a woman who wasn’t going to accept any of the bullshit he was shoveling. But he needed to do something to get rid of her, if even for a few minutes, so he could finish writing his message.

“The Little Pony and the Man Who Married Her,” Hilton said, fabricating a title on the spot.

“What’s it about?”

This woman’s relentless.

“The title kind of says it all,” Hilton said. “I mean, who would try to stop people from reading about a man who married his little horse?”

The woman furrowed her brow.

Have I done enough to ward her off?

“When was it published?” she asked. “I don’t seem to remember this one.”

“It was well over twenty years ago,” Hilton said. “Published by a small press in Rhode Island.”

“Persnickety Press?”

“I don’t recall the name,” he said, knowing that she could’ve been setting a trap for him.

“Well, I’ve never seen a title by that name in our catalog, but I will see about bringing it in, so you don’t have to break our rules about not downloading any unauthorized programs in the future. Fair enough?”

“Fair enough,” Hilton said, before he turned back to the monitor and stared blankly at the screen, waiting for her to disappear around the corner. Once she was gone, he exhaled in relief.

Out from underneath the librarian’s looming presence, Hilton hammered out a message asking if anyone who had any information on Onyx would be interested in sharing what they’d learned. Hilton spent the following half-hour checking the latest news, as well as trying to find out what anyone was saying about his unusual absence from his channel. There were a few people who speculated that the government was trying to silence Hilton.

They have no idea how right they are.

When Hilton checked back in, he found a reply from a user who claimed he’d been searching every day for someone to ask about Onyx, because he had plenty of information about them. Hilton engaged in a brief exchange with the anonymous poster before they agreed to meet at a junk yard near an industrial park. According to the informant, who’d worked there for a while, there were no security cameras at this location. Hilton agreed to the meeting and then jotted down the details before logging out of the dark web.

Next, Hilton moved to his secure server and began quickly skimming the information he’d uploaded from the stranger in the park. Although there was no way to verify any of it, Hilton couldn’t temper his excitement as he carefully read some of the details, all contained in government emails and cables.

This is the story of a lifetime.

He logged out of his session, which automatically purged all the files, and stood. As he was walking out the door, the librarian called after him.

“Excuse me,” she said.

Hilton kept walking, pretending not to hear her.

“Excuse me!”

Hilton didn’t break his stride.

“Hey, you!” the woman said. “Mr. reader of The Little Pony and the Man Who Married Her, will you please stop?”

Hilton stopped and spun around.

“There’s no such book by that name,” she said. “So I know you were lying to me.”

Hilton nodded vigorously. “There is,” he said. “Maybe you didn’t search well enough for it.”

“I know you’re lying to me,” she said. “Now, do you want to tell me what you were really doing on the computer?”

“I already told you,” Hilton said. “It’s not my fault that you can’t find the title.”

Then he turned and walked away.

“Come back here!” she said, but Hilton didn’t turn around, a wry grin easing onto his face as he heard the librarian growl before she stomped away.
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Hilton spent the rest of the day mulling over his list of questions for the anonymous informant. But there was one thing that made Hilton uneasy — the proposed meeting place. If it was devoid of security cameras, it was also a prime place to kill someone. He could be shot in the head and dumped into a vehicle. One trip through the baling press, and that would be the end of him. Nobody would find him for years, if ever. And even if they did, his body wouldn’t be identifiable. The thought made him shudder.

He returned to Laney’s apartment to retrieve a knife. If a gunfight erupted, having a knife wouldn’t matter, but at least it was something. Just having the cold steel blade in his pocket didn’t make him feel completely unprepared. Yet at this point, he had to risk meeting the man. Hilton knew he couldn’t drift aimlessly forever. Eventually, the feds would catch up to him. This meeting was his Hail Mary.

They agreed to meet at 10 p.m., long after Washington’s traffic had died down and the darkness provided ample cover. Hilton had told Laney that he was going out to meet a friend for dinner, and told her not to wait up for him. But before she’d returned to her apartment, he’d scrounged up something to eat out of the scant offerings in Laney’s pantry. Another twinge of guilt. He hated lying to anyone, especially Laney. Yet, he had no choice if he wanted to keep her out of his messy business with the FBI.

As he strolled along the sidewalk, he checked over his shoulder to see if he was being followed. Sirens wailed in the distance, the sharp sounds piercing the night and echoing off the surrounding buildings. He quickened his pace, unable to shake the notion that they were coming for him.

Yet nothing.

A piece of paper fluttered across his path, startling him for a moment.

They don’t know where you are, Derrick. Chill out.

Hilton rounded the corner and spotted the entrance to Joe’s Jalopy Yard with a sign detailing the process for admittance. Two bucks to get inside and pull any part you wanted. Then you paid for the part. Everything was sold “as is.” It was a simple business, one with low maintenance that didn’t require much staffing. And apparently, Joe didn’t think he needed security cameras either.

Hilton circled the block and didn’t spot any visible security cameras, giving his informant more credibility.

At least he’s not trying to frame me by getting me to break into this place.

Hilton retraced his steps and found a spot near the corner where the fence looked bent outward. Giving it a tug, Hilton deduced there was enough space for him to slide beneath it. He gave a quick glance around and didn’t see anyone before he dropped to the ground and slithered through the opening.

Once inside, he jumped to his feet, brushed off the dirt, and scanned the area. Spotlights illuminated the junkyard. Rusty cars sat crammed next to one another without enough room to even open the doors. Most of the windshields and windows had been removed, forcing parts seekers to climb into the vehicles through unconventional means. In one corner of the yard, Hilton saw a baling press, with what used to be a car compressed into a neat cube of aluminum and steel.

But for all Hilton noticed, he didn’t see anyone.

Then he heard a low growl and spun to his right to see a Rottweiler baring his teeth. The dog lurched toward Hilton, only to have its efforts thwarted by a chain.

“Easy, boy,” Hilton said. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

The dog barked several times and then growled again.

“Always be prepared,” said a man, who emerged from around the corner of the building holding a large slab of meat. He flung it in front of the dog, which quickly forgot about Hilton and devoured the deluxe meal.

“Used my first piece of meat to distract the little bugger, so I could chain him up,” the man said.

“You thought of everything,” Hilton said. “Nice work.”

“Well,” the man said, as he eased a gun out of his pocket, “I couldn’t let T-Bone here tear you limb from limb before we carted you off to prison.”

Several other agents emerged from the shadows. Hilton put his hands in the air. “I don’t know what’s going on here,” he said, even as he surrendered, “but I think there must be some kind of mistake.”

“Oh, no. There’s no mistake, Derrick,” the man said. He reached into his pocket and produced a billfold with his FBI credentials. “A valiant effort,” the man added, after he read Hilton his rights. “But you’re going away for a long time.”

“What did I even do?” Hilton asked, as one of the agents shoved him toward an SUV around the back of the property.

The agent dug his hand into Hilton’s pocket and produced a flash drive.

“Well, what do you know,” the agent said. “Mr. Hilton still had the stolen property on his person. Corporate espionage charges to go along with all the other ones stacked against him. This ought to be a slam dunk trial for the prosecutor.”

“That’s not mine, and you know it,” Hilton growled. “Your body cam will show that you planted it.”

The agent scowled and looked at his body cam.

“It would,” he said before pausing. “If only it was working.”

He grinned and then pushed Hilton’s head down, ushering him into the vehicle.

Hilton sighed as he sank into his seat. He should’ve known better, even on the dark web. He’d been set up — again. And this time, there was no possibility of escape.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Rural Southwest Virginia

The elevator buzzed, the carriage creaking beneath the weight of its three passengers — Knox, Rico, and Makenzie. As they descended, Knox looked up and studied the pulley system, impressed by its simplicity. They said nothing, all bracing for Director Banks’ imminent tongue lashing. And Knox couldn’t argue with her, either. He’d gambled and failed. The Houthis could’ve planned to propose an exchange all along, but they could’ve been waiting for confirmation that Jake Lewis was the president’s son, an asset valuable enough to necessitate an extraction. If anything, Knox had given the Houthis everything they needed to move forward with their plan. Not that the next special operators wouldn’t have done the same thing. But it was Knox who did, Knox who defied orders, Knox who ignited the powder keg now placed firmly on President Lewis’s desk.

The carriage rattled as it reached the bottom with a jarring thud. A high-pitched chirp signaled their arrival and the latch on the door released, allowing them to enter the secret underground facility.

The first person they saw was Dr. Olivia Wells, who was riding a scooter straight toward them at an alarmingly fast speed.

“Good morning, everyone,” she shouted, before swinging the scooter around to one side and coming to an abrupt stop just a few feet away.

“Good morning to you, too,” Makenzie said, with a faint smile. “How did you do that? You just seemed to override the laws of physics.”

Wells waved dismissively. “Physics might have laws, but they aren’t always what they seem. You pit two laws against each other, and you get some interesting results.”

“Is that so?” Rico asked.

“In a manner of speaking,” she said, before stepping off the scooter and then leaping into the air.

She shot skyward, nearly bumping her head on the ten-foot ceiling. Then she landed, hunching over into the superhero pose, knuckles to the ground. She slowly looked up at her audience and smiled.

“And who exactly are you supposed to be?” Knox asked.

“Gravity Gal,” Wells said.

“But aren’t you supposed to defy gravity?” Rico asked.

She nodded. “For a period of time. But gravity is ultimately undefeated. You may experience a little victory early here or there, but eventually she clobbers you with her unrelenting power.”

“Are we talking about you here, or actual gravity?” Makenzie asked.

“Let’s just say Gravity Gal gets her name from the powers she ascribes from her namesake.”

“Fair enough,” Makenzie said.

Wells took another step and leaped skyward again, this time, her head brushing the ceiling and knocking her glasses off her face.

Knox caught them and handed them back to Wells once she landed, this time with only slightly bent knees.

“Be careful,” Knox said. “It’s a scary world up there.”

“You’re telling me,” she said. “That’s why Gravity Gal is more comfortable the closer she is to the center of gravity deep in the Earth.”

With that, Wells spun and jumped off.

Rico turned and looked at his colleagues.

“Do you ever feel like you’re one of the few sane people remaining on this planet?”

“Every single day,” Knox said. “Every. Single. Day.”

Knox gestured down the hallway. “Shall we?” he asked.

They all started walking together toward Banks’ office. They’d only traveled about half the distance before she stepped into the corridor and strode toward them.

“Everyone brace yourself,” Makenzie said, through gritted teeth. “This is going to be ugly.”

Banks tilted her head to one side and squinted. “You’re all here,” she said, glancing at her watch. “And you’re all here on time. Who knew that Knox could follow orders?”

“Told ya,” Makenzie said.

Knox placed both hands in the air. “Look, I can explain.”

“I don’t want to hear it,” Banks said, before nodding to an open conference room across the hall. “Let’s talk in there.”

They all filed into the room, with Banks taking a seat at the head of the table. The other empty seats had small packets in front of them along with name tags.

“This seems so formal,” Knox said.

“My assistant is a pro and doesn’t know how to dial it down,” Banks said. “She goes a hundred and ten percent every time I ask her to do something. And amazingly enough, when I do ask her to do something for me, she does it. And she does it professionally, without complaining.”

Knox winced at yet another jab from Banks.

“Now, I could harp on what you did, Knox, but I’m going to suggest that we just move on. It’s in the past now. And as long as we can learn from our mistakes — namely, trying to forge your own way without support and against direct orders — we can focus on what else we need to do. How’s that sound?”

Knox stared wide-eyed at Banks for a moment.

“Uh, that’s fine,” he said, still trying to digest the fact that she didn’t skewer him in front of his team.

“Just fine? Or is it great?” Banks asked.

“Fantastic, ma’am.”

“Good. Let’s just try to all stay on the same page moving forward.” Banks indicated the packets in front of the team. “Based on what just happened in Yemen, I’m not alone in the intelligence community in my belief that this was an inside job.”

“You think there’s a mole feeding the Houthis information?” Makenzie asked.

“Precisely,” Banks said. “It’s almost as if this whole thing was orchestrated.”

“They why did they wait for us to attempt an extraction before making the exchange offer?” Rico asked.

“That’s not something I know the answer to, but I intend to find out. Or, more accurately, I intend for you to find out.”

“And where are we going to get this information from?” Knox asked, drumming his fingers on the table.

“From our good friend Julius Ballard, of course,” Banks said, her tone sly.

Knox furrowed his brow. “So, he’s alive?”

Banks nodded.

“And we’ve just been letting that bastard continue to live?” he asked.

“He’s in Belize, and their extradition treaty with the U.S. government is a little complicated.”

“How complicated can it be?” Rico asked. “He’s a traitor.”

“Unfortunately, our treaty with Belize requires that extraditable offenses are ones that are punishable in prison or by capital punishment in both countries,” Banks said.

“So, Belize is cool with treason?” Makenzie asked.

Banks pursed her lips. “Francisco Reyes, their ambassador to the U.S., communicated to the state department that his country’s court viewed Ballard’s offenses differently than ours did, making it impossible for us to negotiate with them,” she said. “It’s a virtual stalemate.”

Knox shook his head and set his jaw. “How much did Ballard pay Reyes?” he wondered aloud.

“I’m sure it was a handsome amount. Ballard and Reyes used to play golf together once a month when Ballard was working in Washington.”

Knox swore under his breath. “What the hell would the president of National Security Affairs want with an ambassador from Belize, other than to look for a soft landing spot if things ever went sideways?” he said. “Ballard knew his day was coming.”

“Can you blame him?” Banks shrugged. “Pretty smart, if you ask me. Ballard didn’t get where he did by without being savvy.”

“So, you want us to go down there and put a bullet in him?” Knox asked. “Because that guy tried to convince me that Rico here deserved to die.”

Banks sighed. “As much as I’d love for you to do that, killing Ballard in Belize would put us in a precarious situation with the Belize government.”

“Who cares?” Rico said. “It’s Belize. It’s not like we’d suffer some major foreign relations fallout.”

“Look,” Banks said, placing her palms flat on the table, “I’m with you, but we’ve had these discussions with Belize already. If Ballard ended up dead, they would point an accusatory finger at us — and who knows what other damaging things Ballard could have in store for us, if we eliminated him. Besides, for now, he might be our best chance at learning how the Houthis got a leg up on us in the Middle East. And that’s more important than serving justice. Got it?”

“Yeah,” Knox said, with a sigh. “I just don’t like being lied to.”

“Nobody does,” Banks said. “Now, get down there and see what role Ballard has — if any — in all this mess. I’ll get you read-in on what we know about Ballard in Belize and provide you with a dossier.”

Everyone started to get up, except Makenzie, who didn’t move.

“What about Jake?” she asked. “Is President Lewis going to trade Currie for Jake?”

“I don’t know the answer to that right now,” Banks said. “I hope not, but I wouldn’t rule anything out. He’s in a very difficult situation right now.”

As they were filing out of the room, Banks called Knox back. “I want to speak with you for a moment.”

Knox froze and let Rico and Makenzie enter the hall before closing the door to the conference room.

“What is it?” Knox asked.

“Don’t screw this up,” Banks said. “I know I said it a few minutes ago, but I can’t afford to have you ignoring orders while out in the field. This is a time-sensitive mission, and we need to get something out of it, even if it’s a clear understanding that he knows nothing. Got it?”

Knox grinned. “I’ll make him sing.”

“Be careful, Knox. I don’t want this to blow up in our faces again.”

“Of course,” he said.

“Wheels up at 8 p.m. tonight.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Camp David, Maryland

President Lewis loosened his tie as he trudged up a rise along a wooded trail on the Camp David compound. When he reached the top, he took a deep breath and sat down on a log. Ryan Tanner took a seat next to him and stared at his phone, thumbing a text message.

“I don’t know how you do it,” Lewis said.

Tanner looked up at the president. “Do what?”

“Stay on that damned phone all day, typing out texts,” Lewis said. “I couldn’t do it.”

“It’s kind of my job, sir.”

“I know. But it seems like a shitty one.”

Tanner chuckled.“This is actually the political job I always dreamed of — and I absolutely love it. You, on the other hand, leading the country — that’s something I couldn’t do.”

“Of course you could. You make decisions, and then you get that sharp young genius you hired to make it happen.” Lewis patted Tanner on the back and then gave his shoulder a firm squeeze. “You know, Ryan, you’re all right.”

“Thank you, sir. But, to be honest, it’s the decisions that I would have the most trouble with. I’m fine with just doing what I’m asked to do. But making decision after decision that will affect the lives of millions of people? I just couldn’t do it.”

Lewis stood and stretched. “At the moment, it’s the decision that will affect just a couple of people that has me at my wit’s end.”

Tanner looked up at Lewis, the two men locking eyes. “Jake?” he asked.

Lewis nodded.

“It doesn’t matter which advisor I ask, they all have a differing opinions on how I should approach this situation. If I blatantly go against the U.S.’s publicly pronounced policy of refusing to negotiate with terrorists, Congress will probably set up a hearing to investigate why. Hell, they’re likely to impeach me over it. Yet, I’m almost certain I’d figure out a way to subvert that policy if it was just a random team of Navy SEALs over there. We’d get them out one way or another. That much I know.”

“But your son is throwing a wrench into the equation?”

“More than you know. I don’t think I’d ever forgive myself if I refused their offer and those animals shipped Jake’s dead body back to the United States.” He paused for a moment and kicked at an exposed root. “And I know for a fact that Kate would never forgive me. In fact, she’d probably divorce me if I didn’t do something.”

“But you’re the president. And if anyone else was in your position, I think they’d reasonably agree that they would do everything to save their son or daughter, too.”

“That’s exactly why I’m going to be targeted over this. I mean, it’s foolish for my son to charge into a situation like that and put me in an impossible dilemma. At least, that’s what they’ll say. All my critics will point out how my refusal to steer my son clear of these types of missions is why I was even in the predicament in the first place.”

“And they might be right,” Tanner said. “But who cares? You can’t control your son. He wanted to serve his country, and he has every right do that. The fact that some opportunistic terrorists figured out who he was is the reason we’re in the situation we’re in. It’s not simply because he’s a Navy SEAL and entered combat.”

“You’re probably right. It’s just not the most fun right now.”

“So, you’d rather use your thumbs to type out hundreds of messages each day?”

“When you put it that way,” Lewis said, “I think your job might be better than mine.”

Tanner smiled as he stood and patted the president on the arm. “You’ll figure it out, that much I’m sure of.”

Lewis sighed. “Can you let me figure it out on my own?” he asked. “I want to stay out here a little bit longer and think by myself.”

Tanner chuckled and nodded in the direction of the Secret Service detail watching over them about twenty yards behind them in the woods.

“All by yourself?” he asked.

“That’s about as alone as I get these days,” Lewis said. “Thanks for walking with me.”

“Of course, sir. I’ll be here whenever you’re done deciding about how you want to proceed. I’ll help make it happen for you.”

“Thanks, Ryan.”

Tanner patted Lewis on the shoulder and then continued down the path back to the main house. Lewis turned and went in the opposite direction down the trail. He reached a small clearing that opened to the west, giving him a prime view of the sunset.

Finding a nearby fallen log, Lewis sat down and watched as the sun descended below the trees, the blue sky giving way to a magenta tapestry streaked with puffy pink clouds. As the sky darkened, early season fireflies blinked around the edges of the forest. Several bullfrogs croaked while perched on the banks of a nearby pond, and crickets chirped, creating a natural symphony to accompany the scene. Lewis had seen such beauty in nature before, but he’d always taken it for granted. But as he lingered in the moment, he wondered how a world with such breathtaking moments could also contain such polar-opposite ugliness. The world seemed to exist in a state of such contradictions, a constant battle he felt deep in his own soul. The fact that he could sit and drink in such a scene while his son was likely blindfolded, gagged, and bound with a gunman a mere trigger pull away from ending his life seemed unfair.

Oh, Jake, what have we done?

Allowing Ashton Currie to go free again felt like a crime against humanity. The infamous bomb maker was sure to strike again, possibly against innocent American civilians. And if he was employed by the Houthi terrorists, it wasn’t a question of if he’d strike again, but when. Or maybe they’d catch him before he struck. The only thing that was for certain in Lewis’s mind was that if he refused to negotiate with the Houthis, Jake would die. Lewis was in a no-win situation.

The dusky sky yielded to darkness on this moonless night before Lewis finally rose and hiked back toward the main residence at Camp David.

“You all right, sir?” one of the Secret Service agents asked him.

“Not really, but that’s the nature of the job, right?” Lewis said. “Constantly trying to negotiate the warring positions of political foes both at home and abroad?”

“I don’t envy you, sir.”

“Good, because you shouldn’t.”

Just as Lewis reached the house, his phone rang with a call from Admiral Flanigan.

“James, if you’re calling to talk about playing golf next week, I’m not sure that’s going to happen,” Lewis said.

“I don’t expect to, sir,” Flanigan said. “I know there’s a lot going on, but I just wanted to call and lend a voice of support.”

“Support for what?”

“Your decision.”

Lewis chuckled. “I wish I knew what my decision was going to be, because I’m not sure I’ve made one yet.”

“Make the deal. Get your son back. For all the political damage it might do — and the field day political pundits might have with it — the optics of you abandoning your own son, sacrificing him out of fear of what the bomb maker might do to America, is bad. Not to mention what it’s going to do to you mentally. And we need you all there to handle this crisis.”

“Thanks, James. I appreciate it. And you’re probably right.”

Once Lewis entered the house, he noticed Tanner sitting on a couch in the solarium, his head buried in his phone typing another message.

“Still at it?” Lewis asked.

Tanner picked his head up. “For the time being. So, did you come to a decision?”

Lewis nodded. “Get me Phillip Holder.”

“You want to speak with the director of the CIA?”

“I need to discuss with him how we’re going to conduct this prisoner exchange.”

Tanner’s eyes widened. “You’re going to exchange Currie for your son?”

“Do you have a problem with that?”

“Not at all, sir. I’m just surprised, that’s all.”

“I can’t do this to Jake. But we’re going to figure this thing out — have our cake and eat it too, so to speak.”

“Of course we will, sir.”

Then Lewis looked toward the hallway and saw Kate leaning against the doorjamb, her lips quivering as a smile spread across her face.

“You’re going to do it?” she asked.

“I have to, honey.”

She rushed over and threw her arms around him, her feet leaving the ground as she latched on to him. Lewis held her tight for a moment.

“It’s going to be okay,” he whispered. “We’re going to bring Jake home. And then we’re going to make those bastards pay.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Spanish Lookout, Belize

Knox glanced over at Makenzie as she banked left in the Cessna Caravan before straightening out the plane. She laughed as he dug his fingernails into the sides of the seat and took a couple of deep breaths.

“You all right over there?” she asked, tapping on his leg.

“Maybe your memory isn’t quite as good as mine, but I never forget when I have to jump out of a plane,” Knox said, putting his hands on the sides of his headset. “And whenever I fly with you, it seems like that’s almost a foregone conclusion. So, I’m just bracing for it.”

“Well, this baby doesn’t have any parachutes, so if you jump, you’re tempting your fate with gravity. And let me tell you, gravity is nearly undefeated.”

Rico leaned forward from the back.

“I knew this guy once whose parachute didn’t open properly and he fell ten thousand feet and survived with barely a scratch.”

“But he had a parachute,” she said.

“There’s also this Yugoslavian flight attendant who survived a plane crash, from thirty thousand feet or something like that.”

“Vesna Vulović,” Knox said. “Yes, she’s the answer to a trivia question about the highest fall anyone has ever survived from.”

“However, she was in an airplane,” Makenzie said. “If you jump from this very fine aircraft, you won’t be in an airplane and neither will you have anything to slow you down. But your pilot, yours truly, has obviously survived every landing I’ve ever attempted, so I’d say your fears are unfounded. Now, sit back and relax, maybe review the dossier on Julius Ballard.”

Rico grunted.

“Why? We already know everything there is to know about that traitor.”

Knox dug into the pack at his feet and produced a small file folder.

“I beg to differ,” he said. “I’ll bet you didn’t know that Julius Ballard is no longer Julius Ballard, but now goes by Melvin Yoder. In fact, he’s a former pastor from a small farming community in Kansas, at least according to the Mennonite church he pastors.”

“Wait,” Rico said. “Ballard is now a Mennonite pastor? Are you serious?”

“You should’ve read this dossier,” Knox said. “It’s quite entertaining.”

“That guy is a first-class fraud. Now he’s down here, doing the same thing to these innocent people.”

“At least he’s not defrauding an entire nation,” Knox said.

“Are you sure we can’t put a bullet in this guy?” Rico said. “It only seems fair, since he was the one who ordered a hit on my life.”

Knox shook his head. “Banks didn’t like what I did in Yemen, so I’d rather stay on her good side and not start an international incident, if it’s all the same to you. Now, if you happen to vacation down here some other time and decide to go hunting around Spanish Lookout, I’m not going say a word. But for this trip, let’s stick with the plan. Let’s get intel out of Ballard and get home.”

“And if he doesn’t want to cooperate?” Rico asked.

“I’ll let you conduct the interrogation. How’s that sound?”

“Sounds dandy,” Rico said, clapping his hands and then rubbing them together. “I hope he’s extra obstinate.”

“I can almost guarantee you that he will be,” Makenzie said.

She banked right and circled, beginning their descent over the Belize River.

“Everyone hold on,” she said. “This could be a bumpy landing.”

The amphibian floats on the Cessna bounced as it first contacted the water. The plane lurched up again before settling down onto the river.

“Pretty smooth, all things considered,” Rico said. “I’d give you a seven out of ten on the landing.”

“Seven out of ten?” Makenzie said. “Are you kidding me? Do you know how difficult it is to land on a narrow waterway like this?”

Rico shrugged.

“Still seven out of ten for me. Knox?”

“Ten out of ten,” Knox said without hesitating.

“Are you kidding me?” Rico said. “We bounced.”

“I didn’t have to jump out of the plane,” Knox said. “Ten out of ten.”

“That’s a backhanded compliment if I’ve ever heard one,” Makenzie said.

Knox turned slowly toward her, a faint smile spreading across his lips.

“And here I was thinking that you really were on my side,” she said, with an exaggerated eye roll.

Makenzie navigated the plane down the river and into a calmer tributary that contained a small dock for amphibious planes. A elderly man named Reggie, wearing a threadbare AC/DC t-shirt and a red and white do-rag, was waiting for them with a big smile on his face.

“That might be one of the best landings I’ve ever seen here,” he said as he tossed a rope to Knox, who was standing on the passenger side float.

“What did he say?” Makenzie asked.

“He said it was one of the worst landings he’s ever seen here,” Knox said.

“Garrett Knox, you think you can pull that stunt on me,” she said. “I heard exactly what he said, but I can’t believe you wouldn’t repeat him.”

“I already told you it was a ten out of ten for me. I’m not sure what you’re going on about.”

She let out an exasperated breath, blowing aside several tendrils of hair draped in front of her face. “You guys are the worst.”

Once the plane was secured, they all climbed onto the dock and finished up some paperwork with Reggie. Then he handed them the keys to a twelve-year-old Toyota Forerunner. Its black paint had faded, making it appear more of a grayish color with a few rust spots. There were matching dents on each of the front fenders and significant damage to the front grill. Reggie warned them that only one of the brake lights worked.

“Guess it beats walking,” Rico said.

“I wish I had something better for you,” Reggie said. “But it is what it is.”

They all piled inside and Knox twisted the key in the ignition. The engine coughed and sputtered before clattering to life. An intermittent knocking sound made Knox wonder aloud when the vehicle last had a tune-up.

“I’m going to hazard a guess and say never,” Rico said.

“And I’d bet my mortgage you were right,” Makenzie said. “How far away is the reverend’s place from here?”

“It’s Pastor Yoder, not reverend,” Knox said. “But it’s far enough that we can walk if we have to. Yet I hope we don’t have to. I’d hate to miss the end of Pastor Yoder’s message.”

Knox wheeled onto the freshly paved road and followed the directions to the church.

While Rico wanted to ambush Ballard in the middle of the night, Banks had suggested that they show up for the end of his church message, approaching him in broad daylight in a public place, so he couldn’t avoid them. Knox liked the idea and decided it was the best tack, which disappointed Rico.

They slipped into the back of the church, where Ballard was already well into his sermon. Knox wasn’t sure if Ballard had seen them all enter, but his voice seemed to rise as he spoke with conviction. To Knox, it almost sounded like Ballard believed what he was saying.

“As we go out into the community this week, let’s try to support one another,” Ballard said, speaking in Spanish, the most popular language spoken in the aptly-named region settled by Mennonites from Mexico years ago.

Ballard shifted his weight from one foot to another as he looked toward the back. Knox wasn’t sure, but he would’ve bet a substantial sum that Ballard noticed them. His eyes flashed with fear, and his speech cadence increased.

Oh, he’s seen us all right.

Ballard took a sip of water as sweat beaded up on his forehead. He set the glass down on the pulpit and continued.

“I want us to look closely at what Solomon wrote in Proverbs chapter eighteen, verse twenty-four: ‘A man of many companions may come to ruin, but there is a friend who sticks closer than a brother.’ Now what exactly does that verse mean? It means that our friends can be fleeting — and so can those closest to us, our brothers and sisters. But there’s someone who’s stays closer to us than that. And that same someone died for you and me.”

Knox was surprised at the sincerity with which Ballard spoke.

A few minutes later, Ballard closed and then hustled to stand in front of the doors, shaking everyone’s hand as they exited the church. Knox, Rico, and Makenzie didn’t move, staying in their seats until everyone had left. Then when the sanctuary was empty, they stood and walked up to Ballard.

“If you’re thinking of killing me, I wouldn’t advise it,” he said. “To do such a thing in the Lord’s House?” He shook his head, then clasped his hands in front of him. “I’m pretty sure that’s an inexcusable offense.”

Rico glared at the freshly minted Mennonite pastor.

“So is being a fraud, and ordering the murder of an innocent soldier,” Rico said.

Knox put a hand to Rico’s chest. “Look, we’re not going to kill you.” At least, not yet, anyway. “But we do have some questions that we better get answers to.”

Ballard gestured toward their chests. “I’m afraid you’d be dead before you pulled your weapons,” he said.

Knox glanced toward the back of the church and saw two men with guns trained on him and Rico.

“Now, I’d like to avoid a mess here if possible,” Ballard said. “Mennonites don’t take too kindly to violence.”x

“A tiger doesn’t changes its stripes,” Knox said, shaking his head. “But the cloth is one hell of a way to hide them.”

“Funny thing is, Mr. Knox, I have indeed changed,” Ballard said.

“In that case, are you willing to help us?” Makenzie asked.

“Depends on what you want.”

“I’d like for your goons to put their guns down,” Knox said.

Ballard gestured for the two men at the back of the room to lower their weapons.

“Go ahead. I’m listening.”

Knox proceeded to explain the current situation, with the Houthi terrorists seeming to be a step or two ahead of any rescue efforts by the U.S., and how it had led to a proposed exchange between Navy SEALs and Ashton Currie.

Ballard’s eyebrows shot upward. “Ashton Currie, the bomb maker? Mr. Ashes?”

“The one and only,” Knox said.

“Well, I know you’re likely to point an accusing finger at The Consortium, but I’m not affiliated with them any more. My two men are mostly here to protect me from any Consortium attacks.”

“Not that I necessarily believe you,” Knox said, “but if it’s not The Consortium, who is behind it?”

“Have you ever heard of the Onyx Foundation?”

Knox shook his head.

“That’s not surprising. They’ve managed to maintain a low profile for a very long time, while becoming major disruptors in the political landscape, both in the U.S. and abroad.”

“What do they do?” Makenzie asked.

“I’m not really sure, to be completely frank. I know that The Consortium would partner with them on occasion, but I wasn’t privy to the details.”

“And that’s all you know about them?” Knox asked.

Ballard nodded.

“Well, Pastor Yoder, we appreciate your cooperation,” Knox said. “Much better than creating a blood bath in the Lord’s house.”

“Amen,” Ballard said. “And if you come back looking for me, I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed, because I’ll be long gone.”

“I don’t consider our score settled,” Knox said. “Any pastor would know that sins such as yours require restitution. And I don’t believe you’ve paid yet.”

Ballard looked back at his guards and gave them a knowing look. They trained their weapons on Knox and Rico again.

“Perhaps another time,” Ballard said.

Knox, Rico, and Makenzie all slowly walked backward out of the church and down the steps until they were out of view of the gunmen.

“Thanks for the visit,” Ballard said, waving from the front step. “I was beginning to worry everyone had forgotten about me.”

The trio climbed back into the Forerunner and rumbled back toward the river and their plane.

“The nerve of that guy,” Rico said. “Pretending to be a pastor.”

“Well, he’s a snake, for sure,” Knox said. “But we can worry about him later, though I’d be willing to bet he’ll be gone by the morning.”

He picked up his phone and dialed Banks’ number.

“Did he talk?” she asked.

“Told us it had nothing to do with The Consortium, but that he was willing to bet it had something to do with an organization called the Onyx Foundation. Ever heard of them?”

Banks’ breath hitched. “The Onyx Foundation? That’s not who I was expecting, but I can’t say I’m completely surprised. I just thought they were pretty much impotent these days.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because the FBI shut them down several years ago.”

“So, how do we find out more about them and who’s involved?” Knox asked.

“To do that, you’re going to have to sneak into a federal prison,” she said.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Bandidhoo, Maldives

Jake Lewis squinted to avoid the direct beam of a spotlight as he walked to the exchange point on the deserted beach. An hour earlier, when they’d arrived on a sea plane, he’d witnessed a picturesque sunset over an island almost completely ringed by overwater bungalows. He’d missed the one deserted beach on the island, the section reserved for offloading industrial shipments and handling unsavory business. A long gray concrete pier stretched more than a hundred meters into the water, ending with a large dock.

With his hands cuffed behind his back, Lewis put his head down and continued to shuffle forward, his stride limited by the shackles around his feet. He welcomed the stiff ocean breeze, giving him a respite from having to smell his own reeking self. He couldn’t remember how long it’d been since he took a shower, but it was before the mission.

How long had it been? A week? Two? Everything seemed to blend together for Lewis. Despite telling the Houthis who he was, he wasn’t treated any differently than his Navy SEAL brothers — except they were all dead. Just the memory of seeing them all murdered made him shudder.

It wasn’t supposed to go like this.

But here he was, left with nothing to do but embrace the consequences of his actions: A failed mission. Well, according to his superiors, it would be. At least the oil tanker had been recaptured. A few of the fat cats at the Pentagon getting their grubby hands greased probably didn’t care. Maybe his father didn’t either, considering the fact that Dan Moller, the CEO of Fortress Oil and the head of the corporation whose tanker had been commandeered by the Houthis, was one of President Lewis’s biggest financial contributors.

Just thinking about the whole ordeal made Jake sick to his stomach.

He looked up again as their place slowed, this time glimpsing a silhouette of a man walking toward him. For a moment, he thought he saw the man’s face clearly. But then he wasn’t sure.

Am I really being exchanged for Ashton Currie?
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Kahled Dabari stopped at the exchange spot, where a radio sat on top of a stool. He picked up the radio and keyed it.“I’m not releasing our prisoner until I’m certain you’ve upheld your end of the deal.”

He placed the radio back on the stool and turned to his assistant and gave a knowing nod. The man knelt and pulled out a wand, and slowly waved it around the outline of Ashton Currie’s body. Kahled watched as the man worked his way across every inch, retracing his movements when he heard the slightest squelch from the machine. When he finished, Kahled eyed the man closely.

“You think he’s clean?” Kahled asked.

The man nodded.

“The machine doesn’t lie,” he said.

“It doesn’t always tell the truth, either.”

Kahled snatched the wand and lifted up Currie’s right arm, then his left, slowly revisiting those areas. Kahled was almost ready to agree with the man before he heard some more squelching, this time a little more pronounced.

“There’s something under here,” Kahled said.

He directed his assistant to hold Currie’s hands high before ripping his shirt. Kahled removed a pen light from his pocket and put in his mouth, illuminating Currie’s left armpit. Kahled squinted as he studied the spot, then felt it with his thumb. There was a slight abrasion on the skin, enough that Kahled knew the Americans were trying to pull a fast one.

He removed a knife from his pocket and sliced into Currie’s skin.
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In the White House situation room, President Lewis rubbed his face with both hands as he watched the body cams from the Marines standing on the pier waiting to receive Jake. The moment the Houthi terrorist sliced into Ashton Currie’s skin, Lewis realized that he’d made a terrible mistake.

He spun toward one of his security advisors, Trey Gregory.

“You told me that they wouldn’t be able to detect it,” Lewis said. “You said there was no way they’d find it. Now, what do you call that?”

Lewis pointed at the screen, but Gregory kept his head down.

“I said, what do you call that?” Lewis repeated, his tone harsh, his voice booming.

“I — I’m sorry, sir,” Gregory said. “I didn’t say it was impossible for them to detect. I didn’t realize they’d have the tech that could find GPS trackers. There’s only one that can detect this new kind of tracking technique, and it’s not available to the public.”

“I don’t want excuses, Trey. I want answers. Like, how the hell did they get one of these detection devices?”

“Give me some time and I’ll find out.”

“It’s too late.” Lewis pounded his fist on the table. “We’ve already lost our opportunity. They’re going to dig that tracker out of Currie, and he’s gone. Do you know what that means? The only way you said we could do this was predicated on the fact that they wouldn’t know that we could track him. And now, just look at this.”

Everyone turned their attention back to the body cam of the Marine streaming to the screen on the far wall. The Houthi terrorist identified as Killer Kahled was rooting around beneath Currie’s skin just under his armpit.

“It’s only a matter of time,” Lewis grumbled.

A few moments later, Kahled smiled as he retrieved the tracker. He held it up to the Marine’s body cam, as if he knew Lewis was watching.

“Hello, Mr. President,” Kahled said. “You’re lucky I’m still going to uphold my end of the bargain. Next time, I won’t excuse your blatant attempt to break terms of our agreement. Ciao.”

With the ironic gesture of the peace sign, Kahled turned away from the Marine and officially completed the prisoner exchange, marching back down the pier with Currie and disappearing behind a wall of Houthi terrorists.

[image: ]



Jake Lewis glanced over his shoulder at Kahled as vanished into the night. A Marine escorted Jake to the U.S. Navy ship and explained how it was dispatched to transport him to a nearby carrier, and that he’d eventually be flown back to Washington.

“I’m sure you’re ready to get back home after spending time locked up with those animals,” the Marine said.

“Lost my whole team,” Jake said. “Don’t know that I much care about anything else but avenging their deaths.”

“There’ll be time for that soon enough.”

Jake stepped aboard the ship and was directed to his quarters, where he could shower and clean up before eating a big meal. But he wasn’t interested in anything but speaking with his father.

“I just want a phone,” he said to the sailor showing him his quarters.

The man darted off to fetch one, while Jake collapsed onto the bed. He couldn’t believe how long the ordeal lasted. He should’ve been home a week earlier, but instead he spent more time than he ever imagined in the custody of Houthi terrorists. Despite the days that had passed since his team was murdered, he hadn’t even begun to process what losing his brothers meant.

But all that would still have to wait. There was still another matter that needed to be dealt with first — a serious one.

When the sailor returned with a secure satellite phone, Jake dialed the private line to the White House. A few moments later, he was connected to his father.

“Jake, are you all right?” President Lewis asked.

“Dad, thanks so much for coming after me. And I’m alive, but not sure if I’m all right. Time will tell.”

“I thought we were going to lose you.”

“Sorry for putting you in that position. And I want to talk about it more, but there’s something I need to tell you right away.”

“What is it, son?”

“There was an extraction team, right?”

“Officially? No.”

“But unofficially?”

President Lewis sighed. “We shouldn’t really be talking about this.”

“Come on, Dad. You can tell me. Read me in, whatever you need to do. This is important.”

“Okay, fine. Sure. We sent in an unofficial team.”

“Well, there’s a guy on that team who goes by the name of Rico.”

“Yeah, I’m familiar with him.”

“I believe he’s working with the Houthi terrorists. But we need to talk to him together.”

“Me and you?”

“That’s right. We need to confront him together.”

“Son, that’s not really my job.”

“I know, but it needs to be done. And you need to be the one to do it.”

“Let’s talk about this later.”

Jake paused for a moment, unsure how far he wanted to push it.

“Only if you promise to call him in from the field and get something scheduled as soon as possible. It might be the most important thing you do as president.”


CHAPTER THIRTY


New York City

Norman Harrington lounged in his dressing room, feet propped up on the makeup counter, enjoying a few minutes of peace before he was scheduled to go on the air. As he perused other news media sites, he learned that Americans weren’t happy with the current situation in the Middle East. And while Harrington didn’t like it either, the unrest and dissatisfaction all played into his plans.

For the past week, he’d been hammering President Lewis for his failure to put an end to the Houthi terrorists, who had continued to roam the Bab Al-Mandab Strait between the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden. According to reports from the Pentagon, elite special ops teams had been able to eliminate a handful of the pirates, but hadn’t eliminated the problem. As a result, oil companies sought alternate — and oftentimes more expensive — means to transport their product, resulting in higher gas prices. With a jumpy market, and other nations looking to the U.S. for answers, Lewis appeared weak. Harrington reveled in the poor news for the president, even though everything happening abroad all seemed to be by design.

Harrington was enjoying another article about Lewis’s struggles when someone rapped on his door. Figuring it was someone from the makeup crew, he mindlessly invited them to enter.

“Mr. Harrington?” a young man asked.

Harrington looked up, surprised that it wasn’t who he expected. “Yes?”

“I have a package for you. I need you to sign for it,” the man said, offering a clipboard in one hand and a pen in the other.

Harrington sat up, easing his feet off the counter and turning to face the man.

“I wasn’t expecting anything,” Harrington said. “Who’s this from?”

The man shrugged. “I don’t know, guy. I just make deliveries and gather signatures.”

Harrington scrawled his name on the assigned line and handed the pen and clipboard back to the man.

“Thanks,” the delivery man said, before disappearing into the hallway.

“I wonder who this could be from,” Harrington said to himself, easing his finger beneath the flap. After a brief fight, it gave way and the package opened. He reached inside and retrieved a handful of papers and photos. Then he spread them out on the counter in an effort to quickly determine what he was looking at.

Harrington identified a letter with no letterhead or company logo at the top. Just a plain white sheet devoid of a return address. It also looked like it was produced on a typewriter, each “r” printing faintly along with with every “t”. The only thing at the top was the date.

Mr. Harrington:

I trust this message finds you well. In this packet, you will find everything you need to compile a robust report about what’s really going on in President Lewis’s administration.

Everything in this packet has been verified as authentic cables between U.S. State Department and Department of Defense officials. You’re welcome to verify, as I expect you would, but understand that these are authentic and if anyone tells you otherwise, they are lying.

I look forward to seeing you bring this egregious behavior by our Commander in Chief to the public and expose him for what he’s done.

Regards,

A Big Fan

p.s. You should’ve never pulled out of your senate race.

Maxine Sutton, Unscripted’s producer, knocked and then opened the door, poking her head inside without waiting for a reply.

“You ready for tonight?” she asked.

“How long do we have before go on the air?” Harrington shot back.

She furrowed her brow. “Why?”

“I have something really big that I might want to break on the show tonight.”

“We’ve got a half-hour. Is that enough time?”

“Might be,” he said. “Load my notes, just in case I can’t get this in time, but if I can, are you comfortable with me breaking a big story?”

“Is it vetted?”

“That’s what I’m going to spend the next half-hour doing.”

“I like the sound of that,” she said. “And if we need to push your slot back to later in the show so you can verify everything, we can do that, too.”

“That should work,” he said. “Thanks.”

Harrington loosened his tie and rolled up his sleeves as he studied the documents spread across the counter. Grainy surveillance photos blown up to show the detail of what looked like some sort of prisoner exchange. Then there was a thumb drive with the words “watch me” scribbled on a sticky note.

He jammed the device into a free port on his laptop computer and double clicked on the flash drive’s sole file. A video file appeared, after a moment, began playing. Harrington increased the volume so he could hear. The POV appeared to be that of a U.S. soldier walking down a pier with another man.

“It’s a video of this,” Harrington said, glancing at the picture as he pieced together what he was seeing.

The prisoner spoke with a South African accent and seemed to be mocking the soldier: “Do you like your job?”

The soldier didn’t respond.

“Oppressing free nations and subverting the will of the people are things you enjoy getting paid to do? So strange. Just weird.”

The image was dark and a little grainy, but Harrington could hear the ocean crashing against the shore and the pier.

“Don’t want to talk about it, eh?” the prisoner said, with a chuckle. “In that case, don’t worry about it. You’ll probably be dead before you know it. Some freak explosion might get you and your boat. Or maybe it’ll be a drone. Or a torpedo from a drone ship. The possibilities aren’t technically endless, but they are numerous, too numerous for you to handle.”

Harrington watched a brief prisoner exchange, and then caught a glimpse of the man’s face as he turned around. Then a high-pitched tone, followed by color bars filling the screen. A few seconds later, the sound stopped and the screen turned completely black. He backed it up a few seconds and froze the frame of the man. His voice sounded South African, and he seemed to be virtually spitting in the face of his captor, completely unafraid that he would retaliate.

Harrington immediately picked up his phone and called Victor Franks, one of his former colleagues from Illinois who worked for the Department of Defense at the Pentagon. After exchanging pleasantries, Harrington got straight to the point.

“The reason I’m calling is because I just received some disturbing body cam footage from what appears to be a U.S. Marine,” Harrington said. “And apparently, it’s very recent. I need you to confirm for me whether this is authentic or not.”

“Smart thinking, Norm. I appreciate you being responsible and not broadcasting something on your show that’s probably AI-generated.”

“I don’t think it’s AI-generated, but I want to make sure.”

“Send it to me and I’ll get back with you.”

Harrington hesitated. “I need an answer ASAP, because I am going to air this tonight.”

“Tonight? Come on, Norm. I can’t get you an answer that quickly.”

“I bet if you tell your superiors that I’m about to show it to the world, they’ll get you an answer very quickly.”

Franks sighed. “Okay, email me a copy and I’ll see what I can do. But no promises. Just please don’t air it without confirmation from me.”

“If you can’t make promises, I can’t either. Just do it, so this doesn’t blow up in both our faces.”

Harrington uploaded the video and some of the accompanying documentation and sent it to Franks. Fifteen minutes later, Harrington’s phone buzzed with a call from Franks.

“So, what’d you find out?” Harrington asked.

“We’ve been friends a long time, so I’m not going to lie to you,” Franks said. “But before I tell you this, I’m going to respectfully ask that you not air this footage.”

“It’s real, isn’t it?” Harrington asked, a mix of anger and devilish delight warring in his mind.

“It is. That’s the president’s son.”

“And the other man?”

“Ashton Currie, the infamous South African bomb maker.”

There was a long pause. Harrington said nothing.

“So, what are you going to do?” Franks asked.

“I’m sorry, Vic, but I can’t withhold this. The public needs to know what’s going on. So, tell your contacts that if they want to get out in front of this, they can by explaining the reasoning for this on my show tonight. Otherwise, I’m going to tell what I know about it.”

“Please reconsider, Norm.”

“Sorry. This is too important. People need to know what Lewis is doing.”

“I wish you wouldn’t, but I understand.” Another beat. “Just don’t ever call me again.”

Harrington hung up without saying another word. He had enjoyed a good relationship with Victor Franks, but there were somethings that trumped friendship. All Harrington could do was hope that one day his friend realized why he had to do what he did.

Harrington scooped up all the files and darted out the door in search of his producer.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


FCI Petersburg | Hopewell, Virginia

Knox inspected his access badge for FCI Petersburg as he approached the security gate, searchlights sweeping the quarter-mile of green grass standing between the front entrance and the road. While the environment may have been less strict inside the prison walls, Petersburg didn’t slack when it came to getting in and out of the facility. The thumbprint verification, along with the hologram over the bottom of his picture, created more than just a mild obstacle for anyone seeking to gain access to the prison by fraudulent means. It made it nearly impossible. Even with all the experience Knox had getting into places he had no business being, accessing Petersburg would’ve been exceeded his capabilities. Fortunately, he worked for an organization that employed the talents of Dr. Olivia Wells.

Wells’ team had created a fake thumbprint for Knox, to ensure that when he was checked, the guards wouldn’t be alerted to his alternate aliases. Or, in Knox’s case, especially his real name. For the purposes of Petersburg, he was known as Lyle Simpson, a man who’d dropped out of high school and had been making his way up the coast from Florida working various jobs, all within the janitorial field. His information had been inserted into the Federal Bureau of Prisons database and wouldn’t signal any problems to the guard on duty.

When Knox handed his credentials to the guard, he studied the badge for a long moment before returning it.

“Mr. Simpson,” the guard said, “is this your first night on the job?”

Knox nodded. “Yes, sir. How’d you know?”

“I know everybody here,” said the gray-bearded man. “I’m closing in on my thirty-fifth year here.”

“Must be a nice place to work.”

The guard stared out across the field in front of the prison. “You don’t have to be behind bars to be in a prison, if you know what I mean.”

“I’m not sure I do.”

“Well, it’s like this, Mr. Simpson.” He held out the scanner through the window for Knox. “Sometimes you get stuck and there’s no easy way to get unstuck, so you embrace the place you’ve settled. You get me now?”

“I think so,” Knox said. “But we always have the freedom to change if we want to.”

The guard drew back the scanner after a green light flashed. He glanced over at his monitor.

“But do we? I mean, what was your first job?”

“I was a janitor.”

The guard smiled and shook his head. “And you’re still cleaning up other people’s messes. Nothing’s really changed for you, except the people whose messes you’re cleaning.”

“We always have a choice.”

The guard leaned forward, resting his elbows on the window sill. “I imagine when you were a kid and somebody asked you what you wanted to be when you grew up, you never said you wanted to be a janitor at a federal prison.”

Knox shook his head.

“So, what’d you want to be?” the guard asked.

“I wanted be a cop.”

“So did I. And let me tell you, this might look like I have some authority, but I’m no cop. And I’m too old to do anything about it. But you? You look like you could quit today and join the force.”

“I might just do that,” Knox said.

“Well, you’re cleared and all set. Have a good first night.”

The guard gave a lazy wave as Knox rolled up his window and drove toward the employee parking lot. Before he went inside, he called Banks to let her know he passed the first security checkpoint.

“Let me know whatever this guy tells you,” Banks said. “I want as much out of him as we can get.”

“Remind me again why you couldn’t just go inside the prison as his lawyer and ask questions?”

“Wouldn’t that be easy?” she said, with a chuckle. “The reality is, if I did that, someone would find out who I was, and then I’d have a nightmare on my hands. Never mind that everything said in those rooms are recorded, even though legally, they aren’t supposed to be. Mr. Hilton would be swinging from a bedsheet attached to the ceiling in his cell, right after the security cameras inexplicably stopped recording for a few minutes.”

“And this guy is some internet celebrity?”

“Podcaster, to be precise,” she corrected. “But I saw an arrest report recently, alleging all kinds of heinous crimes I’d rather not mention right now or I’d lose my dinner. There was a mention of Onyx at the bottom of the arrest report, a name I hadn’t heard mentioned in quite a while. In fact, I thought they’d disappeared.”

“So, you knew about Onyx?”

“As a private company? Yes. As an organization with a conspiratorial history? No.”

“And you’re sure Onyx is doing something illegal?”

“That’s why you’re there — to find out,” she said. “The fact that this podcaster has been an agitator for about five years, yet only now gets arrested, makes me think something else is going on. He hadn’t even reported on Onyx yet, only mentioned it privately to some people in the file I read.”

“Apparently mentioning it to the wrong people.”

“Or quite possibly the right people, just not his right people. Someone was listening in on Hilton’s conversations and decided to frame him. At least, that’s my interpretation.”

“You think he’s going to talk?”

“Only if he’s convinced you can help him and that you’re not a spy.”

Knox pulled his lucky coin out of pocket and rubbed it. “If I’m not mistaken, you sound like you believe this is some sort of conspiracy.”

“Has anyone ever called you ‘astute’?”

“That’s not the kind of adjective we used when I was in the Rangers.”

Banks snorted. “What about ‘sharp’?”

“Sometimes.”

“Well, I only said it sarcastically, if that makes you feel any better. Because of course I think it’s a conspiracy. How else does this guy end up behind bars when he starts asking questions about Onyx?”

“On that note, let’s go find out for sure.”

Knox ended the call and ambled toward the employee entrance. He passed through another security checkpoint inside, walking through a metal detector. Once he was cleared, a supervisor pointed in the direction of the staff locker room and told him he’d find a clean pair of coveralls hanging up on a rack, along with a map of the facility and a list of his cleaning duties.

A few minutes later, Knox was pushing a cart with a squeaky wheel down a long dim corridor. The lights were out, but not all the prisoners were asleep. A few of them walked up to the bars and spoke to him, some about needing grease for his cart’s wheel, others about how he looked new. But he kept moving, acknowledging them with a friendly nod and a smile.

Then he reached the end of the corridor and stopped in front of the cell on the right. Knox removed his mop and dropped it on the floor with a splat. He cleaned the floor, working in small circles. After lingering in front of Derrick Hilton’s cell for a few minutes, Knox bumped the handle against the bars to get his attention. Hilton, who’d been lying on his back in his bed, sat up and looked at Knox. “Do you want something?” Hilton whispered.

Knox gestured for him to come to the bar.

Hilton jumped to the ground and squinted as he walked toward Knox.

“You trying to get me in trouble?” Hilton asked. “Because I’m just trying to keep my nose clean and get out of here as soon as possible.”

“I heard you got into a little trouble for poking around where you shouldn’t have,” Knox said.

Hilton furrowed his brow. “Who are you?”

Knox pointed at his access badge.

“Lyle Simpson? Sounds like a made-up name.”

“It is,” Knox said. “But what you’re investigating certainly isn’t made up.”

“No shit, Sherlock. Now, did you just come here to taunt me, or do you really want something?”

“I want you to tell me everything you know about Onyx.”

“There a very powerful person high up within the U.S. government who has ties to Onyx, and is leveraging Onyx’s information to retain power.”

“And who is this person?”

“Get me out of here and I’ll tell you who it is.”

Knox sighed. “You can’t just hop into my cart and get a free ride out of here. People are watching.”

“Those are my terms. Take ‘em or leave ‘em. It’s up to you.”

Knox dropped his mop into the bucket and then wrung out the water before slapping it onto the concrete floor again. He needed a moment to think, starting with was it even possible to get Hilton out. Once he concluded that it was, he worked his way back toward Hilton’s cell.

“I’ll be back,” Knox said. “And be ready to go when I do.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


Rural Southwest Virginia

The next morning, Rico drove out to The Cabin to discuss the team’s next steps, as well as trying to find out if there was a way to remove the watch that Nasir Al-Ahmed had strapped around his wrist. He trudged up the steps on the porch and stopped for a moment. The sun beamed through the trees as they swayed in concert with the cool morning breeze, casting frenetic shadows on the scuffed wooden surface.

Rico stopped and took a deep breath. A sudden flood of emotion caught him by surprise when he saw the loose rose petals scattered near his feet. It reminded him of the last time he saw Maria, the last time he held her as she lay dying after getting shot on the porch of their home in Brazil. He was several months and many thousands of miles away from that event, but in the moment, his memory felt as visceral as anything he’d ever experienced.

Maria, oh, Maria.

He turned and looked skyward, closing his eyes and drinking in the sun’s warm rays. Working with Knox and Makenzie had assuaged some of the guilt. But some of it lingered, like an itch he couldn’t quite reach.

Can I ever do enough to make it all go away?

Rico wasn’t sure, but that wasn’t going to stop him from trying. He placed his palms on the railing and leaned forward, inhaling the sweet smell of pine and honeysuckle hanging in the air. He’d hated living his life by having to look over his shoulder, which was why he’d found a renewed passion for life when he’d moved to Brazil. It was where he met Maria, and where he found himself again. And there was a part of him that wished he could go back to that moment, the instant before everything began crumbling again.

Yet, he knew deep down he wasn’t long for that kind of life. He wasn’t built for a quiet life. He was made to exact justice, to bring peace by might. It’s why he felt a kinship with Knox — and Makenzie, too. That feeling was visceral, too. Brothers in arms.

He dabbed the one tear that had leaked out of the corner of his eye, strode up to the security pad inside The Cabin, and activated the elevator. A couple of minutes later, he entered a hive of activity, in which he spotted Dr. Wells. She was gathering her curly brown hair and fashioning it into a high ponytail.

“The Director tells me you have a little problem,” Wells said, dispensing of any pleasantries.

Rico held up his wrist, displaying the green band that looked like a child’s watch.

“Did you go clubbing last night?” she joked.

“That’s not my scene.”

“An all-inclusive resort?”

“I guess it might qualify. There were some excursions in the woods, and they provided housing and all our meals.”

“Sounds like a blast. Maybe you can take me there sometime.”

“How’s your burka bod?”

“Oh,” she said, drawing back and widening her eyes. “That kind of resort.”

“Yeah, when I say the word resort, what I mean is terrorist camp.”

“Then I’ll pass.”

“Banks didn’t tell you where we were?”

Wells snorted and shook her head. “I’ve got my hands full here. I’ve barely got time to keep track of where I am and what I’m doing each day, let alone all the agents Banks is covertly directing. But come with me to the lab, and we’ll look at this bracelet a little closer.”

Rico followed her, and they were quickly joined by Banks, who was slipping her cell phone into her pocket as she approached.

“Thanks for coming in,” Banks said. “We’ve got some other things to discuss once our resident expert safely detaches that thing, whatever it is, from your wrist.”

Wells held an index finger in the air. “If I can safely detach it,” she said. “There’s no guarantee I can figure it out.”

Banks patted Rico on the back and leaned close, speaking in a whisper.

“She’ll figure it out.”

They turned into Wells’s lab, where her team, clad in white coats and goggles, buzzed back and forth across the room, testing electrical gadgets and watching bunsen burners boil colored liquids.

“As you can see, Rico, this is why I have no idea where the hell you’ve been,” she said. “Just not enough time in the day. Now, if I could invent something that would lengthen my day or my productivity, I might really have something.”

“Or you could sell the patent and retire,” Rico said.

“What?” Wells asked. “And sip Mai Tais beside a tiki hut bar on some gorgeous island in the South Pacific?”

Banks turned toward Wells. “What about that doesn’t sound appealing to you?”

“When you know what you’re made to do, you have to do it. A week or two for vacation? Sure. Full-time retirement? Not a chance.”

“To each her own, I guess,” Banks said, with a sigh.

“Now let me see your wrist, Rico.”

Wells held out her hands and took Rico’s arm, guiding it into a metal box with a round hole in the side. The rubber ring around the opening clamped down around Rico’s forearm as Wells hunched over a view screen. She peered at the image and furrowed her brow. After studying the image for a few more moments, she pulled away from the screen and removed her glasses.

“Good news or bad news first?” she asked.

“Bad news,” Rico said, as the clamp released his arm, allowing him to remove it from the scanner.

“I can’t remove it without setting off a mechanical reaction.”

“What kind of mechanical reaction?”

She furrowed her brow and pursed her lips. “I’m not sure. It looks more like a watch of some sort. But there’s no tracking device inside. I can’t really tell what the purpose of it is, other than to scare you.”

“But I’m stuck with this gaudy thing the rest of my life?” Rico asked.

Wells titled her head to one side and grimaced.

“I doubt it’s going to last forever. You’ll probably be able to take it off at some point. But for now, just leave it on. I’ll have to think about some ways I can do more tests with it, to figure out what it does and if there’s a safe way to remove it.”

“And the good news?”

“I kind of already gave it to you: I’m not sure what it does.”

“How’s that good news?” Banks asked.

“I can’t tell much about it other than it looks like there are plenty of mechanical and electrical parts jammed together in there. Fortunately, I didn’t see any sharp objects, so I don’t think it’s going to blow your arm off or anything like that.”

“There weren’t any explosives inside?” Rico asked.

“None that I could see.”

Rico exhaled, pleased that whatever it was that Nasir had saddled him with wasn’t going to kill him.

“I mean, it could maim you, maybe with electrical pulses,” Wells added. “I don’t know. It’s a very different tech for me. Never seen anything like it.”

“Maim me?” Rico asked, his eyes widening.

“I’m just messing with you, Rico,” Wells said. “It’s probably some psychological experiment to see if you would leave it on, or if you wouldn’t believe them.”

“So, is he safe to be around?” Banks asked, eyeing Wells closely.

“I mean, I guess so. I’m standing here and I’m not quivering in fear that something might happen at any moment. And I’m exposing him to my entire lab staff, so obviously I’m not that concerned about him activating a bomb or even activating himself.”

“Good,” Banks said, “because that means I’ve got plenty to discuss with Rico. Thank you, Doctor.”

“Anytime, “ Wells said, before scurrying across the room and immediately peering into a microscope on a lab table.

Banks led Rico back to her office and invited him to have a seat.

“All right,” he said, settling into his chair, “what’s so important that you wanted to speak to me in person?”

Banks leaned back in her chair and took a sip of coffee from the steaming mug on the corner of her desk.

“President Lewis called me yesterday. He has requested to meet with you at the White House,” she said.

“The White House? Me?”

She nodded and smiled.

“That’s right, Rico. He wants to meet with you.”

Rico frowned and looked down at his feet.

“I hate to disappoint you, but I’m not all that excited about the prospect of meeting President Lewis.”

“Why not?”

“Let’s just say I have some PTSD when it comes to the authority in this country,— yourself not included, of course.”

“I’m sure it’s not a big deal.”

“Not a big deal?” Rico asked, sitting up as his eyes bugged out. “Not a big deal? You think he just got up and decided that he’d like to meet that What’s-His-Name guy from Banks’ team of special operators?”

“I think he wants to thank you for saving Jake,” Banks said. “And I think he wants to make sure you can still continue to operate by hiding your identity.”

“Has he asked to meet Knox and Makenzie?”

“Not yet, but⁠—”

“See,” Rico said, gesturing with his palm up. “That’s what I’m talking about. You think I want to subject myself to whatever shenanigans he might have in store for me?”

“If all three of you went at once, that would draw too much attention from the press corps.”

“We could sneak through the back,” Rico said. “Access the White House through an underground tunnel. I don’t know. There are plenty of ways inside. We just don’t have to charge in like the three amigos.”

“I understand, but I’m not going to fight the administration over this. It’s their call, and this is what they’ve set up for you. It’s not something I can really override.”

“If I don’t go, are they going to hunt me down?”

“I’ve got no idea, but I’d rather not find out, okay?”

Rico sighed. “Fine. I’ll go. But if something happens to me, don’t say you weren’t warned. And the sooner you can get this damned thing off my wrist, the better.”

“I’ll keep pushing on Dr. Wells to see if she can find another way.”

“Thank you,” Rico said. “Just send me the details on the meeting and I’ll be there.”

“I appreciate it, Rico. And I appreciate you too. While I didn’t approve of everything you guys did in Yemen, I can respect why you did it ,and what it took to do what you did.”

“We failed,” Rico said. “Which is why Ashton Currie is on the loose.”

“We’ll find him,” she said. “And maybe you’ll get to be the one to bring him in.”

“He doesn’t deserve to be brought in,” Rico said, with a snarl.

“Keep me posted on how your meeting goes.”

Rico nodded and stood. He walked to the door and gave Banks a final polite wave. He wasn’t interested in bringing in Ashton Currie. Rico was going to make sure it never came to that.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


FCI Petersburg | Hopewell, Virginia

The next night, Knox returned to the Petersburg prison, his shift officially inserted into the schedule by Wells’s team. The nighttime supervisor scowled as he looked over Knox’s papers. Knox’s image, one adorned with a mustache matching the one he’d affixed to his upper lip, was paper clipped to the outside of a personnel folder for Lyle Simpson.

“So you didn’t get scared off by your first night here?” Gus Chandler said.

The supervisor stood behind his desk and then hiked up his pants around his ample gut, myriad keys jangling like muted wind chimes as they dangled from his belt.

“No, sir,” Knox said. “I cleaned in relative peace. Hard to feel scared when they’re all asleep.”

“Wait until you get caught in a riot at two in the morning. That might change your mind.”

“Does that happen often around here?”

“One time is one time too often,” Chandler said. “But, no, it’s not something we experience here. Now, at a maximum security prison where the real thugs are, it’s a different story. But most of the guys here are about to get out, or they here for white collar crimes. They’re not physical threats. And they’re also the dumb ones who got caught.”

“So, we’ve got stupid soft criminals in here?”

Chandler snorted. “You’re funny. I think we’re going to get along just fine.”

He handed Knox a map and a security card along with a list of all the areas that needed to be cleaned. Knox perused it for a moment.

“This looks easy enough,” he said.

“Good. Just make sure you do a damn good job. We don’t have enough personnel to go back over half-ass work when the next shift arrives in the morning.”

“The floor will sparkle when I’m finished with it.”

“Watch it now, Simpson. Talk like that makes me think you’re angling for my job.”

Knox waved dismissively and laughed. “I don’t have time to take your job,” he said, hooking a thumb over his shoulder. “Those floors out there aren’t going to clean themselves.”

“Good luck,” Chandler said.

Knox turned to go, but then stopped.

“You mind if I ask you a question?”

“You already did,” Chandler said, with a grin. “Would you like to ask a second one?”

“Sure. Why do you have all those keys, if this little piece of plastic will get us everywhere we need to go?”

“Technology isn’t foolproof. And sometimes you need this to get where you’re going, especially when you don’t want anyone to know where you’ve been.”

Chandler gave Knox a knowing wink and then nodded toward the door.

“Have fun on your shift.”

Knox marched toward the supply room and began studying his list of tasks. He decided which would be best to do in order to connect with Hilton. After spending two hours swabbing the floors in the dining room, he worked his way down the various cell blocks.

When Knox retreated to the break room halfway through his shift, he saw Chandler’s pile of keys sitting on the table. Knox sorted through them until he found the ring that corresponded with Hilton’s cell block and then pocketed it. A half-hour later, Knox began pushing his cart down Hilton’s corridor, and then activated Dr. Wells’ special device that killed all electrical transmissions. With all the cover he needed to enact his plan, Knox parked his cart in front of Hilton’s cell.

“Pssst,” Knox said. He needed three tries before Hilton groggily climbed out of bed.

“You actually came back,” Hilton said, his dreariness evaporating as his eyes widened with excitement.

Knox put a finger to his lips and gestured that he wanted Hilton to hide beneath the cart. Hilton quickly arranged the sheets so it looked like he was sleeping on his side and then exited the cell as Knox quietly opened the door. When he was halfway down the block, Knox deactivated the device, restoring power.

Upon returning to the supply closet, Knox instructed Hilton to put on a pair of janitorial coveralls and then wait for him. Knox had to return the key ring before his shift was up. He crept into Chandler’s office, where the supervisor was nowhere to be found.

Knox eased the keys out of his pocket and was placing them on the desk when he heard a toilet flush and then the door to Chandler’s private bathroom swing open. The boss lumbered into the office and loudly cleared his throat. “Mr. Simpson!”

Knox turned around, his eyes wide. “Yes, sir?”

“Is there a reason you’re hovering over my desk?”

“I know what it looks like, sir, but I was just looking for tomorrow’s tasks, since I already finished up everything early. I thought maybe I could get ahead and⁠—”

Chandler’s furrowed brow melted, his lips softening into a smile. “Well, aren’t you just a breath of fresh air? If you’re already done, just knock off early. I’ll even clock you out.”

“Are you sure, sir?”

“Of course. It’s not a problem. Me and the warden are tight. And I’m sure he appreciates someone doing as good of a job as you’ve done in your first two nights here. I went and inspected some of your early work. Impressive.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“See you tomorrow night, Simpson.”

Knox walked out of the room and then exhaled. He approached the supply closet and reactivated the device that killed all electrical transmissions. Shouting could be heard from a room down the hall that housed all the security monitors.

“Come on,” Knox said. “We’ve gotta move.”

He hustled down a narrow corridor leading to the employee parking lot, Hilton behind him on his heels. They both exited and Knox opened the back door.

“Get in and stay down,” Knox said, as the podcaster scrambled inside. Knox unfurled a blanket and placed it over Hilton, then slammed the door. He reached into his pocket and deactivated the device without pulling it out. When he turned around, he was greeted by a large man with a flashlight.

“Well, well, well. If it isn’t Squeaky Clean, our newest janitor,” the guard said, as he shined his light in Knox’s eyes.

Knox shielded his eyes from the bright beam with his hand. “Good evening — or I guess I should say, good morning,” Knox said.

“Hard to tell what day it is when you’re sneaking around, isn’t it?” the guard asked.

Knox put his hands on his hips. “Sneaking around? I’m just going home.”

“Oh, come on, Mr. Simpson. You can’t fool me. I’ve been watching you. I saw what you did.”

Knox swallowed hard, unsure if he was going to have to incapacitate the man or not. “Look, I can explain.”

“Explain? You think you can explain away what you’re doing out here?”

“I’m not sure you would believe me if I told you.”

The guard laughed. “If I had a dollar for every time I heard that, I’d be sitting beachside in front of my mansion in Hawaii.”

Knox remained quiet, waiting before taking action.

“I saw what you put into your car, thinking a blanket could hide it. Now, let’s take a look.”

Knox opened the door and gestured for the guard to inspect. Having him hunched over inside the vehicle would give Knox a decisive advantage, enabling him to easily subdue the guard.

The man gave Knox a sideways glance and then ducked into the vehicle. Knox was about to activate the device again ,so the cameras didn’t capture him beating the guard. But the man pulled out of the car holding the blanket.

“What’s this for? Your cat?” the guard asked. “Were you trying to fool me?”

“Gotta keep you on your toes,” Knox said, patting the guard on the shoulder. “If you guys aren’t paying attention, who is?”

The guard sighed and shoved the blanket into Knox’s chest.

“I saw you putting something in here,” the guard said with a growl. “I know I didn’t imagine it.”

“You sure about that?”

“You play basketball, Simpson?”

Knox nodded.

“Good,” the guard said. “Because I can’t wait to dunk on you. Don’t let me catch you leaving early again, or else I’ll report your ass,” the man called as he walked away.

Knox slipped behind the steering wheel and shut the door. He didn’t speak until he’d passed the exit point, where a guard performed a half-hearted inspection by walking around the outside of the vehicle. He patted the side of the car to signal that Knox was cleared to leave.

“Hilton?” Knox called.

The freed prisoner wormed into the backseat from the trunk through a small portal created by folding down the console.

“That was close,” Hilton said.

“I thought he actually saw you.”

“He saw something, but he was lazy — thankfully.”

“I had a contingency plan, but it wouldn’t have been pretty.”

“Good,” Hilton said, “because I need to get back in there tomorrow.”

“Come again?”

“I’ll explain later. After I tell you everything you need to know.”

Knox drove to his apartment and started cooking eggs and bacon breakfast. Rico, who was rooming with Knox, stumbled out of his room, yawning and stretching.

“What time is it?” Rico asked.

“Six-thirty,” Knox said. “Want to join us for breakfast?”

“I guess so,” Rico said. “Might as well get something in my belly, since I’ve got a big day ahead.”

“That’s right,” Knox said. “Meeting with President Lewis.”

Hilton slowly turned toward Rico.

“Be careful,” Hilton said.

“I appreciate the sentiment, but being with the president is probably about the safest place to be on the planet,” Rico said.

“You sure about that?” Hilton asked.

Knox divvied up the food and placed the three plates on the table. “All right,” he said. “Let’s hear it.”

“Got a laptop?” Hilton asked.

Knox grabbed his laptop out of his computer bag and set it up for Hilton. The podcaster navigated to his secure server and opened several files.

“Now, do you remember the big server breach twelve years ago, that resulted in everyone’s data being stolen by Ukrainian rogue hackers?”

Rico and Knox both nodded.

“Well, nobody ever caught them, but I think it was Onyx. I think one of their employees discovered what happened and noticed the correlation and sent me these charts.”

He indicated the screen, and Knox squinted as he stared at the numbers.

“What am I looking at here?” he asked.

“This sudden surge of data housed on Onyx servers also coincided with a substantial increase in investment money. Onyx is a privately-held company, or else it would’ve been the hottest stock on the market. Every investor would’ve been scrambling to get a piece of it — at least, according to the financials. But what I think was happening was all the money was coming in through a blackmail scheme.”

“This is very interesting,” Knox said, “but where’s the link between Onyx and President Lewis.”

Hilton opened another file.

“Look here,” he said, pointing at the document on the screen. “Onyx contributed a significant amount to Lewis’s campaign, and then here are pictures of him with Tim England, the Onyx president. Now, it’s all circumstantial, and could be considered coincidental, but I’ve been covering politics in Washington long enough to know that there are no coincidences. This was all very much by design.”

“So you think that Onyx cleared the path for Lewis to win his U.S. Senate seat by blackmailing Norman Harrington into dropping out of the race?” Knox asked. “And the presidency?”

“Yes,” Hilton said. “But here’s the real interesting part. Lewis was on the Onyx payroll for nine months and made several trips to Ukraine leading up to the data breach.”

“Not only was Onyx funding his campaign, he was also working for them?” Rico asked.

Hilton nodded.

“Now, that’s the only direct proof we have linking Lewis to Onyx. But I’m sure they helped him with the presidential run, too. I don’t have enough proof to make that allegation yet, but I can tell you that it sure looks like Lewis, at the very least, is compromised.”

“And you having proof of this is why Onyx and Lewis want you dead?” Rico asked.

Hilton nodded.

“Dead, or discredited and out of the picture,” he said. “It really makes no difference to them, though it’s much more convenient if I’m either dead or locked away in a federal prison, some place where I can’t do any damage.”

“And you’re sure that all this information is authentic?”

“Most of it. Though I did just receive a document that could unravel the whole thing. Or confirm it.”

Knox arched an eyebrow.

“And what’s that?”

“Norman Harrington was leading by twenty percentage points when he suddenly dropped out of the senate race,” Hilton said. He clicked on the keyboard. “I mean, who does that? He cited health issues as the reason. But I wanted to find out if that was true.”

“And?” Rico asked.

Hilton smiled. “I just received the documentation from Harrington’s general practitioner following his yearly checkup,” he said. “Harrington received a clean bill of health. Just look at that. Does that look a doctor’s report on a patient who needs to step back to reassess his health?”

Knox shook his head. “Absolutely not.”

“Exactly,” Hilton said. “This seals it for me. There are still plenty of holes to plug, but I can tell you that something fishy is going on with Lewis and his administration — and now I know why he wants me eliminated one way or another.”

“We can help you,” Knox said. “But we can’t make any guarantees. We’re still trying to learn more about Onyx for another mission.”

“I’d be willing to bet that whatever that is, the two are tied together,” Hilton said.

Knox scarfed down the rest of his food and started cleaning up. “You mentioned earlier that you need to sneak back into Petersburg,” he said, as he slid his plate into the dishwasher.

“That’s right,” Hilton said. “I need to destroy the evidence they’re planting on me to discredit me. I need the charges to be dropped, so I can attack them without the stigma of a lawsuit hanging over my head.”

“Of all the things you need to do, that’s the most difficult of all, even more than sneaking back to your cell.”

Hilton smiled and shook his head. “Don’t worry. I’ve got it all figured out.”

“Good luck,” Knox said.

“You, too,” Hilton said. “We’re all going to need it.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


Washington, D.C

In light of Hilton’s information about President Lewis, Knox volunteered to join Rico for his visit to the White House. On their drive over, Knox called Banks and briefed her about the developing situation.

“I’ll let them know you’re coming,” Banks said. “But this whole thing just sounds a little off to me. I’ve known Lewis for a long time, and he just doesn’t give off these vibes. He seems like a good man who loves his family and his country. In that order, too.”

“But you’ve also been around this city long enough to know that it’s crawling with some of the most duplicitous people on the planet,” Knox said. “Don’t pretend like it’s not possible.”

She sighed. “I can’t deny that either. But this would genuinely shock me, if it were true.”

“We have to put our feelings aside for people in this business,” Knox said. “Our job is to get to the truth and eliminate criminal parties. And if that includes the president, so be it.”

“Just be careful, Knox. This whole situation sounds dangerous to me.”

“You’ve got nothing to worry about,” he said.

“Somehow, I still don’t find that reassuring.”

Knox ended the call and discussed with Rico what they’d do if the situation turned south.

“I still don’t know why he wants to meet with me and not the whole team,” Rico said. “It just feels a little sketchy.”

“That’s why I’m going to be with you, brother.”

Rico glanced at his watch and held it up.

“I just hope this thing here doesn’t cause any problems,” he said.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine, and Dr. Wells will get it off your wrist as soon as she can figure out a way to safely do so.”

As they approached the security checkpoint outside the White House, Knox’s phone buzzed with a text message from Banks.

I notified Lewis’s chief of staff Ryan Tanner that you were joining Rico today. He wrote me back and told me that this meeting was for Rico only.

Knox grunted and thumbed out a reply.

Too bad. I’m going anyway

After they were cleared by security and ushered into an underground parking garage, they made their way to the White House. Inside, a bespectacled, rail-thin man stood in front of the metal detector, arms crossed over his chest looking bored as he recited his spiel for the newest visitors.

“Empty your pockets — wallets, keys, cell phones — you know the drill. And remove all personal electronic devices and place them in a small container on the conveyor belt and then form a line behind this sign.”

He pointed to a small metal sign about four feet high. “This explains everything you need to know, in case you weren’t paying attention or chose not to place any importance on what I just said.”

He backed away from the sign, which outlined everything he’d just said in a succinct manner.

Rico was about to walk through the metal detector when the skinny guard stopped him.

“Where do you think you’re going, mister?” the guard asked.

“I put everything on the belt, like you said.”

“Everything?” the guard said, making an exaggerated glance toward Rico’s wrist.

“Oh, this,” he said, wrapping his hand around his watch. “I can’t take this off.”

“What do you mean, you can’t?”

“I mean, it’s physically impossible,” Rico said.

“Let me see that,” the guard said. He tugged at pulled at the device, but it didn’t budge from Rico’s arm.

“Like I said, it doesn’t come off,” Rico said.

“Can’t? Or won’t?” the guard said.

Knox gestured at his leg. “Mine will come off,” he said, with a wry grin.

The guard rolled his eyes. “It’s going to sound like defcon five if I let you guys through.”

One of Lewis’s aides approached them. “It’s okay, Chad. You can let these guys in.”

“No, I can’t. Protocol is very clear, and⁠—”

“These guys just risked their lives for this country and to save President Lewis’s son,” the aide said. “To dig your heels in on this is ridiculous.”

“This is my job.”

“Would you like to keep your job?”

Chad sighed and shook his head. “Whatever, man. If anything happens, everyone here is my witness. And it’s on you.”

“Of course,” the aide said. “I’ll take full responsibility. Now, let’s go.”

Knox and Rico followed the aide through the metal detector, which started beeping frantically. The sudden burst of high-pitched chirps caused a brief stir in the security screening area before it subsided. Once they reached the other side, the aide held out his hand.

“I’m Peter Ogden,” the aide said. “Sorry about the hassle about there. Follow me, please.”

Ogden led them to a rather uninviting room in the bowels of the White House. Stark white paint, no carpet, basic furniture that didn’t look like it would encourage anyone to stay seated on it for long. The only thing on the walls were a mirror on one side and a plain black-and-white clock over the door.

Knox immediately became suspicious. “How come we’re not meeting President Lewis in his office?”

“You aren’t meeting the president anywhere, Mr. Knox,” Ogden said, as two Secret Service agents entered the room and briefly looked around. “You’re coming with me.”

Rico gave Knox a knowing look. “I’ll be fine,” he said. “Don’t worry.”

Knox studied the two agents for a moment before complying, following Ogden into the hallway.

“Sorry about that, but President Lewis wants to meet with your buddy alone. I’m sorry that you took all the time to come down here.”

“Is there a reason why?”

“The president wants to meet one-on-one with Rico. That’s all. Nothing against you, of course.”

Knox turned and looked down the far hallway, and saw President Lewis walking toward them with an entourage of Secret Service agents. Then Knox spotted another familiar face — Jake Lewis.

Despite what Knox had just learned about the president, ignoring decorum was out of the question. He rose to his feet and saluted Lewis.

“At ease, Ranger,” the president said, with a smile.

The two men pumped hands as Lewis slapped Knox on the back.

“I can’t thank you enough for the sacrifices you made in trying to extract Jake and the other SEALs,” Lewis said.

“Just doing my job, sir. I don’t need any special recognition.”

“Like hell you don’t,” Lewis said. “We don’t have to go public with it, but you need to know that I’m most grateful, even if the operation wasn’t that successful. You risked your life to bring my son home. That in and of itself deserves my highest gratitude.”

“Thank you, sir,” Knox said, refusing any more pushback. “It’s an honor.”

“I can tell why Banks fought so hard to put you on her team. You’re a gem, and one helluva soldier.”

“Don’t believe everything you hear.”

Then Lewis gestured toward the door. “Join us for a minute, because I’d like to thank you and Garcia together.”

“Of course, sir.”

They entered the room behind the Secret Service agents, turning an already small space into what felt like an overcrowded elevator. After a brief check, some of the agents filed out, giving Knox and the other occupants a little room to breathe and move around. Knox glanced toward the large two-way mirror, enabling them to see out into the hallway while providing them privacy from curious onlookers outside.

Lewis thanked Rico, with the same friendly enthusiasm as he’d shown to Knox, before the president turned to his son.

Jake looked Knox and Rico in the eyes.

“I can’t tell you how much I appreciate what you guys did — or at least, tried, to do,” Jake said. “I know a SEAL team would’ve had me out of there in five seconds flat, but you Army guys did the best you could.”

“Oh, come on, Jake,” the president said. “You really think those kind of jokes are appropriate.”

“It’s okay, Mr. President,” Knox said. “We know when we go into battle that we’re risking life and limb.”

He grinned, knowing how the joke would make everyone uncomfortable for a moment.

“You should see the look on your face, Mr. President,” Knox said, breaking into a broad smile. “It’s okay. If Jake wasn’t giving us a difficult time about us being in the Army, I’d wonder if those terrorists got to him while he was in captivity.”

“It’s okay, Dad,” Jake said. “He’s just having fun.”

Jake shook Knox’s hand and then crossed to Rico. But as he took Rico’s hand, he held a little bit longer, lingering for a moment before thanking him.

Then he added, “When I was studying at Exeter, we used to say ‘tempora mutantor.’ It’s the Latin version of, ‘They times they are a-changing’. Who’s good and who’s bad isn’t so black-and-white anymore, is it?”

By the time Jake released Rico’s hand, his green watch began glowing.

“What the hell?” Rico asked, as he looked at his watch, drawing the attention of everyone in the room.

“What is that thing?” the president asked.

“I—I don’t know,” Rico said, staring at the screen, which had begun a fifteen minute countdown. “I just know I can’t remove it.”

“What? Let me see that,” one of the Secret Service agents said, striding up to Rico.

Then Jake moved for the door. “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” he said. But the door handle didn’t budge. He knocked on the door, and one of the Secret Service agents outside opened it. Jake darted into the hallway.

Knox looked at the device, his mind whirring. How did it start working all of a sudden? And what was it going to do?

“I know what this is,” the agent said. “It’s a device used to measure your vitals, usually fifteen minutes at a time. I used to wear one of these when I was on covert missions for the Air Force. It’s nothing to be concerned about. All it does it determine if you’re fit for battle. Whoever put it on you was just having fun with you.”

Lewis looked at the agent. “Are you sure?”

“Positive, sir. If I thought it was any danger to you, I wouldn’t have even allow you to be in this man’s presence.”

“Good enough for me,” Lewis said.

“Then I can take it off?” Rico asked.

The agent shook his head.

“Not without a special device to remove it. It’s digging into your skin because it pricks you periodically to take a blood sample. You can feel a little pinch, but it’s harmless.”

While they were discussing this, a revelation dawned on Knox. He knew what the device was — and based on Rico’s panicked expression, so did he.

“Turn it off — now!” Rico said.

“I don’t know how,” Knox said.

“There’s nothing to turn off,” the agent said. “Everything’s fine.”

Rico shook his head emphatically.

“I want to get out of here right now,” he said, trying to stand.

The president grabbed Rico’s wrist and yanked him back down. “You’re not going anywhere,” Lewis said, “until we’ve thoroughly discussed what I called you here for.”

Rico looked at Knox.

“Looks like you’re in good hands,” Knox said, as he dashed toward the door. “You two have a great meeting, and I’ll see you when you’re finished.”

The agents standing by the door shook their heads.

“I don’t think so,” one of the men said.

Lewis gave a knowing nod toward one of the men. “Let him go. I don’t need Mr. Knox here for this conversation.”

One of the agents knocked on the door. An outside agent opened it. Knox darted into the corridor in search of Jake. Despite what the Secret Service agent had said, Knox knew that the device was a dangerous one, maybe even a deadly one.

And there was only one way to stop it.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


Washington, D.C

President Lewis interlaced his fingers as he placed his hands on the table in front of him. He glanced at Frederico Garcia’s distracting watch before leaning forward and locking eyes with the former Ranger.

Rico looked at his wrist. “This doesn’t bother you?”

“There’s something that bothers me more than some Ranger who needs an anger management class or five.”

“What’s this all about?” Rico asked.

“One of the most important things about holding this office is knowing who to trust,” Lewis began. “And right now, my list is rather short.”

“Sir, I don’t know what you think you know about me, but if you think I’m anything but a patriot, you’re being fed bad intel.”

Lewis grunted.

“A man can be a patriot and a traitor at the same, performing the mental gymnastics necessary to justify his actions. So, you telling me you’re a patriot seems true on its face, when I look at your file. But when I dig a little deeper, I have to wonder if that’s an accurate assessment of who you really are.”

“Sir, with all due respect, I’ve risked my life for this country, even when she turned her back on me. Even when the real traitors were using me as a pawn, with no regard for me or my life.”

“Of course, that’s what it looks like, but I’m not so sure.”

Rico looked down at his watch and twisted it.

“You okay?” Lewis asked.

“Not really. This whole situation is making me uncomfortable.”

“Imagine how I feel every day, surrounded by people whose motives aren’t exactly easy to discern.”

“That’s why you get paid the big bucks,” Rico said, with a shrug. “I’m just a peon Ranger.”

“Former Ranger,” Lewis corrected.

“No, sir. Once a Ranger, always a Ranger.”

“If that’s how you want to identify yourself, whatever. None of that changes the fact that you have strong ties to some of the Houthi terrorists wreaking havoc in the Middle East.”

Rico’s jaw dropped as he stared blankly at Lewis.

“What — what are you talking about? Would like to know how many kills I have of Houthi terrorists?”

“Oh, I’ve read your file. It’s impressive. But for someone with your kind of skill set, it’d be easy to cover up your ties to the Houthis. Kill a few of them, maybe some bad eggs that one of their leaders wants eliminated. And then, in exchange for payments into a bank account you hold in the Cayman Islands, you give them information about the whereabouts and movements of our troops.”

“That’s treason, sir. I’d never do that.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to say anything else,” Lewis said. “And I certainly wouldn’t think you’d waltz in here and admit what you were really doing.”

Rico shifted his weight from one side to the other and glanced at the floor, deep in thought.

“Look, I’m not sure who told you all these lies, but someone is messing with you, messing with me, messing with both of us. And quite frankly, I don’t know why, but I can tell you that I’m innocent of whatever it is you think I’ve done.”

Lewis leaned back in his chair and rubbed his face with both hands as he prepared for his next line of questioning.

“Sir, I’ve also gotta tell you that I’m a little worried about this device on my wrist and the danger it poses to both of us,” Rico said. “I’ve worn sensors to track my vitals before, but nothing ever like this.”

“It’s a new piece of tech, Mr. President,” the agent by the door chimed in. “I wore them on missions last year for the Army.”

“See,” Lewis said, indicating the agent. “There’s nothing to be worried about — unless you’ve done something wrong.”

Rico set his jaw, his nostrils flaring.

“I already told you that I didn’t do anything wrong — except when I was doing what Julius Ballard told me to do, thinking I was actually fulfilling my duty, instead of filling up his bank account. And as you might recall, an independent investigation already cleared me of any wrongdoing in that instance.”

“Exoneration doesn’t mean equate to innocence.”

“It does in this case, Mr. President. But I’m not really interested in getting a lecture from you. I’m sure you have skeletons in your closet.”

Lewis narrowed his gaze.

“Careful, Ranger. You’re treading into dangerous territory with those kind of accusations.”

“You might be surprised what people know about you.”

“Don’t try to turn this into a referendum on me,” Lewis said. “Let’s stay focused. This is my interrogation of you.”

“Oh, so this is an interrogation? I wish you’d hurry up and get to the point because this bait-and-switch meeting with you has really chapped my ass.”

One of the agents cleared his throat and glowered at Rico. “Ranger, remember who you’re speaking to.”

“Right now, I’m speaking to a man who has been given poor information about me, and seems wholly unconcerned with the truth.”

Lewis looked at the folder in front of him, then licked his thumb before peeling back one of the pages. He repeated the process several times until he came to the page he was searching for.

“Ah, right here,” Lewis said. “If it’s the truth I’m after, I’m not going to stop until I get it.”

He pushed a document across the table in front of Rico. “Why don’t we start here,” Lewis said. “Mind telling me your version of the story about what happened to Sergeant Hix during your mission outside of Kandahar?”

Rico looked down at the table and bit his lip. “I saved the Army a lot of money on a court martial.”

“That’s not how we do justice in this country,” Lewis said.

“We weren’t in this country. And you’ll have to forgive me for treating a wild animal like the wild animal that he was.”

Lewis cocked his head and eyed Rico carefully. “What exactly did he do?”

Rico was about to answer when his breath hitched. He gasped, a pained expression flooding his face.

“Spare me the theatrics,” Lewis said. “Just answer my question.”

Rico glanced down at his watch, and Lewis followed his eyes to the display screen. The countdown ticked under five minutes. Then Rico grabbed his wrist and looked over at the agent by the door.

“Did it always hurt this much?” Rico asked.

The agent said nothing as Rico doubled over in pain at the table, putting his head down and growling.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


Washington, D.C

Walking briskly, Knox headed unescorted down the hall. He glanced over his shoulder to see if he was being followed. With the West Wing crawling with security, Knox wasn’t sure if they agents he saw were simply patrolling or discreetly searching for him. Either way, he realized he had to be careful and not create any suspicion.

He turned a corner and then ducked into a nearby corridor. After passing a couple of doors, he found one ajar and eased inside. The room wasn’t much bigger than a janitor’s closet, a cubicle with walls. A desk was crammed against the far wall, which took Knox all of two steps to reach. When he pulled the chair out from the desk, it almost bumped the wall behind it. Knox locked the door with the push of a button and then retrieved his cell phone from his pocket, wasting no time in dialing Banks’ number.

“Do you need something?” Banks asked. “I’m in a meeting right now, and⁠—”

“I need your help — immediately.”

“Where are you?”

“I’m at the White House with Rico, and⁠—”

“I told you that you weren’t invited. What did you do this time?”

“It’s nothing that I did, believe me.”

Knox related what had just happened at the beginning of Rico’s meeting with President Lewis.

“That doesn’t sound good,” she said. “And now you want me to do what exactly?”

“Rico’s watch didn’t change into a different mode until Jake entered the room and spoke part of some Latin phrase.”

“And?”

“When I tried to finish it, nothing happened.”

“So, what are you thinking?”

“I think that the rest of the phrase might turn it off.”

“And if you’re wrong?” Banks demanded.

“The situation hasn’t changed, which is what would happen if we did nothing. So, no harm, no foul — except maybe for Rico, since it could be harmful to him.”

“Dr. Wells said it was harmless as far as she could tell.”

“But she could be wrong,” Knox said.

“That’s a rarity, but it does happen. But I’m still not sure how I can help.”

“Have Dr. Wells calls me. I’ve got an idea.”

“Give me a minute.”

“Don’t make it longer than one,” Knox said. “We’re running out of time.”

Knox glanced at his watch and started a time, estimating how much time was left based on the moment he saw the fifteen-minute timer appear on Rico’s wristband. He looked at the computer on the desk and opened up a web browser, starting a search for AI self-voice generation. He found a site that detailed how to create an AI voice which sounded just like the speaker. That required reading the AI a certain number of specific words. All of those words were included in a simple story about a cow and a pig living on a farm and trying to get along, not unlike a children’s picture book. Knox printed out the story, and just as the printer spit out the page, his phone buzzed.

“I hear you have an emergency,” Wells said. “How can I help?”

He got straight to it: “I need to know if you have a way to generate an AI voice of someone, if I send you a recording of them. It’ll take a couple of minutes to render.”

“All I need is about a minute’s recording of their voice.”

“I can swing it. Be on stand-by, because I’m going to send this to you and I need it turned around ASAP.”

“I’ll be here waiting.”

Knox glanced at his watch.

Eight and a half minutes left.

He raced down the hallway and entered the main office area in the West Wing. Instead of spending forever hunting down Jake, Knox went straight to the best source of information in the building — the receptionist.

“Have you happened to see Jake Lewis recently?” Knox asked the pleasant woman seated behind the counter.

“He’s in a meeting right now, but he should be out in the next five minutes or so,” she said.

“What room is he in?”

“It’s probably just better if you wait here for him to return, and⁠—”

“I don’t have time to wait. This is an emergency.”

“An emergency? What’s this regarding?”

Knox glared at her. “I don’t have time to explain. Just tell me what room he’s in.”

She cocked her head to one side. “Do I need to get security?”

“You do what you need to do, but not before you tell me where Jake is.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

“Sounds more like you won’t do it.”

Then Knox noticed that the woman’s eyes darted to his left as if she was looking off in the distance at someone else.

“Never mind,” he said. “I’ll wait.”

He sat down in a chair in a small waiting area. The woman waved off whoever she was looking at, indicating that the situation didn’t require intervention. But Knox watched her carefully. And the moment she put her head down, he got up and slipped down the hall. He passed a series of meeting rooms and found one at the end with people filing out.

After peeking over his shoulder, Knox noticed a Secret Service agent following him. He turned and gave the man and polite smile, but continued until he the people exiting the building and noticed Jake.

The president’s son was relaxed, laughing with a young woman who tucked her hair behind her ears and cast furtive looks at him. Knox strode up to the flirting woman and Jake.

“Excuse me,” he said to her. “Would you mind if I spoke to Jake for a minute in private?”

“Oh, sure,” she said, before leaving, giving him one final glance before rounding the corner and disappearing.

“Miss me, Knox?” Jake asked. “It’s been like a whole — what? — ten minutes?”

Knox’s face softened as he broke into a smile. “Look, I’ve got to tell you that my little brother thinks you’re the coolest.”

Jake cocked his head to one side and stared back at Knox with a half smirk. “He doesn’t think you’re cool?”

“I can’t exactly tell him what I do.”

“I guess I understand. But he knows what I do?”

“Apparently, the cat’s out of the bag, at least on social media. And I was wondering if you could read this little story I wrote him while I record you, dedicating it to him.”

Jake sighed. “What do I look like to you? A circus monkey?”

“If you don’t want to⁠—”

“No, no. It’s fine. I’ll do it. Only because you tried to save my ass — and failed, but that’s not important.”

Knox held his tongue, resisting the urge to drive a fist through Jake’s throat. He held out the script and Jake began reading. Knox stood there for the next minute, capturing every single word on video. When Jake finished, he stopped and looked directly at the camera.

“Want me to personalize it?”

“Sure. Why not?”

“What’s your brother’s name?”

“Liam.”

“Okay, Liam it is,” Jake said, pausing before clearing his throat and then nodded at Knox again. “Liam, I wanted to dedicate that story to you and—” Jake sighed and eyed Knox.

“Go on,” Knox said. “I can capture another take.”

But Knox had already sent the file to Wells. Still, he feigned pressing the record button, while Jake prepared to re-record the dedication.

Then Jake stopped. “You know what I find interesting, Knox, is that while we were in Yemen, I found out that you only had one brother — and he was dead.”

Knox realized his cover story had been blown to bits. He hardly ever mentioned his brother, but he remembered Makenzie telling Jake as they were trying to make their escape. Caught in a lie, Knox had several options: deny it and walk away, admit it and punch him that would inevitably attract a large crowd, or run.

Knox chose the last option.

He planted his foot into the carpet and drove downward, exploding in the direction of the interview room. Knox evaded some of the staffers as they meandered aimlessly toward him, some of them with their heads down studying documents. He darted to the left and then the right, twisting and turning to avoid bowling over aides.

Then he heard shouts and screams coming from farther down the hallway. With a quick glance over his shoulder, he saw Jake sprinting after him in a far more reckless pursuit. Papers swirled in the air, amid angry shouts from confused employees.

Knox negotiated the hallway traffic with relative ease until it cleared, and he noticed a pair of Secret Service agents rushing toward him. He darted down the first corridor he came to, weaving his way into the bowels of the White House. He went down into the basement and then couldn’t find another set of stairs back to the main level.

As he rounded a corner, he found himself face to face with Jake.

Knox stopped and stared at the president’s son, who set his jaw and narrowed his eyes.

“You almost had me,” Jake said. “But I know, I’ve got you. And there’s nowhere to run. And no one to help you this time.”

Knox charged Jake, spinning at the last moment and delivering a roundhouse kick with his good leg into Jake’s sternum. The force of the kick drove Jake against the wall, his head smacking against it with a thud. He staggered to his feet and steadied himself.

“You think that’s going to be enough to get by me?” Jake said.

Looking for the knockout blow, Knox lunged toward Jake. But the Navy SEAL swept Knox’s feet out from under him, toppling him to the floor. Before he could get to his feet, Jake was on him, pounding him a flurry of body blows.

Reaching his limit, Knox placed his feet against the wall and drove Jake toward the opposite side of the hallway, slamming him into the wall. Knox followed that with an elbow to the face. The crunch of cartilage echoed in the tight space, followed by a yelp. Knox jumped to his feet and brought down his full weight on his prosthetic leg, carbon fiber and titanium burrowing into the side of Jake’s face.

Taking a step back, he saw that Jake was out cold.

Then Knox raced back toward the same way he entered, glancing down at his phone as it buzzed with an alert that the rendered file from Dr. Wells was complete.

Less than a minute later, Knox reached the interview room, which was being guarded by two Secret Service agents.

“Guys, I need to get in there,” Knox said.

“I don’t think so,” one of the men said.

“The President’s life might be at stake,” Knox pleaded.

“Nice try, but you’re not getting past us,” the other agent said, drawing his weapon.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


Washington, D.C

Knox took a deep breath, his eyes bouncing back and forth between the two men. He considered his next move and the weight of his impending decision. Aside from being outnumbered, Knox realized a fight wasn’t the best course of action. But there wasn’t any other way, yet he had to try.

“Can we just talk about this?” Knox asked. “I have the feeling that you don’t have all the facts here.”

“There are only two facts we’re concerned with,” one of the agents said, his jaw set. “The president is in there, and nobody else gets in.”

“But I was already in there,” Knox said.

“Once you leave the room with the president, you can’t go back unless you were escorted by an agent to wherever it is that you went. Standard protocol. I’m sure you can appreciate that.”

“I do,” Knox said. “But there are other facts that you need to be concerned with, starting with the fact that there’s a immediate threat to the president in there.”

“Impossible, unless we put it there ourselves,” the other agent said. “We vetted the room. Now, if you’d like to be escorted out of here, I can arrange for that.”

“I don’t think you’re listening to me. President Lewis’s life is in danger.”

“There are two other well-trained agents in that room with him. And if the other man in there attempts anything⁠—”

“Rico isn’t the threat, but the watch he’s wearing is,” Knox said. “And if you don’t let me in there to stop it, all four of the men in that room could die.”

“There’s nothing but a conversation going on in there,” the agent said. “Now, I’m done talking with you about this. And if you don’t leave now, I’m going to call someone to remove you from the premises, never to return. Is that clear enough for you?”

Knox nodded.

“Perfectly clear. I understand what you’re saying⁠—”

Then he quickly grabbed both men by the back of their collars and slammed their heads together. With both men disoriented, Knox released one and then pulled the other man’s head down before driving a knee into his face. Knox flung the agent headlong into the wall on the opposite side of the hall.

The other agent struggled to regain his bearings before drawing his weapon. But Knox turned in time to see the man attempting to raise his gun then struck the top of his arms, forcing the weapon downward. Knox spun and rammed his prosthetic foot in the man’s chest, sending him staggering backward and the gun skidding across the floor. The agent fell down and dove for the weapon.

Knox jumped onto the man’s back, pinning him to the ground and keeping the gun just out of reach. Drawing the man’s head back, Knox smashed it against the floor, rendering him unconscious.

He stood up and looked down at the two men slumped on the ground.

“Why did you have to be so hard-headed?” Knox said aloud.

Then he grabbed one of the agents and dragged his unconscious body to the door and lifted his arm up high enough to place it on the security panel, granting Knox access to the room. The door clicked and he dropped the man, dashing inside.

“What the hell—?” one of the agents said, while the other drew his weapon and trained it on Knox.

“How’d you get in here?” the other agent said. “We have a protocol.”

“Screw your protocol,” Knox said. “We need to stop this countdown on Rico’s watch.”

“I already told you that I know what that is, and it’s nothing to be alarmed about,” the agent said.

President Lewis drew back and eyed Rico.

“You’re trying to kill me, aren’t you?” Lewis asked, shaking his head. “Confirms everything I thought about you.”

The agent weapon shifted the barrel of his gun from Knox to Rico, who raised his hands in a gesture of surrender.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Rico said. “I don’t know what you think is going on, but I haven’t done it. At least, not willingly.”

Lewis scowled as he stared at Rico. “What do you mean, at least not willingly?”

“I don’t know,” Rico said. “I’m not ruling out anything, but I swear to you that I would never intentionally do something to hurt you. I just don’t know what this thing on my wrist will do.”

“My agents here said it’s nothing,” Lewis said.

“They don’t know what they’re talking about,” Knox said. “This was all an elaborate set up.”

“A set-up?” Lewis asked. “Who? Did Banks do this to me?”

“It wasn’t Banks,” Knox said, as he glanced at the countdown on the device secured on Rico’s wrist. “Let me talk about it once we’ve taken care of this.”

Forty-five seconds.

“Don’t move toward the president,” the agent said, his gun trained on Knox again.

“Okay, okay,” Knox said. “I don’t have to go over there. I can disarm it from here. At least, I think I can. I just need to play this passphrase.”

“Passphrase?” Lewis asked.

“Well, Jake said tempora mutantor, which I think triggered the timer on Rico’s watch. But that’s only the first part of that Latin phrase. There’s more. The entire phrase is tempora mutantur et nos mutamur in illis.”

Thirty seconds.

“Think it’ll work?” Rico asked.

“It’s my last-ditch effort,” Knox said. “May I?”

Lewis nodded at Knox, who removed his phone and played the recording of Jake Lewis’s voice: “Tempora mutantur et nos mutamur in illis.”

“That sounds like Jake,” the president said.

Knox ignored him as the numbers continued to tick down.

Ten … nine … eight …

“I need to get closer,” Knox said, looking at the agent.

The agent glared at Knox. “Make a move toward him and I’m going to shoot.”

“But it’s going to⁠—”

“The vitals check is about to expire. You’ll see.”

Two … one …

When the clock hit zero, Rico’s band hissed and emitted a white gas that wafted throughout the room.

One of the agents turned and pounded on the door, signaling for his colleagues outside to open it. There was no reply.

Knox pulled up his shirt to cover his nose.

“What’s going on?” Lewis asked.

Knox glanced at the window in time to see Jake walking past. He stopped, smiled, winked, and flashed the shaka sign before racing off down the hallway.

“Jake?” Lewis asked.

Then the president’s eyes fluttered shut and he collapsed facedown onto the table.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


Washington, D.C

The two Secret Service agents rushed over to President Lewis. They inspected him, feeling for a pulse and trying to figure out what was happening. Meanwhile, Rico jumped up from his seat and backed against the wall.

“You did this,” one of the agents growled.

“We tried to warn you,” Knox said.

“I ought to shoot you right⁠—”

The agent collapsed before he could finish his sentence, his head hitting the desk with a thud. The other agent picked up his weapon and pointed at Rico before he lost consciousness and fell to the floor.

“Idiots,” Knox grumbled.

Continuing to use his shirt as a makeshift mask, he scooped up one of the agents’ guns off the floor and told Rico to get behind him. Then, angling himself to one side, Knox began shooting at the two-way mirror. The bullets pinged off the glass before lodging harmlessly in the adjacent wall.

“Damn thing is bulletproof,” Knox said.

Knox and Rico both picked up chairs and tried slamming them against the glass, but nothing worked.

“Call for help on their radios,” Knox said, as he sat down and started removing his leg.

“What are you doing?”

“Remember that device Wells gave us?” Knox asked.

Rico nodded as he fumbled for the radio.

“Yeah. What about it?”

“She also told us that if we turned it up to a certain level, it could shatter glass.”

Knox removed the device from a small compartment hidden in his leg.

“Cover your ears,” he said, and pushed a button.

A wretched screeching noise pierced the still room. Knox thought his eardrums were going to burst, the pain giving him a searing headache. But nothing appeared to be happening with the glass.

“Make it stop!” Rico shouted, plunging his fingers into his ears. “This is killing me.”

Then a faint fissure appeared in the glass. It spidered across the entire face, and a few seconds later, the mirror cracked and shattered. Small shards of glass littered the floor as fresh air flooded the space and dispersed the gas.

Knox and Rico crawled out of the room and avoided landing on the two agents outside, who were still lying unconscious. Knox took the radio from Rico and tried to raise some of the other agents.

“We’re in one of the meeting rooms and Lewis is down. Send EMTs.”

Then Rico staggered to the floor, resting on his hands and knees.

“Come on, Rico,” Knox said, kneeling next to his friend. “Stay with me.”

“I’m … trying,” Rico said, his voice low and raspy.

Knox heard the muffled sounds of voices chattering over a radio, then thundering footsteps as the EMTs approached.

“Get President Lewis,” Knox said. “He’s in there.”

The lead EMT struggled to open the door, yanking on the handle, but it wouldn’t budge. Knox grabbed the hand of an unconscious agent and slapped it against the security panel. The light turned green followed by a click and Knox yanked open the door.

He rushed in first and propped the door open with a chair. Three EMTs filed into the room, leaving their gurney in the hallway. Less than a minute later, another pair of EMTs hurried up to them.

“Who needs help next?” a man asked.

“These two were just knocked unconscious,” Knox said. “They’ll be fine. But the two agents on the inside inhaled the gas.”

“What kind of gas?”

“I don’t know,” Knox said. “A white kind. It came out of —“ His mind balked at the idea of trying to explain Rico’s wristband device to the medics, who didn’t have much time for lengthy explanations.

Then Rico broke into a coughing fit, and he collapsed again to the floor.

“Maybe this guy needs it the most,” one of the EMTs said.

Knox wanted them to tend to Rico, but he didn’t want to be the one responsible for such a decision, in case one of the agents died.

Two Secret Service agents rushed up to the chaotic scene. “What happened?” one asked.

Knox hurriedly explained the situation again and then put his arm around Rico. “Come on, buddy,” he said. “Stay with me.”

One of the EMTs slid his hand onto Rico’s neck.

“He’s still got a pulse. Let’s tend to him first.”

Knox peeked inside the room to see the other team hoisting Lewis’s limp body onto a gurney. Acting instinctively, Knox began dragging the other collapsed agents out of the way to clear a path for Lewis to be rushed to an ambulance. One of the medics shouted out Lewis’s vitals while they pushed him toward the exit.

Knox looked back down at Rico as the other team worked on him. With their med kit open, Knox grabbed a pair of scissors and cut off the green band from Rico’s arm. He flipped over the device and noticed a faint inscription on the back.

Tempora mutantur.

Knox cursed under his breath. Then he pocketed the device, so Dr. Wells could investigate it later, and figure out what kind of chemicals the Houthis had used.

The EMTs moved Rico onto a gurney and followed the same path the medics had taken with the president. One of the men radioed for more teams to come and tend to the two agents who’d been harmed by the gas. Knox hustled right behind them.

“Where are you taking him?” Knox asked.

“Walter Reed Hospital,” one of the EMTs said.

They hefted the gurney up a flight of stairs and emerged on the ground level. After a short walk down the hallway, they pushed open a door exiting the White House and walked up to a waiting ambulance.

“Can I ride with you guys?” Knox asked.

Before any of them said a word, Knox felt his collar being pulled backward, knocking him off balance. He staggered back a few steps before righting himself and turning around. He found himself staring at a Secret Service agent.

“You’re not going anywhere, Mr. Knox,” the agent said, “except with us.”

“Where are you taking me?”

“Hopefully, prison,” the man said.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


Washington, D.C

Camille Banks tossed her cell phone onto her desk and paced her office floor. She interlaced her fingers and placed her hands atop her head, exhaling through puffed cheeks as she digested the news that hit her like a punch to the gut. On the television in the corner of the room, a breathless reporter tried to relay the scant details that were available about two ambulances speeding away from the White House. She didn’t know who was inside or what had happened, but she explained that due to the evasive answers from her inquiries, she assumed it was someone important.

She clutched her microphone with both hands, her face grave and solemn as she delivered the final line of her report: “Meanwhile, everyone here is wondering why President Lewis didn’t show up for his much-anticipated meeting with Malik al-Hamdi, the Yemeni ambassador to the United States.”

But Banks knew exactly what had happened, and it was making her wish she’d chosen a different profession. Knox’s disobedience was an issue she’d have to deal with at some point. But not today. She recognized that he’d likely had a good reason for doing defying her. But she’d still need to negotiate the political waters in order to keep him out of prison.

President Lewis didn’t show up for his much-anticipated meeting with Malik al-Hamdi.

Banks winced at that line, knowing that it would lead to wild speculation among pundits, critics, and online sleuths trolling the internet waters for their next big catch of clicks. She couldn’t see a way President Lewis could escape unscathed from this scenario. If he lied and got caught, it would damage his integrity, something he’d touted during his campaign and had managed to maintain. But if the public caught wind of an attack happening within the walls of the White House — supposedly one of the safest places on earth — what would it say about Lewis’s ability to protect the country? And although such issues weren’t the ones she was directly concerned with, she would feel the trickle-down effects, as one of the president’s chief national security advisors. Yet Banks’s most pressing concern was that of her operatives.

She stopped pacing the floor when a commercial break ended, and news anchor Jeff Adler introduced three former intelligence officers with him in the studio. They were going break down what likely happened, and the implications of the president missing his meeting with al-Hamdi.

This is going to be a disaster.

Banks decided not to torture herself. One of her aides would undoubtedly be watching and share all the details from the train wreck of a segment. Banks knew there’d be plenty of time to sort through the carnage and delicately piece together a way forward that minimized the damage. For now, it was all about Knox and Rico.

She chewed on her lip, then gathered her shoulder-length hair and secured it in a ponytail, ditching her perfectly curled loose hairstyle. Another deep breath, and she picked up her phone.

This ought to be fun.

After the second ring, Gil Harding, the director of the U.S. Secret Service, answered.

“What took you so long, Camille?” Harding asked, dispensing with any pleasantries. “I figured you would’ve called me twenty minutes ago.”

“Hell, Gil, I just found out about five minutes ago.”

“And you waited that long to call me? You’re mellowing in your old age.”

“I’m hardly old. Or mellow,” she said, her already irritable disposition growing with each disparaging comment from the hard-ass director who seemed to take pride in belittling everyone he met.

Don’t take it personally.

“In fact, I’m pretty pissed off right now that you arrested one of my men without even giving me the common courtesy of a phone call first,” she continued. “I mean, do you think there might be a plausible explanation?”

“And what could that be?”

“I don’t know,” Banks said. “I haven’t had a chance to speak with Knox yet, because you immediately arrested him. This isn’t how he operates, and to think that he’d try to kill the president is lunacy.”

“With all due respect, Camille, you don’t know what happened to him when he was captured by the Houthis in Yemen.”

“How do you know⁠—”

“You think you’re the only one with eyes and ears in this city? If someone enters the White House, my team better damn well know where that person has been in the last six months and why.”

“But Knox wasn’t even invited.”

“I know,” Harding growled, “but Rico was, and we knew that the two of them were together.”

“And your point?”

“My point is that neither you nor I really know what happened to them when they were captured by the Houthis. Maybe those scumbags threatened your agents’ loved ones or bribed them with a truckload of cash.”

“To kill Lewis? Are you serious right now?”

“Look, I appreciate your loyalty and your passion to protect your people. If I’m being honest, I’d probably do the same. But you need to accept the fact that you don’t always know how people are going to react, nor do you know what’s going to tempt them.”

“But killing the president? I mean, you know that’s a ridiculous notion. They’re both smart enough to know they couldn’t get away with something like that.”

“Maybe they weren’t trying to get away with it,” Harding said. “Ever consider that? Maybe they were doing it so someone else — someone they loved or cared for — wouldn’t die.”

“This is about the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard you say. And you have a long competitive list.”

“Dammit, Camille. I’m supposed to protect the president, and if I’m not dreaming up every possible scenario, I’m not doing my damn job.”

“But I know these two operatives. They’ve been vetted by the best in the business.”

“Yet Frederico Garcia killed some of his fellow soldiers.”

“Only because he was lied to and he thought he was doing the right thing.”

“And what if the Houthis convinced him that he’d be doing the right thing by killing Lewis?”

“This is getting absurd.”

“What’s most absurd is that he’s not the one I believe was behind the attack. That distinction goes to Garrett Knox.”

“From what I heard, he was the one who saved the president.”

Harding huffed. “Whatever it is you think you know, you clearly don’t.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“If you’re near your computer, I’m going to send you a clip from the White House security cameras that captured what your boy Knox was doing. Stand by.”

Banks rolled her eyes and exhaled, the whole conversation making her more irritable than she was before the conversation began. She heard the faint clicking of keys followed by a loud smack on the keyboard.

“Check your email now,” he said.

After a brief delay, she saw Harding’s email, with several attachments. She clicked the message and waited for it to open.

“What am I going to be looking at?” she asked.

“The hallway just outside the conference room where POTUS met with Rico and Knox.”

“So, he was granted access to the meeting?” she asked, as if hearing the news for the first time.

“Despite my protests, Lewis invited Knox into the meeting.”

“And?”

“And then he inexplicably left, as you’ll see on the footage,” Harding said.

Banks clicked the play button. She saw Knox entering a meeting room with Rico and the president, along with two Secret Service agents and the president’s son.

“Are you watching it?” Harding asked.

“Yes.”

“Now, you can run it forward until you see the door swing open and Jake leaves. You there yet?”

“Yes,” Banks said.

“Now, a couple of minutes later, Knox is going to leave.”

She watched as Knox stepped into the corridor and looked around before disappearing from the camera’s view.

“Where did he go?” she asked.

“We’re still trying to piece together everywhere he went, but we do have a report that he went to the West Wing, and then toward the office area.”

“And that’s it?” she asked. “That’s why you arrested him?”

“Keep watching. Fast-forward about ten minutes.”

Banks followed his instructions and reached the point where Knox reappeared in the hallway, this time looking focused and determined. She winced as he smashed together the two Secret Service agents, dispatching them in short order.

“The guy’s good,” Harding said. “I’ll give you that.”

She watched him grab the hand of one of the guards and place it against the security panel. Then he disappeared inside.

“That’s it?” she asked. “That’s the extent of your proof?”

“Did you miss the part where he attacked two of my agents? I can hold him on an assault charge alone — and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.”

“But that’s not what he’s been charged with, is it?”

“Based on what he did and the corresponding fallout, I could just about charge him with whatever I wanted to, and it would stick. And deep down, you know it, too.”

“That’s it? You’re not even going to give him a chance to share his side of the story, the most important part — what happened when he was in that room the second time with Lewis?”

“Why? Why wait? Whatever he’s going to tell us will be a well-rehearsed story that he’s invented to fit the emerging narrative that he’s concocted, and that you’ve pushed to others.”

“If he’s guilty, I’ll be there to wave good-bye,” she said. “But I know he’s not.”

“How do you know?”

“I just do,” she said. “It just doesn’t make sense.”

“It doesn’t make sense to you because you need him to be good. You need Knox to be on your side. But you need to face the reality that sometimes good people do bad things. He made a mistake, albeit a grave one. And there are consequences for his mistakes. Sorry that it’s happening like this, to someone on your team at such a critical juncture in your operation — whatever that is — but you need to face up to the facts.”

Banks sighed. “So, what are you going to do now?”

“I’ve already had an arrest warrant approved,” he said. “Just came through while we were talking.”

“So, that’s it? There’s nothing I can say to convince you to wait?”

“Nothing,” Harding said. “And, Camille?”

“Yes?”

“It’s nothing personal.”

She hung up. Nothing personal, my ass.

A new resolve settled over her. She still had plenty of work to do, but she was going to enjoy proving Harding wrong. If he truly was.


CHAPTER FORTY


Washington, D.C

The handcuffs dug into Knox’s wrists, sending jolts of sharp pain up his forearms. He turned and looked at the FBI agent who was ushering him down the hall at the FBI headquarters downtown. With a firm shove, the agent sent Knox stumbling into a holding cell.

“Don’t get too comfortable,” the agent said ,as he shut the door. “We’ll have you in a more permanent facility before you know it.”

Knox turned around and glared at the agent. “I’d like my phone call now.”

The man chuckled and shook his head. “I bet you would, but no dice.”

“I’m entitled to my one phone call.”

“Not when you try to assassinate the president.”

“I didn’t try to assassinate the president, and my constitutional rights don’t vanish according to the crime. I still have a right to an attorney, and to make a phone call to him.”

The agent shrugged. “So sue me.”

He spun on his heels, turning his back on Knox, and walked away.

“Come on, man. You know you’re breaking so many laws right now. You’re violating my civil rights.”

“Ask me if I care,” the man said, waving his hand dismissively without turning around. “You’re lucky I haven’t shot you already.”

Knox slammed his fist down on the bars and paced the floor for a few minutes before collapsing onto his bed. It was decisively more comfortable than some of the other jail cell beds he’d slept on, none of them by choice, nor for any crime he’d actually committed. Just dumped into small town cells by power-tripping sheriffs from small and big towns alike. Knox wasn’t proud of those moments, even if he hadn’t committed any crimes. He was guilty by association, which wouldn’t stand up in a court of law. But he knew better every single time.

And he knew this time, too. The moment he clenched his fist and drove it into the first guard’s face, he knew there wouldn’t be any coming back from it. Every punch, every kick, every illegal entry — all of it was caught by cameras, and would haunt him in the courtroom. But he didn’t have a choice, at least through the lens that Knox viewed the world. Rico was in trouble. The president was in trouble. Even the unrelenting Secret Service agents were in trouble. And only one of them knew it — and Lewis wouldn’t let Rico leave.

No good deed goes unpunished.

Knox was disenfranchised, distraught about his situation. However, stewing over it wasn’t going to get him anywhere. After a long night at the prison and a long day fighting in the White House, he was ready to rest. The bed slammed into the far corner of the room beckoned him. Tomorrow was a new day, even if it started off in a cell.

He shuffled over to the bed, collapsing onto it and falling asleep.
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“Knox! Earth to Knox!” came the gruff voice.

Knox stirred and tried to open his eyes. It was a battle he wanted to lose, but the insistent demands outside his cell compelled him to get up. He swung his feet onto the cold concrete floor and rubbed his eyes. With a yawn, he turned his attention toward the annoying man on the opposite side of the bars. He glared at Knox as he deliberately ran his baton along the bars.

Clank. Clank. Clank. Clank.

Knox looked at the man through bleary eyes, palms facing upward, shoulders shrugging.

“Let’s go,” the man barked.

“Gimme a second,” Knox said. “I just woke up.”

“Just get your ass up and get over here,” the man muttered. “You didn’t have any problems moving yesterday when you were attacking President Lewis.”

Knox sighed.

Just let it go.

He stood and then strode over to the door.

“Turn around,” the guard said. “Hands behind your back.”

Knox followed the orders and heard the rhythmic sound of the iron door sliding open before another pair of handcuffs were wrapped around his wrists and secured a few clicks too tight.

“Is that really necessary?” Knox said. “I know you think I’m the enemy, but I’m not. You don’t need to clamp down the cuffs that hard.”

“I thought you were a tough guy, Knox. Maybe all the stories they tell about you aren’t true. You probably lost your leg doing something stupid.”

Another deep breath.

Let. It. Go.

“Probably,” Knox said.

The guard ushered Knox down the hall and out a back entrance into a waiting SUV. The door flung open and one of the men shoved Knox’s head down before pushing him into the vehicle. He stumbled inside, landing on his side before another agent jerked him upright.

The guard outside reached across and buckled Knox into his seat before slamming the door and patting it on the side panel. The driver, accompanied up front by an agent in the passenger seat, jammed his foot on the accelerator, and the SUV started with a lurch. The sudden jolt flung Knox back against his seat.

Lights on top of the vehicle flashed as it roared into traffic.

“If you guys were going to off me, I thought you would’ve done it under the guise of night,” Knox said. “But you’re just going to drive me out into the woods in broad daylight and shoot me, aren’t you?”

The agent in the back grunted and smirked. “I wish,” he said, under his breath.

The driver looked at Knox in the rearview mirror. “Did nobody tell him?”

“Tell me what?”

“You’re being released.”

Knox furrowed his brow. “But you still have me in handcuffs?”

“Just a precaution,” the driver said. “President Lewis vouched that you were saving his life, and then demanded that you be brought to the White House immediately to receive an apology.”

“He doesn’t need to apologize,” Knox said. “He did nothing wrong.”

“Director Harding, I believe, is the one who’s going to issue the apology, since he was the one who accused you initially.”

“I don’t need an apology. I just need to be let out of these cuffs.”

“Sorry, no can do,” the agent in the back said. “Not until we get there. But I wouldn’t be surprised if you had something to do with that fire last night.”

Knox arched an eyebrow. “You had a fire? At the Washington FBI office where I was last night?”

“Coincidence? I think not.”

“What happened?”

“Someone broke in and started a fire, from what I’ve heard. Firefighters are still sorting through the section that was burned. If they hadn’t responded so quickly, it could’ve been a big disaster. But it doesn’t look like it was a total loss. My money’s still on you for having something to do with it.”

“Why are you guys all so pleasant?” Knox asked.

He decided to remain quiet the rest of the ride.

When they reached the White House a half-hour later, the agent in the back seat led Knox out of the vehicle before releasing him. Gil Harding, the Secret Service director, approached Knox with a hand extended.

“Mr. Knox, I wanted to apologize to you right away,” Harding said. “I should’ve waited and⁠—”

“It’s water under the bridge now. Everybody screws up sometimes. Just don’t jump to conclusions next time, okay?”

“Of course, Mr. Knox.”

Then Knox scanned the area and didn’t see anyone he recognized. “Why was I brought here again?”

One of the agents gestured toward the doorway. “The real reason is that President Lewis wanted to meet with you today.”

“What for?”

“I’ll let him tell you.”

Knox followed two Secret Service agents into the White House and down a maze of hallways until they came to an executive conference room. It made the secret room they’d met in the day before look like a janitor’s closet in comparison. Dark walnut slat panels comprised the walls, and high-back leather chairs encircled a wood-grained table, lit by a low-hanging chandelier. Just behind the head of the table was a gas fireplace with a stone hearth, a large flat screen affixed above the mantle. Knox had seen images of the president in the aptly dubbed “situation room,” but this space looked nothing like it.

In the room’s low light, Knox almost missed the fact that President Lewis was seated at the table. He pushed his chair back and stood, walking briskly across the room to Knox.

“Mr. Knox, let me be the first to issue my sincerest apologies for how things were handled yesterday,” Lewis began, his voice raspier than Knox remembered it. “To think that the man who risked everything to save me was⁠—”

Knox held up a hand.

“With all due respect, Mr. President, an apology isn’t necessary. Based on what I was told, I’m sure I looked like a maniac storming around the White House yesterday. And when you consider that I wasn’t officially invited, well, it makes even more sense that Harding’s team would’ve identified me as a threat.”

“I appreciate you being so gracious,” Lewis said. “Because I’m sure your civil rights were violated six ways to Sunday.”

“The fog of war has an odd way of arresting one’s sensibilities. I’ve been on the other end of those moments before. But enough about that. How are you, sir?”

Lewis coughed and cleared his throat. He drew a deep breath through his nose and then exhaled slowly, looking upward as if seriously pondering his response.

“I’ve been … better,” he said. “If you hadn’t acted as quickly as you did, I’d probably be dead. At least, that’s what the doctors told me.”

“And they discharged you already?”

“Not exactly,” Lewis said with a half smirk. “They wanted to keep me another twenty-four hours for observation purposes. But, hell, I’m the President of the United States. It ought to provide me with some benefits. So I told them I was going back to work, and they’d have to observe me some other time.”

“I’m sure that went over well.”

Lewis grinned. “Like a lead balloon, but in the end, I pulled rank.”

Despite being the president, he gave off a welcoming vibe, as if they were old friends reuniting after decades apart. Knox wanted to like Lewis, but had long since learned to be wary of everyone, no matter how kind someone portrayed himself. Knox couldn’t help but wonder how many people viewed him in the same manner — an amicable operative who could just as easily shake hands as he could rip arms out of sockets.

Lewis pursed his lips and stared off in the distance as if preparing to spin another yarn for Knox before he stopped.

A knock at the door.

The loud noise garnered everyone’s attention. Knox turned to see an aide ushering Camille Banks into the room.

Her face softened as she looked at Knox. Until that moment, he hadn’t considered how he looked. And based on the expression on her face, he assumed it was ghastly. He turned toward the mirror behind him that ran the length of the room and considered his appearance: the corner of his lip cut, his hair disheveled, his five o’clock shadow looking as if it had extended well into the next day. He also noticed a faint bruise on the side of his face where Jake had caught him square.

“Oh, Knox, are you okay?”

Knox knew he’d looked much worse in the past. But he refused to pass up the opportunity to deliver a classic one-liner: “You should’ve seen the other guy.”

“I am the other guy.”

The speaker was a a Secret Service agent standing with his back against the wall and his hands clasped in front of him. Everyone turned and looked. He had a band-aid on his nose, a swollen cheek and a sutured cut just above his right eye.

No one made a sound until the agent smiled wryly.

“It’s a joke,” he said. “I mean, it’s true, but it’s funny. It’s okay to laugh.”

Polite laughter swept across the room before Knox turned his attention back to Lewis and stood akimbo.

“Sir, I know you didn’t summon me here just to apologize,” Knox said. “And I know Director Banks wouldn’t be here, either, unless there was some other purpose.”

“I like you, Knox. Always getting straight to the point,” Lewis said. “And you’re right. This isn’t a social call or a meet-up among some of this country’s most prized assets. I did bring you all here for a reason.”

Banks eased into one of the chairs, sitting across from Lewis.

“I can’t believe I’m actually doing this again,” he said, continuing. “But I need you to go after Jake. Only this time, it’s to bring him in to be prosecuted. Everything about our meeting was a set-up. And I’m not so convinced that the initial mission to send him into Yemen to retrieve that oil tanker wasn’t a set-up, either.”

Knox’s eyes widened. Then he scanned the room and noticed that everyone else stood quietly, staring mouths agape at the president.

“If you don’t mind me asking, sir,” Knox began, “how did you reach this conclusion?”

“Personal observation and some intelligence,” Lewis said. “And then there was the security footage from yesterday. I thought I saw him outside our room, so I asked to see the footage. And there he was. He knew damn well what was going on in that room, and he just smiled and walked by. He was working with the Houthis to kill me — and frame your friend Rico for it.”

“Are you sure about this, sir?” Knox asked, still struggling to comprehend what he’d just heard Lewis say.

The president nodded and leaned back in his chair, eyes closed.

“I don’t know Jake’s motivation yet, but I can’t ask until we catch him. But that’s why he needs to be brought in. We need to find out how many people are involved in this plot and why.”

“We’ll do our best,” Knox said.

“I know you will. And I want you to get started right away.”

“We will, sir,” Knox said. “But not until I get a chance to visit Rico.”

“Of course,” Lewis said. “And good luck.”

An aide walked up to Knox and handed him a complete dossier on Jake Lewis. It was eerie reading the order. A president pursuing his own son, who tried to murder him.

Knox flipped through a few pages before shutting the folder.

“Is there enough in there?” Lewis asked.

“Enough for us to bring him home, sir.” Knox shook Lewis’s hand and then marched toward the door.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


Chesapeake Bay, Maryland

Knox navigated through Washington’s snarled roadways, listening as Makenzie read more about Jake Lewis. Despite being a Navy SEAL, Jake had been a troubled child. Senator Lewis, being a high-profile politician, was able to keep most of Jake’s troubles off his permanent records. And while Jake had proven to be a proficient SEAL, the documents that the president had provided should’ve been disqualified him from service. According to one email exchange between Lewis and his college advisor, Jake had expressed sympathies for terrorist groups in the Middle East and had mentioned joining their fight. Knox’s eyes widened as Makenzie shared all the sordid details.

“The fact that Lewis hid this information is frightening,” Makenzie said. “If he knew all this information and pulled strings to get Jake into the Navy SEALs program, how else could he harm the country?”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Knox said. “It’s also possible that he was a dad hoping for the best for his son.”

“You might be right, but I think it still speaks to a lack of judgment. I mean, why not nudge your son in another direction for his career? Maybe some service organization? Anything but the military.”

“I don’t think you can fault Lewis. He probably thought Jake was going through a phase, maybe just trying to find himself. Or he was in college when most of that stuff was going on, which is one of the most impressionable ages. Jake’s out on his own for the first time, wanting to take a stand for something — and maybe taking the opposite position as his father. People grow out of those stages.”

“But apparently, Jake didn’t.”

“So it seems.”

Knox exited the Beltway and turned onto a road that led them straight to a dock along the shore of the Chesapeake Bay. The document Lewis had given them contained information about Jake’s car, a late-model BMW roadster, and its registration information. This allowed Banks’ team to scour CCTV footage from the White House and the surrounding areas, to track where Jake had gone. The initial search had lost the car’s location, but a highway department camera captured the BMW heading to a dock at Chesapeake Bay, the same one where Jake kept his sailboat.

The office for Hal’s Harbor was an old, converted boat house of weather-beaten wood. A rotund man whose hair had retreated to the back of his head waddled from behind the counter and offered his meaty hand.

“My name’s Clay,” he said, exposing his sweat-stained armpits. “How can I help you fine folks this afternoon?”

“We’re looking for a boat,” Knox said.

Clay grinned and put his hands on his hips. “You’re gonna have to be more specific than that. We’ve got all kinds of boats — fishing boats, ski boats, speed boats, sailboats, party boats, and everything in between. It all depends on what you’re looking for.”

“How about I tell you which one we’re looking for?” Knox said, as he skimmed through the papers in his folder.

Clay rose up on the balls of his feet and peered at the documents. “Oh, you’ve got pictures.”

Knox pulled the papers closer and repositioned himself at an angle that prevented the nosy manager from catching even a glimpse of the files. Then Knox found the photo and handed it to Clay.

The manager’s eyebrows shot upward as he studied it.

“Look familiar?” Knox asked.

“I mean, we have dozens and dozens of sailboats that rent a slip from us.”

“It has a name, one that I thought was more memorable than most.”

“Sail or Die isn’t the most creative name I’ve seen out here, though it’s clever in the way that it took a trite phrase and⁠—“

“I don’t mean to be rude, Clay, but I really don’t care for a history on ship names. Now, have you seen this boat or not?”

Clay rubbed his chin and stared off in the distance for a moment, as if he were pondering one of life’s greatest questions.

“Now, don’t quote me, but I’m pretty sure someone came in wanting to use that boat earlier today.”

“Someone?” Knox asked. “Can just anyone rent that boat?”

“Oh, no. It’s privately owned and isn’t open for rentals.”

“So, wouldn’t it stand to reason that the person who rented the boat is the owner?”

“Yes, but—” Clay paused as if he remembered something.

“What is it?”

“Now that I think about it, I saw the card pulled for it after I got back from a break. Patrick must’ve checked him out.”

“And where’s Patrick?” Knox asked. “Can I speak to him?”

Clay shook his head.

“He goes to Georgetown. He left for class about two hours ago.”

Knox held out his hand for the picture, which Clay returned.

“Any idea when this boat is expected to be back?” Makenzie asked.

“No idea,” Clay said. “Since it’s a private rental, we don’t take as much information. The owners check their boat out and can use it for however long they wish. We just keep the card out so we know to not overbook our slips.”

“And you don’t know where it went?”

“I’m afraid not,” Clay said. “But if you really want to find them, I do have a few speedboats available.”

Knox shrugged. “A speedboat would be nice.”

Fifteen minutes later, Knox was guiding a Nor-Tech 420 Monte Carlo through the wake zone and into the main channel. The twin Mercury inboard engines roared, flexing the muscles of the combined three thousand horses. He glanced behind him at the foamy wake and then turned his gaze across the water, scanning for Sail or Die.

In the short time Knox had to prep for the search, he committed the image of Jake’s sailboat to memory. However, the Sail or Die was an RS200 doublehander, which required two people to handle it properly.

“He’ll need help,” Knox said, peering out across the bay with his binoculars. “So, we’re looking for a pair.”

Makenzie was also surveying the other vessels. But neither of them saw Jake’s boat.

“We need to get closer,” Knox said. “He had — what? — maybe an hour head start. He couldn’t have gotten that far away, at least not on a day like today. There’s hardly a breeze. He’s got to be out there among all those boats.”

“Why don’t you just circle around the bay?”

“That’s going to piss a lot of people off. If I’m driving a fast boat like this, it’s going to make a big wake that’ll make everyone trying to sail absolutely miserable.”

Makenzie sighed. “Desperate times,” she pointed out.

“Fine,” Knox said. “Just be prepared.”

Knox opened up the engine, racing toward a cluster of sailboats. As he drew closer, he slowed down. But it was too late. As his wake rippled through the water, the sailboats began to rock violently. The move drew scowls, middle-finger salutes, and angry shouts.

“Sorry,” Makenzie said, with a grimace. “We’re looking for someone.”

“Look somewhere else, will ya?” came one reply.

Knox waved as he continued searching for the boat. For every one that looked similar to the RS200, he maneuvered around to see the boat’s name emblazoned on the stern. Still no Sail or Die.

“I don’t see it,” Makenzie said.

“Where else could he have gone?”

Knox put the engine in neutral and stood on the captain’s chair for a better vantage point. The 420 Monte Carlo rocked violently, tossed about by the boat’s own wake. Using one hand to steady himself on the top of the windshield, he held the binoculars in the other and peered through them into the distance.

“What about that sailboat heading south?” Makenzie asked.

Knox turned south and saw a trio of sailboats tacking across the bay.

“I can’t quite catch the name on the one farthest away,” he said.

“Me either,” she said. “Let’s get closer.”

“Hold on,” Knox said, waiting a beat before re-engaging the engine.

They skimmed across the water, their vessel slicing through each wave before going airborne and then slamming down hard on the water. They settled into a jolting rhythm and sped toward the boat. As they drew within about a hundred meters, Makenzie studied the boat through her binoculars and then flashed a thumbs-up sign.

“We found it,” she said.

Knox eased off the throttle as they drew near to Sail or Die. He reached behind his waistband and removed his gun, keeping it low and hidden beneath the steering wheel.

Jake wore a cap low across his brow and worked with a fit woman in a bathing suit to handle the sail. Based on the report Lewis had provided, Jake often sailed with his on-again-off-again girlfriend, Jessica Muncie.

Knox eased his boat around from the back before drawing uncomfortably close. He gave Makenzie a knowing nod. Then Knox drew his weapon and trained it on Jake.

“If you keep your hands where I can see them, we’re going to get along just fine,” Knox said.

Jake, hands held high, spun in Knox’s direction. Only it wasn’t Jake. The man, who shared the same muscular physique as the president’s son, looked at Knox.

“I don’t know who you think I am, mister, but I’m not that guy,” the man said.

Knox cursed under his breath and lowered his weapon.

“What’s your name, sir?” Makenzie said, keeping her gun trained on him.

“Spencer Nelson,” the man said. “I’m wondering if you think I’m the actual owner of this boat.”

Knox shook his head. “I know who the owner is, and you’re not him. So, where’s Jake?”

“I — I don’t know,” Nelson said. “Jake just called me and told me that Jessica wanted to take the boat out today, but he couldn’t do it. So, he asked me if I could help him.”

“Mind if I inspect the boat?” Knox asked.

Nelson furrowed his brow. “What’s going on?”

“We’re looking for him,” Makenzie said, flashing her security credentials.

“Are you guys with the FBI?” Nelson asked.

“Something like that,” Knox said. “Now, do you mind?”

“Sure, but you’re not going to find anyone. It’s just us.”

Knox stepped aboard and walked toward Jessica, who was biting her lip and looking out across the water.

“You know where he is, don’t you?” he asked, in a muted tone.

She looped the rope she was holding around her hand, but said nothing.

“Jessica, I want to help him. I really do. But I can’t help him if you don’t tell me where he is.”

“If he wanted your help, he would’ve asked for it.”

“Where is he?” Knox pressed.

“Not here,” she said, with a humorless grin.

“I can see that. I was hoping you’d be more helpful. Don’t make yourself an accessory.”

“Accessory to what?”

“To the many crimes he’s going to be charged with, especially if we don’t hurry up and find him.”

“He’s done nothing wrong. He told me so himself.”

The sun glinted off the water. Knox squinted as he steadied himself, studying Jessica’s body language. She looked down and sighed.

“Don’t make this worse than it already is,” he said.

“I don’t know where he is, okay?” she said. “I begged him to let me know, but he wouldn’t tell me anything.”

“His car is in the parking lot. Did he take yours?”

She looked away, remaining silent.

“I’ll take that as a yes. Thanks for your help.”

Knox went back to his speedboat and grabbed his phone.

“What’d she say?” Makenzie asked.

“Jake has Jessica’s car,” he said. “That’s what we need to be looking for.”

As Knox puttered away from Sail or Die, he placed a call to Banks and caught her up on everything he’d learned. Banks found a record of Jessica’s car along with the license plate number.

“Let me know what you find,” he said. “I’ll call you when I get back to our car.”

Knox opened up the throttle and the boat lurched forward, piercing the water and storming back to Hal’s Harbor. When they returned twenty minutes later, Clay was standing on the dock with a hose. He offered a hand to help Makenzie out before tying the boat off to the cleats.

“I saw what you did out there to the sailboats,” Clay said. “Not cool.”

“They’ll get over it,” Knox said. “Unfortunately, it couldn’t be helped.”

Knox stuffed a twenty-dollar bill into Clay’s shirt pocket and then hurried to his car. Before Knox could start the engine, his phone buzzed with a call from Banks.

“We found Jessica’s car,” she said. “It’s at the White House underground parking garage.”

“We’re heading there now,” Knox said, putting the car into drive. Loose rocks in the parking lot pinged against the wheel well as it hummed toward the exit.

“Just be careful,” Banks said. “We found the car, but not Jake.”

“I’m sure he’s around there somewhere.”

“Maybe. But the car is packed with C-4 explosives.”

Knox let out a long slow whistle and shook his head. “Jake didn’t just have a moment of crisis. This whole thing was meticulously planned. He even set up a misdirect.”

“But not at the White House,” she said. “We don’t know where he is. All of the security footage we have showed that he drove Jessica’s car underground. But we couldn’t find him leaving.”

“Maybe he’s hiding,” Knox said.

“Or maybe he’s not trying to hide,” Makenzie said.

“That’s what scares me the most,” Banks said.

Knox ended the call.

“He’s not hiding, especially not at the White House,” he said. “Everything he’s done so far has been a misdirection. And if he wanted to blow up the White House, he would’ve done it already.”

“What are you thinking?” she asked.

“I think he wants to give the world a show — and I know exactly where he’d do it from,” Knox said. “We need to swing by my apartment. There’s something we need to get, if we’re going to bring him down.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


Langley, Virginia

President Lewis loaded his Browning A50 20-gauge shotgun and then nodded at the CIA agent launching the clay targets at the outdoor range. After a deep breath, Lewis tucked the butt of his gun in the crook of his shoulder and waited. A second later, the discs shot skyward. Lewis took aim at the first one and pulled the trigger. Before the target exploded, he’d already shifted his focus to the second one and fired again. Both discs disintegrated, turned into twin puffs of gray smoke.

Once Lewis finished, he handed his gun to one of the agents and thanked the men for indulging him.

“Sometimes you just have to let off a little steam,” he said, as he strode back to the SUV, Ryan Tanner walking in step with him. “Any news yet?”

“We’re still searching for Jake,” Tanner said, “though Knox managed to find Jake’s sailboat and his car.”

“And?”

“Jake asked a friend and Jessica to take the boat out. Knox found them sailing around Chesapeake Bay after locating Jake’s car in the parking lot outside Hal’s Harbor.”

“But no sign of Jake?”

“Not exactly, but we did find Jessica’s car parked at the White House underground garage, loaded for bear with C-4.”

Lewis cursed under his breath. They both stopped and stood a few feet away from the vehicle to finish their conversation.

“What is Jake doing? This doesn’t make any sense. I thought he was a patriot. Why wouldn’t he at least have a conversation with me about some of this stuff? It feels so out of character for him.”

Tanner shrugged. “I’ve got no answers for you on this one, sir. It’s a head scratcher, for sure.”

“Does anyone else know about this?”

“Secret Service knows. Banks and her team know.”

“Anyone else?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Good,” Lewis said. “Let’s keep it that way. I’d rather this not get out into the mainstream public.”

Tanner shook his head slowly.

“I’m not sure that’s possible. This is too big of a story — and if someone finds out that you were actively trying to suppress this from going public, I think it’ll be worse.”

“Okay, then at least keep it quiet until we can figure out a way to spin this story.”

“And how are we going to do that? With all due respect, sir, your son obviously conspired with those Houthi terrorists to kill you. You said it yourself.”

Lewis grunted. “Look, I know. And I know how everyone is going to perceive this, but I want us to think of a way to lessen the damage.”

“How is that even possible?”

“Can we concoct a story that he was being blackmailed? Like, they were going to kill someone close to him if he didn’t do it? I mean, that could still be true.”

“It’s not something we’ll know until we find him and question him about it all.”

“But the fact that he’s hiding might mean that he’s trying to figure out another way, right?”

“I want to tell you that it’s possible, but I can’t say that’s likely, based on the evidence.”

Lewis huffed as his phone buzzed with a message. He dug it out of his pocket and scanned the text message.

You were warned

His eyes widened and his jaw slackened.

“What is it?” Tanner asked.

Lewis handed his phone to Tanner.

“What the hell does that mean?”

“I’m guessing you have a better idea about that than I do.”

Lewis took his phone back and pocketed it. Then he buried his face in his hands and sighed.

It can’t be.

“Any ideas?” Tanner asked, after a moment.

“Maybe, but not anything I want to talk about right now. I’ll have to think about it some more.”

Tanner indicated the car door. “Let’s head back. We still have some other pressing matters to discuss.”

They sat in silence for a minute as the SUV rumbled back to headquarters.

“Do I really want to know what else is going on?” Lewis asked. “I mean, can it wait?”

“It’s not something I think you want to have your head in the sand about,” Tanner said. “While it might not be the first thing journalists ask you about, they will ask you about it.”

“Okay. Let’s hear it.”

“It’s best that you just watch this for yourself,” Tanner said, as he handed Lewis a phone with a video cued up.

Lewis tapped the screen, and footage of Norman Harrington seated behind a news desk on the set of Unscripted with Sophie Newton began rolling. Harrington’s eyes were narrowed, his jaw set as he looked directly into the camera for his nightly commentary on the state of national security.

“At this point, I think it’s safe to say that our country’s safety is hanging by a thread, if that,” Harrington said. “The situation in the Middle East with the Houthis hasn’t exactly gone smoothly, with some of our finest soldiers ending up dead. They should’ve never been placed into a scenario like that. Then there’s what happened at the FBI headquarters that nobody was talking about — a fire. Now, the FBI has paraded out a spokesperson to tell us that the fire was a minor incident, with some explosives catching fire after not being stored properly. But sources inside the Bureau have confirmed to me that this was anything but an accident, claiming that this was actually a deliberate fire set likely as an act of terror. And where’s President Lewis on all this? Are we getting any statements from him? Not a peep. In fact, my sources tell me that he spent the afternoon indulging himself by shooting weapons. Kudos to him for staying sharp with his marksmanship; however, it also begs the question: why? Does he know something we don’t? Does he know that we all better be prepared for an impending invasion that’s going to happen on his watch?”

Harrington continued, but Lewis had heard enough. He tapped the screen again to stop the video and handed the phone back to Tanner.

“Who does that guy think he is?” Lewis asked.

“I don’t know who he thinks he is, but the nation knows he’s a failed politician,” Tanner said.

Lewis snatched a copy of The Washington Post off the seat and shoved it toward Tanner. “Then explain to me this.”

The paper was folded into fourths and showed a bold headline with a subhead beneath it from the opinions page.

The Harrington Effect?

Lewis’ approval rating has dropped 5% since former politico’s nightly commentary began airing

Lewis poked the page as Tanner held it.

“Just look at that. Norman Harrington is given a platform to disparage me nightly, and people start to lap it up,” Lewis said. “I mean, what even qualifies that guy to talk about these things? He’s just up there offering a negative perspective on everything I’ve done. What about all the amazing things my administration is doing to keep Americans safe? Can we get some people on that network’s talk shows to refute this clown?”

“Let me see what I can do,” Tanner said.

“It’d be real nice if you could see about getting him off the air.”

“That might be next to impossible, given that the network won the past week in that time slot, and executives are crediting Harrington for that surge.”

Lewis ripped away the paper from Tanner and flung it to the floorboard.

“It’s utter garbage. But I want you talking with the communications team to figure out a way to mitigate Harrington, and discredit him as a so-called expert on national security.”

“We’ll address it.”

“Good,” Lewis said, crossing his arms over his chest and staring out the window as the sun dipped below the tree line. “We can’t let one uninformed loudmouth sway the public’s opinion like that, especially when it’s nothing but lies. I mean, a terrorist attack on the FBI. Yeah, maybe a domestic one — or it really could’ve just been a fire. But to imply that there are terrorists sneaking into our country and setting fire to FBI headquarters is ludicrous.”

“I’ll have the comms team highlight that absurdity in our next press conference, sir.”

“All right. Let’s get this thing turned around.”

As the SUV rolled up to the front of the building, Tanner studied the clipboard in his hand.

“Before we head back to the White House, I wanted to let you know that Frederico Garcia was released from the hospital and is fine. We escorted him over here like you requested.”

“Is he all right?”

Tanner nodded. “The doctors said they didn’t need to monitor him any longer and that he shouldn’t have any long-term effect from the exposure to the gas, just like you. But if Knox hadn’t gotten you out of there …” Tanner let his words hang, his implication clear.

“I know,” Lewis said. “And I’m grateful. But Rico and I need to finish our conversation, albeit in a much less combative way.”

“He’s waiting for you in the director’s office.”

A pair of Secret Service agents ushered the president to his meeting with Rico. The operative was wearing gray sweats and reclining on a sofa with his feet propped on an coffee table when Lewis entered the room. Rico scrambled to his feet.

“Sit down, Rico,” Lewis said. “I can’t believe you’d want to shake my hand after how I treated you earlier today. I ought to let you punch me first.” Then he spun and looked at his Secret Service detail. “That was just a joke, fellas.”

Rico sat back down. “Everybody has bad days,” he said. “I’ve had more than my share. But we’re both still standing, and avoided an assassination attempt from me, the unwitting assassin.”

“I’d laugh, if we almost both didn’t die — and, apparently, thanks to my son. However, I wanted to finish our conversation.”

Rico scooted to the edge of his seat. “What do you want to know, Mr. President?”

Lewis clasped his hands and hunched forward, resting his elbows on his knees.

“Tell me what happened in Kandahar. I want to know the truth. All of it.”

“It’s simple, really. I was approached one evening, privately, by a man in our camp who told me that he was with the CIA,” Rico said. “He told me that he’d been dispatched to flush out a mole. According to him, there was a man in our unit who was passing mission details to his Taliban contact, putting my fellow soldiers at risk. He told me that I would be going on a mission the next day into hostile territory, and was almost guaranteed to be involved in a gunfight. And he said when the Taliban engaged us, he wanted me to shoot the mole. So, I agreed, following orders like a good soldier.”

“And you killed him?”

Rico nodded. “Like I said, just doing what I was ordered.”

“And you didn’t question these orders?” Lewis asked.

“Hell, I didn’t want a traitor in our midst. And who was I to question this CIA officer? Everything seemed to make sense. We’d had several units ambushed while out on patrol in recent days, and everything pointed to this particular soldier, at least in my mind. So, I did what was asked of me.”

“Do you remember anything about the CIA officer that stood out to you?”

“Just some guy in a suit. They all look the same to me.” Then Rico cocked his head and pursed his lips. “Now, wait a minute,” he said. “There was one thing that I remember about him.”

“What was that?”

“He had a ring — a gold ring, I believe. And it had a black stone in the middle of it.”

“A black stone? Are you sure?”

Rico nodded. “Does that mean something to you?”

Lewis shrugged. “It might be something. Did you ever see the man from the CIA again?”

“Never,” Rico said.

“And do you think you’re compromised?”

“Well, since he’s never asked me to do anything for him again, or even contacted me, I doubt it. But it’s not like he can use what I did to blackmail me, especially since you know about it.”

“What if he threatened to make it public?”

“I’d own up to it, like I just did with you,” Rico said. “I’ve long since learned that it’s better to own up to my mistakes than to bury them. Skeletons have a funny way of rising from the dead.”

“That’s good advice,” Lewis said. He stood and offered his hand.

Rico stood and shook the president’s hand, before leaving Lewis to consider the conversation. Lewis had seen that ring before. It could only mean one thing.

A black stone. Onyx.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


Washington, D.C

Perched atop The Cairo’s rooftop ledge, Jake swung his legs back and forth as he gazed out across the city. Washington’s nighttime cityscape flickered to life, dusk and her scant rays yielding to the illumination of modern technology. A light breeze rustled the leaves on the trees below and carried with it a sweet odor. As Jake took in the scene from atop his condominium building, a slight smile crept across his lips. Everything was so peaceful, so calm, so serene. But it wouldn’t stay this way. That much, Jake was going to make sure of.

While scanning the city, he identified iconic landmarks stretched out in front of him. The Washington Monument. The Capitol Building on Capitol Hill. Washington National Cathedral. He took a mental picture, storing it away for posterity’s sake. The skyline was about to vanish. But not just yet. He needed his audience.

Jake considered all that he saw, a city physically built on the backs of slaves and poor workers. But Washington’s reputation was carefully constructed around the reputation of politicians … or, put another way, flawed men. Their shortcomings were glossed over, barely mentioned in the annals of history — just enough to remind people that these leaders were indeed human.

But Jake knew that all too well. He’d witnessed it firsthand growing up with his father. He’d also experienced it for himself, even as an unwitting pawn, a moment that had never stopped haunting him.

On the street below, he noticed a road crew repairing a pothole, inconveniencing all the drivers wanting to navigate through the intersection. He could’ve just observed the crew and let his mind wander elsewhere. But he couldn’t. He had to linger, had to revisit that mission into Kenya, had to ponder the moment that had started him on the path he was about to venture down. There was still time to go back, but Jake wasn’t interested. He needed to do this to cleanse his conscience, even if it would only become more sullied in the process.

One of the construction workers hustled over to his friend who let out a yelp in pain and knelt beside him. The worker on the street remained oblivious to the whole scene, dutifully dumping the mixture of tar and rocks into the pothole. It was similar to what he saw in Kenya — right before Jake completed his mission.

Jake had been told that Musa Timbe had devolved into a tyrant, a menace who exerted his overbearing will on the people. The dossier Jake read explained that Timbe’s humanitarian efforts — of which there were plenty — merely served as a cover for seedier businesses dealings with the Kenyan government’s money. The fact that he was rebuilding the city’s interior wasn’t actually a way to create a more commercially viable country, at least according to the report Jake had been given. Timbe was a monster who needed to be stopped.

When Jake embarked on his mission and navigated his way through the streets of Nairobi, he encountered dozens of construction crews working feverishly to repair the roads. That was the first time Jake questioned whether Timbe was truly a monster who needed to be stopped. Or was he actually a good guy, but perhaps one who sought a different way forward than the one the CIA had envisioned? Was Timbe someone who simply refused to be manipulated and controlled by U.S. interests?

Jake put those thoughts out of his mind as he centered Timbe’s head in the middle of his rifle’s crosshairs, while the politician was speaking in front of thousands of people at a rally. Just finish the mission, Jake had told himself.

And he did.

Yet the moment he pulled the trigger and nearly blew Timbe’s head off, Jake knew he’d made a mistake. He’d placed his sense of duty over decency. And what a misplaced sense of duty it was.

Now, he was going to make it all right. The political leaders who seemed hellbent on guiding the country into yet another conflict that resulted in easy access to Kenya’s rich natural resources deserved what Jake was about to do. And the guilt that Jake suspected he might feel vanished as he drew closer to the moment to begin.

All he needed now was an audience to join him on the rooftop.

He looked at the device in his hand and pinched the sides of it with his other hand before stretching the one that had been clutching the dead-man trigger on the remote detonator. He’d made peace with the collateral damage he was about to inflict on the city. It was an unfortunate necessity to stop future atrocities. However, his motives weren’t entirely altruistic. There was a healthy impending payday — and his father would finally get what he deserved.
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As Knox ascended the stark concrete stairwell, his phone buzzed. The text message was from a number he didn’t recognize. While he considered ignoring it, his curiosity got the better of him, and he clicked on it.

It was from Derrick Hilton.

I’m being released from prison, a truly free man. All charges are being dropped. Feels great. Thanks for your assistance.

Getting released? I thought I helped him escape.

Knox decided he would respond later. He stopped on the top step leading to the roof of The Cairo and checked in with Makenzie, who was positioned on the street below.

“I’m going to leave this channel open,” he said. “I may not have time to relay any instructions.”

“I’ll be ready for you,” she said.

“Copy that.”

Knox took a deep breath, adjusted his chest plate, and then eased through the door. He scanned the area and found Jake sitting on a ledge, flames flickering from the fire pit just a few feet away.

“Garrett Knox,” Jake shouted, his back still to Knox. “So nice of you to join me tonight. How was the sailing?”

Knox kept his gun trained at the ground as he approached Jake. Scanning the rooftop once more, Knox spoke for Makenzie’s benefit.

“Looks like you’re all alone up here,” he said.

Jake grunted a laugh.

“Thank you, Captain Obvious. But if you think that means you have permission to open fire on me, I think you should be apprised of all the facts.”

“Such as?” Knox said, as he continued walking toward Jake.

The Navy SEAL held up his hand, which was clutching a black rectangular box.

“It’s a dead man’s switch,” Jake said. “You shoot me, I⁠—”

“I know how they work.”

“Okay, okay. I didn’t want to make any assumptions, because before today, I would’ve thought you were an intelligent operator. But the fact that it took you this long to find me makes me wonder if you know anything at all. Which reminds me — you didn’t answer my question. How was the water in Chesapeake Bay? Cold? Warm? Choppy? Smooth?”

“I must admit that your distractions were pretty clever — leading us to the water, then back to the White House and to your girlfriend’s car. Loading that car with C-4 explosives that we later learned weren’t armed. Yet here you are, and you clearly wanted me to find you. So, what’s really going on here?”

Jake turned around for the first time, shadows from the flames dancing across his face. He grinned and patted a section of the ledge next to him.

“You’re about to find out everything,” Jake said. “Come have a seat, and I’ll fill you in on all the gory details. You don’t want to miss the big show.”

Makenzie’s voice came through Knox’s earpiece.

“I don’t like this. Please be careful.”

Knox reluctantly moved closer to Jake before easing onto a spot on the ledge just out of arm’s reach.

“Would you mind dropping the weapon?” Jake asked. “I’m not going to shoot you. If I wanted you dead, you would’ve been dead a long time ago. I actually want you alive, to see what I’m about to do. But before we begin, I need to tell you the truth about some things, so you understand why.”

“There are better ways to get your point across, ways that don’t include killing thousands of innocent people.”

Jake shrugged. “Sure there are, but this isn’t just about making a point. It’s also about justice.”

“And you think blowing up the city is going to usher in justice?”

“Of course,” Jake said.

“So you ascribe to the theory that one good injustice deserves another?”

“That’s such a simplified way of putting things, but I guess in a way it’s somewhat accurate. However, most importantly, I want to make sure this country doesn’t get railroaded by my father, before it’s too late.”

Knox arched an eyebrow and cocked his head to one side. “Railroaded?”

“Yeah, at least, that’s what I call it. He’s promising Americans something, but delivering something completely different. He doesn’t have the country’s best interest at heart. He’s always been a power-hungry bastard, and will do whatever needs to be done to remove certain people from his path. It’s a side you don’t know about, but you soon will, along with everyone else.”

“I have an open mind,” Knox said. “If you have proof, there are other ways you can go about this.”

“Why don’t you ask Derrick Hilton how that’s working out for him?” Jake suggested.

“I’m very familiar with what’s going on with Derrick.”

“Then how come he’s still in prison?”

“Actually he isn’t. All charges against him have been dropped.”

“Is that so?”

Knox nodded. “That’s what he texted me a few minutes ago.”

“So you know him?”

“Yes, and that’s why I’m telling you there are other ways to do this.”

“Whatever the reason that Hilton’s being released and cleared, I can guarantee you that it wasn’t because of his podcast. In fact, that’s probably what got him on my father’s radar.”

“You think your father was behind his imprisonment?”

“Like I said earlier, you’d be surprised at what my father has done.”

“Well, whatever he’s done, it’s not as harmful as what you’re apparently about to do.”

Jake squinted as he stared out across the skyline. “Some people in this city — and in this country, too — need to be woken up.”

Knox decided to go fishing. “So, you’re just going to do Onyx’s dirty work for them?”

Jake gave Knox a quick sideways glance.

“Onyx? That’s who you think is involved in all the things that are going on?” he asked, breaking into a chuckle. “No wonder I fooled you so easily today. You really aren’t nearly as smart as I gave you credit for.”

“If not Onyx, then who? The Consortium?”

“Onyx does The Consortium’s bidding, whether knowingly or not,” Jake said. “I thought you would’ve figured that out by now. Onyx is playing a bit part.”

“And yet here you are, shilling for them both.”

“It’s not shilling when you actually believe in them.”

“And you believe in The Consortium?”

“Just you watch, Knox. The world is going to be a much better place with The Consortium at the helm. They’re all very justice-minded men, with the people’s best interest at heart. However, they’ll use Onyx and anyone else they damn well please to expand their powers, which isn’t all that different than the politicians in Washington today.”

Knox chewed on his lip for a minute, contemplating his next thought. “You really do hate your father, don’t you? And now you’ve planned the ultimate act of rebellion.”

Jake looked out across the city. “I’d caution you against psychoanalyzing me or my father. Now, shall we get to it?”

Knox couldn’t help but psychoanalyze Jake, resisting the urge to delve further into the motivations of a man who claims to be a patriot to not only kill the president, but his own father. It disturbed Knox, though he could see it wouldn’t be productive to push on Jake at the moment.

Before Knox could protest, Jake held out the black box and pushed one of the buttons. Seconds later, a boom echoed in the distance, accompanied by a flaming fireball that lapped the night sky. In the distance, Washington National Cathedral crumbled, vanishing with a plume of smoke.

Jake laughed. “How about another?” he asked, his finger hovering over a button.

The two men locked eyes, two icy stares.

Then Knox lunged toward Jake, and the two men hurtled over the ledge toward the ground.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


Washington, D.C

A jumbled mass of entangled arms and legs spun through the air toward the street below. Knox fought to wrap his legs around Jake’s as they both fell prey to gravity’s pull. Twisting. Turning. Flailing. Gasping. Knox battled to secure the president’s agile son before deploying his parachute.

Each moment seemed to speed by twice as fast to Knox, the internal clock in his head blaring its alarm for him to deploy his chute. The frantic tussle lasted less than two seconds, but Knox would’ve sworn it lasted ten, which he knew would’ve been impossible.

The parachute snapped as it filled with air, slowing their rapid descent. While the pair avoided death, their brief battle still lasted long enough to inflict pain on them.

Knox and Jake hit hard, slamming into the building across the street before falling onto the sidewalk. Pedestrians screamed and shouted as they scurried out of their way and scattered, some seeking refuge in the quiet street.

Knox’s shoulder made first contact with the wall, sending a jolt of pain up his arm and down his leg. However, he’d wrapped his hand around Jake’s, keeping the dead man’s switch in place.

While Knox had absorbed some of the blow with his shoulder, Jake bore the brunt of the collision, his knee making first contact with a sickening crunch. Jake couldn’t hide his pain, unleashing a guttural scream as he and Knox fell hard against the sidewalk and released the chute.

With both men still on the ground, Knox wrestled the dead man’s switch out of Jake’s hand and noted that it was secured with packing tape. But as Knox flung it aside, Jake went for the knife clipped to Knox’s belt. Knox drove his knee into Jake’s face, cartilage crunching. Jake rolled backward and scrambled to his feet. His eyes darted back and forth as he scanned the area, searching for the device. Once he spotted it, he jumped over Knox and dove for it.

As Jake attempted to get up again and steal away with the device, Knox swept Jake’s feet from underneath him, sending him crashing back down to the ground as he lost his grip on the detonator. Knox pinned Jake to the ground with a knee.

“Mack, where are you?” Knox said in the comms.

“Just picking up some trash,” she said. “I got it.”

He glanced to his right and saw Makenzie holding the detonator in one hand and her gun in the other. Then he turned his attention back to Jake, rolling him over and zip tying his hands behind his back. Knox yanked the president’s son to his feet and marched him over to a bench in a nearby park. Once they forced him to sit down, Makenzie used the cord from the chute to secure him to the bench. After she finished, she joined Knox, who was standing with his weapon trained on Jake.

“You have no idea what’s going on, do you?” Jake asked. “Because if you did, I have a feeling you’d be trying to help me instead of trying to stop me.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Jake. I never think it’s right to take out innocent civilians just to make a point.”

Jake smirked and shook his head.

“ ‘Innocent’ is such a loaded word. These people elected the politicians who are doing this. It’s to their own detriment, and they don’t even know it.”

“If you’re talking about most Americans, they just want to be able to enjoy their freedoms in peace. In fact, I can’t think of one sane person I’ve ever met who wants mass casualties of civilians, even if it’s for the other side. There are always people caught in the middle of any conflict.”

Jake sneered. “Innocent or not, Americans need to wake the hell up. And that’s what I’m doing.”

“But is it really, Jake?”

“When The Consortium gets their way, my father won’t know what hit him.”

“Is that why you tried to kill him?” Makenzie chimed in.

“If I wanted my father dead, he’d be dead.”

“But you tried to kill him,” she said.

“No, I didn’t. That was your friend Rico.”

She was about to tear into him when Knox put up his hand, signaling for her to stop.

“If you believe The Consortium is evil and dangerous, we can agree on that,” Knox said.

“What makes you think I believe The Consortium is evil?”

“But you said⁠—”

“I said my father won’t know what hit him. I didn’t say I objected to him being hit. In fact, quite the opposite. He deserves to be pummeled for what he did. Besides, he’s not a real leader anyway. Who sends his own son on a mission where he could possibly die?”

“Did he make you sign up for Navy?” Knox asked.

Jake shook his head, but said nothing.

“So, it was your idea, not his,” Knox persisted.

“Actually, it wasn’t my idea either. Someone in The Consortium approached me about entering the Navy and trying to become a SEAL.”

“Are you suggesting that this was all an elaborate set up? The Houthis, the oil tankers, the mission to seize them back, the extraction mission, the prisoner exchange — this was all an elaborate ploy? And to do what, ultimately?”

“Now you’re starting to catch on,” Jake said. “A little late to matter, but at least you’re putting it all together.”

“Why?” Knox asked. “Why betray your country? Why do all this? What’s the end game?”

“First of all, I look at it more as betraying my father than my country, though I can see how you’d make that mistake. But the end game? If it’s not already obvious, I’m not sure I can help you.”

“You want to remove your father from the White House?” Makenzie asked. “You had plenty of other chances to kill him, yet he’s still alive.”

“Sometimes the end game is a little more complicated than that. But my father’s day of reckoning is coming — and it’s coming very soon.”

“So is yours,” Knox said, tightening his grip on his weapon.

“If you shoot me, you’ll never find out the truth, much less who my contacts in the administration are. And I’m sure you’ll be very surprised.”

“Then you’re willing to talk?” Knox asked.

Jake nodded. “As long as I can get some guarantees.”

“Such as?”

Jake opened his mouth to answer, but he never finished his thought. A bullet tore through the side of his head, dropping him where he sat.

Knox and Makenzie dove to the ground as more gunfire echoed through the park. Tires screeched as the shooters drove away.

“Did you happen to catch their plate?” he asked.

Makenzie shook her head. Rushing over to Jake, she felt for a pulse.

“Is he dead?” Knox asked.

“He’s got a weak pulse,” she said, ripping off part of Jake’s shirt, “but at least he’s got one.” She began to wrap his head in an attempt to stop the bleeding.

His hard body now fragile, Jake took shallow breaths with his eyes closed.

Knox rushed over to help. “He’s not going to make it, is he?”

“I’ll try 911, but I think it’ll be too late.”

“Then don’t,” Knox said. “We need this handled more discreetly. We don’t need a media circus around this right now.”

She nodded knowingly. Knox fished his phone out of his pocket and called Director Banks. “I’ve got some good news and bad news,” he said.

“Give me the good news first,” she said.

“We secured the detonator from Jake.”

“Excellent work. And the bad news?”

“Are you sitting down?”


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


New York

Norman Harrington took a sip of water from the coffee mug on the desk and then meticulously replaced it in the exact same spot where it had been. Per the network’s contract, the sponsor’s logo needed to be fully visible by the camera for the studio to receive the full sponsorship money. He inspected it for a moment and then tweaked the position, turning it a hair’s breadth. That was the kind of thing he had to worry about, though he was certain he’d be infinitely more fulfilled if he was addressing the imminent dangers facing the U.S. But he couldn’t deny that no matter how disastrous the previous night was for President Lewis, he wasn’t sure if he could’ve handled it any better, a thought he wasn’t about to share with anyone.

Maxine Sutton, the show’s producer, sauntered up to Harrington’s desk and looked him up and down, smiling wryly. She slowly licked her lips as her eyes met his.

“So, what juicy story are you going to lay on our viewers tonight?” she asked.

“Hopefully one that will keep the ratings up,” he said, his tone lighthearted.

“That makes two of us. My agent is going to be negotiating a new contract with the executives next week, and since you’ve joined the show, our ratings just keep climbing.”

“Makes you realize just how much the average person doesn’t realize what’s really going on in Washington. But I think they’re learning the truth from Sophie’s show — and they deserve to know the truth.”

“Sophie’s show?” Maxine said with a chuckle and a slow shake of the head. “This is going to be your show if you keep this up.”

Harrington noticed Sophie striding toward them, her heels clicking against the floor.

“She’s walking up right behind you,” he said, through clenched teeth.

“I don’t care,” Maxine said. “She’s been in this business long enough to know when the writing’s on the wall. And this show was languishing until I hired you.”

Sophie put her arm around Maxine, smiling broadly. “So, what are talking about?” she asked. “The last twenty-four hours have been something else.”

“We’re talking about tonight’s show, and how I’m going to expose President Lewis again and discuss how his immigration policy is ruining this country,” Harrington said.

“Oh, Norm, stop bullshitting her,” Maxine said. “She’s a big girl. She deserves to know the truth. I mean, isn’t that what you’re all about anyway?”

Harrington sighed and rubbed his face. But he said nothing, his eyes averted from Sophie’s glare.

“What is it, Norm?” she asked. “You’re not leaving for another network, are you?”

Maxine cocked her head to one side.

“See, Norm. Even Sophie knows why the show has experienced so much success lately. It’s all thanks to you. She’s worried her cash cow is going to disappear.”

Sophie drew back, shrugging Maxine’s hand off her shoulder. “Was that necessary?”

“Got a problem with the truth?” Maxine fired back.

Harrington held his hands out, palms down.

“Can we all just calm down right now? We’re about to go on the air, and we don’t need to all look like we hate each other, because I know nobody around here is good at hiding their feelings. If I can see it, I know the viewers can.”

“The viewers don’t care whether we like each other or not,” Maxine said. “They only care about getting truth bombs from you to share with their friends tomorrow at work around the water cooler. Deliver those, and we’ll all keep our jobs.”

She tapped the desk and walked away. “We’re live in ninety seconds, people.”

Sophie glared at Harrington. “Do you believe that?”

“I don’t know what to believe, if I’m being honest. Sometimes I feel like the only honesty in this studio is when I’m delivering one of my reports about more of President Lewis’s shenanigans.”

“I hope you’ve got some good shenanigans to report for tonight’s show — because it just might be my last.”

She spun on her heels and marched to her spot at the anchor desk before attaching the lavaliere mic to her blouse. As Maxine began the countdown, Sophie gave Harrington a quick sideways glance and then turned her gaze to the camera.

While she introduced the show and the upcoming topics, Harrington prepared for his moment under the bright lights. He knew what he was about to say was borderline dangerous.

“And now, our national security analyst Norman Harrington,” Sophie said.

Harrington stacked his papers and stared straight ahead at the camera in front of him, a red light on top of it indicating it was the one that was live.

“Last night, our nation’s capital avoided a potentially disastrous attack, the likes of which we haven’t seen since terrorists hijacked airliners and flew them into the World Trade Center’s Twin Towers, killing nearly three thousand Americans,” Harrington began. “Had it not been for the actions of several brave agents, Washington might have been reduced to rubble. If you’ve been watching this show for very long, you likely weren’t surprised by those attacks, attacks that I’ve warned viewers were coming. The wanton disregard for our country’s security — for your security — is President Lewis’s biggest failure. And that’s saying something, based on all the things that have happened under his watch.”

Harrington narrowed his eyes.

“The truth is that President Lewis cares only about one thing: President Lewis. He’s putting every single one of our lives in harm’s way, based on the way he’s governing — or not governing. This country deserves better. You deserve better.”

He launched into an analysis of how the president failed Washington and the rest of the country through his policies and slow reactions to burgeoning crises. Then he transitioned into his big crescendo, his piece of news that would set social media on fire.

“I could go on and on about how I think President Lewis is betraying this country, but the reality is, what happened yesterday in the capital is a direct result of his trade with the Houthi terrorists, giving them one of the world’s most dangerous bomb makers in exchange for his son. Now, on one hand, I can’t blame him. What father wouldn’t give anything for his son? But on the other — President Lewis has sworn to put his country above everything else. And he clearly didn’t do that, meaning that he put his own interests above yours, above mine, above all Americans. Now look where it’s got him, where it’s got us.”

He paused for a little dramatic effect.

“Worst of all, the terrorist he traded his son for is responsible for this. And according to my sources, this man is still on the lam in Washington. He’s going to strike again. The only question is when.”

By the time he was finished, Harrington was almost certain that only Lewis’s mother could vote for him, if he was lucky. Harrington’s takedown of the president was complete, devoid of disparagement and rife with examples. If he was honest with himself, Harrington wasn’t completely sold on each of his own points, but they sowed seeds of doubt and mistrust.

And ultimately, that was the goal.

[image: ]


Derrick Hilton leaned against a concrete pillar in the bowels of a parking garage downtown, a few meters away from a new black BMW 700 series sedan. As he watched the door leading into the third underground level, Hilton wondered if Norman Harrington was ever going to go home. A thought popped into Hilton’s head, about what might be taking the former Illinois politician so long to leave the studio.

Maybe Norm’s having an affair with Sophie Newton.

It seemed unlikely given Harrington’s portly physique and Sophie’s goddess-like appearance. But after all the strange things Hilton had uncovered as an independent journalist, he wouldn’t rule out anything. He knew that affairs often had little to do with lust, and more to do with two comfort seekers colliding at just the right time — or wrong time, depending on one’s perspective.

But that wasn’t any of Hilton’s business, though such a salacious scandal would garner him hundreds of thousands of page views on social media. No, Hilton was there to corner Harrington about his source in the White House, and to find out the real reason he yielded to Lewis in the senate race.

Another ten minutes passed before Harrington shoved open the door leading to the parking garage and sauntered over to his car, whistling as he did. When he was within about ten feet, Hilton snapped a folded piece of paper and approached the television personality.

“Mr. Harrington, would you mind if I had a word with you for a moment?”

“Look, if you want an autograph, I’ll be happy to sign your piece of paper, but I’m tired and want to get home.”

“It’ll only take a minute.”

Then Harrington drew back and scowled, pursing his lips.

“Hold on,” Harrington said, pointing at Hilton. “I know you.”

“We’ve actually never met.”

“No, I mean, I know who you are. You’re that guy with the podcast.” Harrington snapped his fingers and closed his eyes. “Hill or Hilt — yeah, The Hilt of Truth. Uh, Derrick Hilt, or something like that.”

“It’s actually Derrick Hilton, sir. So you’ve heard of me?”

“If I know who you are, isn’t that much obvious?”

Hilton nodded. “Well, would you mind if I asked you a few questions?”

“I’m gonna tell you right now that I don’t like this guerrilla-style journalism, this thing where you ambush someone and start interviewing them.”

“I understand, but to be fair, I don’t have a camera turned on right now. And I’m not trying to ambush you. I asked you if you wouldn’t mind talking. If you say no, I’ll walk away.”

Harrington sighed. “Okay, look, why don’t we go to a bar a block from here, and we can talk there,” he suggested. “I had a long day, and I’d like to blow off a little steam.”

“Fair enough. But there’s one thing I wanted to tell you before I forget.”

“Go ahead.”

“I watched your show tonight, and you’re wrong about one thing.”

“And what’s that?”

They walked to Harrington’s bar of choice and ordered a couple of drinks: Hilton a Guinness ,and Harrington a 25-year-old Macallan single malt scotch. Hilton glanced at the price list, his eyes bulging at the cost of Harrington’s scotch.

“Television must pay a helluva lot more than public service,” Hilton said.

“There’s a give-and-take in television,” Harrington explained. “It might give you plenty of money, but it also takes your soul.”

“That’s quite the indictment, for someone who’s found immediate success in such a short period of time.”

“I’m only giving the executives what they want.”

“And what is it that you want?”

“Off the record?”

Hilton nodded.

“I want my political career back,” Harrington said.

“That’s a little surprising to me, given how you just dropped out of that senate race with Lewis.”

Harrington shrugged. “I had some health issues that couldn’t be ignored. Unfortunately, they can’t be fixed by drinking scotch, either. Though it does deaden the pain.”

“Physical pain?”

Harrington wagged a finger and took a pull on his drink. “If only things were that simple.”

“True. I do know that things weren’t as simple as you made them out to be.”

“What do you mean?”

“Health reasons? That’s why you pulled out of the race? Really?”

“That’s what I said,” Harrington said, as he raised his hand to get the waitress’s attention.

“That’s funny, because your medical records didn’t suggest that there was anything wrong with you.”

Harrington narrowed his eyes.

“How do you know what my medical records say?”

“So you’re not denying it?”

Harrington pounded his fist on the table and then pointed a finger at Hilton

“Look here. I said I’d speak with you because you weren’t physically ambushing me, but this is the same damn thing, in my book. Now if you want to retract that question, we can continue. Otherwise, we’re done here.”

“Okay, okay. Forget I ever asked that,” Hilton said, before taking a swig of his beer.

“Is that all you wanted to know?”

“No, it’s just that I learned something about President Lewis and an organization he was working with at the time you dropped out.”

Harrington stopped and cast a sideways glance at Hilton. “I’m listening.”

“Have you ever heard of the organization known as Onyx?”

Harrington remained stoic as he stared straight ahead at the liquor-lined shelves behind the bar.

“Who sent you here tonight?” he asked.

“Sent me here? What are you talking about? I just came on my own volition. I’m trying to dig a little deeper into a story about Lewis and his ties to the Onyx Foundation.”

“I appreciate you stopping by, but I think we’re done here, okay?”

“But I⁠—”

“No, we’re done,” Harrington said, pointing toward the door.

“Surely you’re joking, I just⁠—”

“Good luck with your little podcast, Derrick.”

Hilton tossed some cash on the bar and walked off, leaving Harrington alone. He tapped the bar, signaling that he wanted another drink. The moment Derrick uttered the word “Onyx,” a thousand questions flooded Harrington’s mind. And there was one that he couldn’t shake.

Am I being set up?

The bartender placed another drink in front of Harrington, which he quickly downed.

“I’m going to need a few more of these,” he said. “And a cab after that.”
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Derrick Hilton stepped outside into the cool New York air. He dialed Knox’s number on his cell phone and waited for him to answer.

“Derrick?” Knox asked.

“Yeah, it’s me. I didn’t want to just thank you with a text message, but I didn’t have a way to call you until now. So, I wanted to tell you how much I appreciate you helping me.”

“When I read your text, I thought I was going crazy,” Knox said. “Because if I’m not mistaken, I helped you get out of the prison. But then your text said they were releasing you. I was a little confused.”

“I can see how you would be, but I had to sneak back in the next night to strengthen my alibi.”

“What would you need an alibi for?” Then Knox’s breath hitch as reality dawned on him. “Oh, I understand now.”

“Yeah, that fire — it was me.”

“Everything makes much more sense now.”

“Good,” Hilton said, “but that’s not why I was calling. There’s something you need to know about the Onyx foundation, something you need to be aware of.”
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Harrington stumbled out of the bar just past midnight, his eyes red from far more shots of Macallan than he should’ve ingested. He closed his eyes, squeezing them shut for moment, and then opened them again.

Everything’s still blurry.

He squinted as he searched the curb in front of him for the taxi. But he quit looking when a familiar-looking man approached him.

“Need a ride, Norm?” the man asked.

Harrington furrowed his brow.

“Do I know you?”

“Dave. Dave Wexler.”

“Oh, yeah, Daaaave. I remember you.”

Wexler opened the door to the backseat on the passenger’s side and gestured for him to get inside. Harrington complied.

“So, where are we going?”

“I’m going to take you home,” Wexler said. “But we need to talk first, though I’m not sure you’re in the right frame of mind to have this conversation.”

“No, no, no. I’m fine,” Harrington said, his words slurred. “Just tell me what you want to tell me.”

“Did you check your bank account?”

“What for? You’re not going to rob me, are you?”

“You’re a mess,” Wexler said with a growl. “I told you if you were wiling to help us, you’d be rewarded handsomely.”

“Okay.”

Harrington accessed his bank account online using his cell phone, and found what he would expect to find there. “Looks normal to me.”

“Not that account. Your other account.”

Harrington nodded knowingly and then accessed his offshore account. His eyes bulged as he looked at the number of zeroes behind a deposit made earlier that day.

“Are you kidding me?” Harrington asked.

“I told you that we’d help you if you helped us.”

“Yeah, but I⁠—”

Harrington stopped himself in the middle of his thought and then smiled big.

“Don’t get too comfortable,” Wexler said. “We still have more work to do. You still have more work to do.”

“I don’t know, Daaaaave. But I love television. The chicks dig me, and⁠—”

“Norm, you were stumbling out of a bar all alone tonight.”

Harrington said nothing for a few moments, the conversation sobering him up quickly. “Okay, what do you want me to do?”

“What you’ve been wanting to do all along,” Wexler said. “We’re going to help you get your career back, the only career you’ve ever cared about.”


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


Washington, D.C

Seated on his office couch, President Lewis removed his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. He closed his eyes and considered the speech he had to deliver. He’d dispatched the Secret Service to The Cairo just under forty-eight hours ago. And they’d handled it quickly, managing to keep the news of Jake Lewis’s death from reaching the public. But he knew if he didn’t address it now, word would get out, and it’d be a far more challenging public relations nightmare to navigate.

Ryan Tanner walked over to Lewis and held out a bottle of ibuprofen and a glass of water. “You might want to take these.”

Lewis took the items from Tanner and set them down on the coffee table. He popped a couple of pills and washed them down with a big gulp of water.

“You all right?” Tanner asked.

“I’m not sure I can do it,” Lewis said. “I’m going to be a mess out there. How presidential am I going to look if I’m blubbering on live television?”

“You won’t look presidential. You’ll look human, which is a good thing.”

“Looking like a weak leader with a tear-stained face and red eyes is going to be a good thing? I think you’re blowing smoke up my ass.”

“Americans want a strong leader, but also one they can connect with. If you didn’t show any emotions, they’d wonder where your humanity is.”

“I’m just not sure I can get through it. Are you sure we can’t just record this and feed it to all the stations as if it was live?”

“They’re all here, sir. And if we throw them a curve ball now, it’s only going to lead to speculation about the nature of your speech. We’ve done a great job of keeping this news buttoned up, but the longer it goes, the more difficult that becomes.”

Lewis closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath.

“Okay, okay. I can do this.”

“That’s right. You can. We go live in thirty minutes. Just be ready.”

“I will. But, what about that other thing? Did you deal with that threat?”

“It’s being handled.”

“Being?”

“Don’t worry, sir. Nothing is going to happen.”
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Knox flipped the hall lights on as he wound his way through the labyrinth of corridors and meeting rooms nestled beneath the West Wing. The Secret Service had been stretched to its limit dealing the bombing and Jake’s death, all while working in conjunction with the FBI to determine how many bombs were set and where. The thin and weary workforce hadn’t had time to thoroughly re-inspect the White House. But Knox, playing a hunch, had insisted someone do it again.

He clicked on his flashlight as he entered a dark conference room. As he swept his light across the space, he looked for any signs that something might be amiss.

“Anything yet?” Makenzie asked, over the comms.

“Nothing,” he said. “But it’s not like it’d be out in the open. If it were, we would’ve found it by now.”

“Have you spoken to Rico today?”

Knox shut the door and moved to another room. “Yeah, and he’s itching to get back to it. He said the doc told him he would be released in the morning.”

“I bet it’s killing him not to be here.”

“Killing him? It’s killing me. If I would’ve had him when we went after Jake, things would’ve been so much easier.”

“Sorry you’re stuck with little ole me,” Makenzie said.

“No, no. That’s not what I’m implying at all. If I didn’t have you, Washington would be a smoldering ash heap right now.”

“You’re such a sucker, Knox,” she said, with a laugh.

He sighed. “You know I love—” Knox broke off.

“Knox? You still there?”

He shone his light on a section of a wall and drew in a deep breath. While making repairs on his camp in Montana, he’d worked with drywall on several occasions. And the pungent smell of drywall mud overwhelmed him along with fresh paint.

“Knox?”

He pushed a couple of chairs aside as he rushed over to the wall and inspected it more closely. Then he drew back and kicked it. The wall gave way, revealing a treasure trove of explosives.

“Yeah, I’m here,” he said. “What I was trying to say was that I love having you on this team. And it’s at moments like these that I know just how valuable of an addition you are.”

“Moments like what?”

“The moments when I discover someone has implanted C-4 into a wall.”

“What?”

“Yeah. Just try not to freak out. Now, can you tell exactly where I am based off my tracker?”

Makenzie’s breathing was short and shallow, audible through the phone’s speaker.

“Makenzie, just take a deep breath for me, okay? Everything’s going to be all right.”

“How much C-4?” she asked, sounding as if she had been holding her breath and finally decided to slowly release it.

“Enough to blow up half the White House. I’m just trying to determine which half.”

“Does that really matter?”

“Technically, no. But it might give us a good idea where to search for the rest of it.”

He heard what sounded like tapping on her keyboard.

“Okay, I see where you are. You’re directly underneath the Press Room.”

Knox cursed under his breath. “He’s going to try and detonate this while the president is talking tonight. It will be catastrophic.”

“You sound like it’s a foregone conclusion that it’s going to go off.”

“No, but⁠—”

“But what?”

He looked at his watch.

“It looks like the detonator is a cell phone. Someone will have to call it to set it off, but I’m not sure how this thing is wired up. We need a bomb squad down here right now to disarm it.”

Then he heard the sickening click of a pistol.

“Keep your hands where I can see them,” a man said.

Knox slowly turned around to see Ashton Currie with a gun trained on him.

“Mr. Currie, you came back to finish Jake’s job?”

“No, it was my job all along — and I never left. You think Jake could do all that on his own? Not a chance. Now tell your little friend that you were talking to that you were mistaken, and that you don’t need a bomb squad after all.”

Knox sucked in a quick breath and then contacted Makenzie.

“You know what? I made a big mistake. I rushed to judgment there. No C-4 down here. Cancel any calls you made.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“Copy that. I was just about to make that call. Glad I didn’t embarrass myself.”

“Me too,” Knox said. “Stay in touch, okay?”

Currie made a throat-slashing sign. Knox ended the call.

“Now, let’s get down to business,” Currie growled.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


Washington, D.C

Camille Banks drummed her fingers on the table to a slow and deliberate beat. She used a pencil to work over a tendril of her brown hair as she looked at Ryan Tanner.

“Is he going to be all right?” she asked.

Tanner shrugged. “Time will tell,” he said. “But, all things considered, I think he’s doing okay.”

“But is he going to be all right tonight?”

“I think it’s a fifty-fifty. He could deliver his speech powerfully, unafraid to show emotion. Or it could be a meme on social media, like that crazy governor from Vermont, only instead of him screaming like a banshee, it’d be him crying a river.”

Banks sighed. “I don’t know if I can watch.”

“That makes two of us,” he said.

Banks stopped her finger drumming on the table and stared at her phone. It had been eerily quiet, and she was starting to wonder why she hadn’t heard anything from Knox and Makenzie.

She hammered out a text message to Makenzie, asking for an update. A few seconds later, her phone buzzed.

“Is everything clear?” Banks asked.

“Knox hasn’t found anything, at least not yet. He thought he found something, but then said it was a false alarm. He was almost finished when I spoke with him, so he should be giving us the green light any second now.”

Tanner looked at Banks and tapped his watch, mouthing, We’ve got to go. He raised his eyebrows.

Banks scowled and held up her hand. She said to Makenzie: “Let me know the second you hear from him.”

Banks ended the call and placed her phone on the table.

“Come on, Camille. We can’t make the press wait any longer. The Secret Service made their sweep through the entire White House and found nothing. If they didn’t find anything, it’s not coming in later. And it’s not like Jake had an accomplice.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Banks said. “You don’t really think he set all those explosives on his own, do you?”

“Maybe not, but I doubt Jake had an accomplice with unfettered access to the White House like he did.”

President Lewis emerged from his office clutching his speech. “Are we ready?”

Tanner gestured toward the door. “Right this way.”

Banks opened her mouth to protest, but Tanner shot her a look. She said nothing.
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President Lewis marched onto the podium and positioned his speech on the lectern, even though the teleprompter had every word already loaded. Lewis wanted to make sure everything had been double- and triple-checked, including the White House itself.

After all the trauma that had been unleashed on Lewis both personally and professionally, he didn’t want to take any chances, to risk another catastrophic incident occurring on his watch. Jake had wreaked more than his fair share of havoc on the president’s life, so much so that he wondered if he’d ever be able to recover from it.

He had a shot, albeit a narrow one, to set the record straight. At least as straight as he could set it. Nothing he was about to say was a lie, but some inconvenient facts would be omitted. If they ever came to light, history could judge him whether he was justified in keeping such details private. But there’d be time to debate that later. This was his time to deliver a heartfelt message, show his vulnerability and his strength. He never wanted to turn Jake into a political prop, which is why he needed to talk about him like a father would, not like the combatant that he was.

Lewis gripped the side of the lectern and drew in a deep breath while fighting back the tears he knew he couldn’t do a damn thing about. There was pain in his eyes, the visceral kind that flares up when hope has nearly been extinguished.

His voice quivered as he finally spoke: “My fellow Americans, tonight I want to address the events of the past forty-eight hours in the nation’s capital.” Lewis paused for a moment, contorting his face to hold back the dam of tears. Then he continued.

“I gave a brief statement yesterday, but tonight I wanted to elaborate on the events here in Washington, explaining to you what happened and why. But before I begin, I must share some tragic personal news. My son Jake, who was a Navy SEAL and part of the unit that engaged terrorists in the Middle East recently, was killed two days ago in a drive-by shooting. It was a sad ending for a young man who gave so much for his country, to be gunned down on what should’ve been friendly soil. Law enforcement is still searching for the men who did this. And I have no doubt that they will be brought to judgment, prosecuted to the fullest extent allowed by law.”

He stared at the teleprompter, his eyes burgeoning with tears. He paused for a moment, wishing he could go on without blubbering his way through the most important speech of his life. But there was too much pent-up emotion. The anger. The confusion. The disappointment. The disillusionment. He couldn’t hold it back any longer.

The dam finally broke.

But despite the emotion of the moment, a murmur spread across the room. Journalists stared at their phones and laptops with slack jaws and thick lines etched across their foreheads, which was followed by frantic scrambling, the kind of exciting energy that accompanies a pack of journalists hustling to be the first to report a major story.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT


Washington, D.C

Knox raised his hands as he stepped away from the cache of explosives he’d uncovered. Currie used his gun to direct Knox to step farther away.

“That’s right,” Currie said. “Keep moving.”

“If I don’t call them back in a few minutes, they’re going to send some people down here looking for me.”

Currie chuckled. “You think I care? Before they get here, this whole place will be vaporized — and you along with it. Nothing but —” he gave a chef’s kiss, “— ashes.”

“You’re so confident,” Knox said.

“Haven’t you heard? I’m the world’s greatest bomb maker.”

“Is that why you’re missing a pinky finger?”

“Mistakes were made, but not nearly the kind of mistake you made in underestimating me,” Currie said, with a shrug. “Now, before I kill you, I’m going to show you how it’s done. The last thing you’ll see is the White House exploding before I put a bullet in your head.”

Knox clucked his tongue. “I expected more than a simple gunshot from the bomb maker,” he said. “I mean, if you’re going to send me screaming into eternity, I thought you’d at least do it with some creativity and style. But a bullet? That’s just so boring and unimaginative.”

A thin smile spread across Currie’s lips. “Maybe we can do something special for you,” he said.

“That is, if you get the chance,” Knox said.

“Maybe I’ll just leave you down here, so you can get a close-up view of my work.”

“I’d like that.”

“In that case, I’m definitely bringing you with me. Let me just make one final check here.”

Knox carefully reached into his pocket for the communications jammer and activated it, locking it into place. While the device was helpful, it wouldn’t last forever, giving them a window of about an hour, give or take five minutes.

Without warning, Currie whipped his head back toward Knox. “I’m not telling you again. Keep those hands where I can see them — right now.”

Knox complied, though he’d already managed to position the device so that it was clenched between his ring and middle finger, not visible at a cursory glance. For a moment, he’d thought about activating the ear-piercing sound. Then Currie would instinctively cover his ears, giving Knox the opening he would need to wrestle the gun away from his captor. But if things went south, he’d risk exposing and losing the one thing—the device that prevented any incoming calls to reach the bomb’s cell phone detonator—that would keep Currie’s bomb from turning the White House into a giant hole in the ground.

Currie stuck his head back into a hole and flipped a switch. “Now, all that’s left is to get out of here and go enjoy the show,” he said.

He motioned for Knox to move toward the door and eyed him closely. Knox needed to keep the device in the room, or else it would be out of range, effectively activating the bomb. As he was moving toward the door, he deliberately banged his knee against a chair that was nestled beneath the table. He let out a sharp yelp, simultaneously dropping the device on the floor so that it couldn’t be heard.

“Damn,” Knox said. “That hurt.” He reached for his knee to rub it.

“That’s far enough,” Currie said. “You can rub it later, while you’re watching the White House — uh, how do you Americans say it? — go up in smoke.”

Knox said nothing, instead resuming his trek toward the door in silence. He entered the hallway and stood with his hands up. Currie was following him, and then stopped and took one last look over his shoulder, staring at something on the floor.

“What’s that?” he asked, marching back into the room. “Did you drop something?”

Knox’s mouth went dry as he watched Currie stoop down and pick up something.

“I’ve always wanted one of these,” Currie said, as he examined an American flag lapel pin. Then he affixed it to his shirt pocket and trained his gun on Knox again.

The covert operator let out a controlled breath and followed Currie’s commands.

“I hope you have a way out of here,” Knox said. “With the president speaking, security is going to be tight.”

“Fortunately, Jake told me about a system of secret underground passageways. You’ll be surprised at how easy it is.”

Currie led Knox down another set of steps, into what appeared like a dead end in the stairwell. But Currie walked over to a discreet keypad situated next to an encased fire extinguisher and punched in a combination of numbers. Seconds later, a humming noise began and the wall moved, revealing a small door leading down a set of steps and into a tunnel.

“After you,” Currie said.

Knox took a tenuous step inside, where it was dark. But with each step, a set of lights flickered on until the room was well lit. While Knox considered on several occasions how he might incapacitate Currie, the bomb maker never allowed himself to even get within arm’s length of Knox. Any sudden movements, and Knox figured he’d be riddled with bullets.

Just be patient.

After a few minutes, they ascended several flights of concrete steps, emerging in the storage area of the Renwick Gallery, a placed used to house arts and crafts projects for the Smithsonian. While there were a handful of expensive art pieces located inside, it didn’t require much security, since most of the objects were large, nearly impossible to move without the help of heavy machinery. The lax security made it an easy spot for Currie to sneak into and watch his own work of art. The demolition of the White House.

Currie directed Knox to the roof, where they sat down in a pair of chairs in the center. The spot gave them a clear view of the United States’s most famous home — and an unobstructed line of sight to witness the destruction of it.

“Should we get some popcorn?” Currie asked with a laugh, as the two men sat down. Knox was seated closer to the edge, a good three meters from Currie. “Just kidding. We don’t have time for that. We want to put on a show.”

“If you want to put on a show, why not attack The Kennedy Center tomorrow night?” Knox suggested. “There will be ten times the number of people there.”

“Because it’s hardly the icon that the White House is,” Currie said. “And it’s not always about killing as many people as possible. Sometimes, it’s about killing a country’s spirit.”

“If you think blowing up the White House will kill the spirit of Americans, you know nothing about this country. If anything, it’ll bring everyone together.”

Currie pulled a phone out of his pocket and started dialing a number. “You might be right, though you won’t be around to gloat if you are.” He stood up, a smile playing across his lips, and then narrowed his gaze at Knox. “Are you ready?”

Knox chewed on his lip for a second. “Ready for what? Your greatest failure?”

Currie threw his head back and laughed. He turned to face the White House.

“Watch this,” he said, as he pushed a button his phone.

Currie’s breath hitched as he anticipated an explosion. But nothing happened.

He scowled and then stared at his phone.

“What’s wrong? The explosives should’ve detonated by now.”

“Maybe someone found them,” Knox said.

“You did something, didn’t you?”

“How could I? You were watching me the whole time, weren’t you?”

“Yes, but — I — I don’t understand.”

“Maybe you dialed the wrong number.”

Currie scowled as he stared at the phone and redialed the number. Again, nothing happened.

“What could it be?” he wondered aloud.

“Probably an operator error.”

Currie shot a sharp glance at Knox. “Is this some kind of game to you?”

“Apparently, it is to you. You’re the one who set up stadium seating for us to ‘watch the show.’”

“Something’s wrong, but I’m going to fix it,” Currie said. He turned slightly, putting his back to Knox.

This was Knox’s opportunity. With less than thirty minutes remaining on the device’s effectiveness, the entire White House was still in danger. He leaped to his feet and sprinted the short distance across the roof toward Currie. Before the South African could gain his bearings, Knox drove his shoulder into the man, sending them both crashing to the rooftop. Currie’s head slammed hard against the roof before he spun aside, taking Knox with him. The two men rolled several feet, with Currie emerging on top. He drew back and slammed his fist into Knox’s face.

Blood spattered as the blow cut Knox’s lip. But Knox ignored the pain and punched back, delivering an uppercut to Currie’s chin. The man teetered for a moment before toppling to one side, dropping his gun. Knox dove for the weapon, but Currie kicked it aside. It skidded to a stop about ten meters away.

Knox scrambled to his feet and rushed toward the gun. But before he could get halfway there, he collapsed to the ground, Currie now weighing on him like an anchor. The bomb maker delivered several body blows before Knox could re-orient himself.

With the two men entangled, fists flew. Punching. Kicking. Growling. Jabbing. Knox trying to wriggle free; Currie trying to keep his prisoner. The fight didn’t last long, but Knox would have sworn it lasted a half-hour.

Then Knox kicked the gun off the rooftop, leaving Currie weaponless and at the disadvantage. Once Knox realized all he had to do was run, he sprinted toward the stairwell. The situation stunned Currie for a moment, then he resumed his pursuit. Knox made it to the door first and, bracing himself with the wall and handrail, jumped down a half-flight of stairs.

With the clock in Knox’s head counting down, he knew he needed to get back to the White House and fast. And thanks to his device, he couldn’t contact anyone there to let them know. Everyone he knew who could do anything was at the White House.

Except Rico.

Knox escaped onto the street and ripped a phone out of the hands of a man walking past him. Ignoring the man’s protests, Knox sprinted across the street and back to the White House. He had to make the call quickly, or he’d be inside the blocked radius.

Knox asked the phone to call Walter Reed Hospital, then glanced over his shoulder to search for the South African. Currie was standing on a few steps near an emergency exit, his gaze fixed on Knox. Meanwhile, the man whose phone he’d stolen was sprinting toward him.

With a friendly wave, Knox started to run again as he spoke with a hospital operator and asked her to connect him with Frederico Garcia. A few seconds later, Knox was speaking to Rico, sharing his plan.

Once Knox hung up, he placed the phone on a nearby park bench and called back over his shoulder to the man.

“Thank you,” Knox said. “Your country thanks you.”

By the time Knox reached the location of the bomb, there were several Secret Service agents working on securing the area. Meanwhile an FBI bomb squad rushed into the room and got to work.

“Is the White House cleared?” Knox asked.

An FBI agent nodded.

Knox found his device. It was down to five percent of its battery life, meaning they had about three minutes. The agents cursed as they found their attempts to communicate with others thwarted by Knox’s device.

“If I cut it off, we’ll all die,” he said.

“We might all die anyway,” one of the bomb squad members said.

Knox’s body tensed; he was anticipating an impending explosion. But no explosion ever came.

After a brief search, Knox found Banks and Makenzie. He explained everything that had happened, and then Banks’ phone rang, giving them confirmation that the bomb had been defused.

“That was smart thinking to call Rico,” Banks said.

“We may have survived today, but Currie’s in the wind,” Knox said.

“He can’t stay hidden forever,” Makenzie said.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE


Rural Southwest Virginia

The elevator carriage hummed as it lowered Knox, Rico, and Makenzie down into the bowels of The Cabin. Rico had made a full recovery and had spent the past two days at the shooting range, sharpening his skills. Makenzie, who’d found herself thrust into situations that required more than just the ability to fly various aircraft, had become very familiar with The Cabin, training with some of the staff’s experts on situational management and close-quarters combat. And Knox had whiled away his time sailing on Chesapeake Bay. He needed a break, though he was itching to get back out in the field again and hunt down Ashton Currie.

“I really hate that I couldn’t help you guys,” Rico said, interrupting the mechanical buzzing noise.

“What are you talking about?” Makenzie said. “If you hadn’t alerted the guard house about the bomb, the White House would be a hole in the ground right now.”

“That’s right,” Knox said. “If you’d been with me⁠—”

He shook his head, allowing the weight of his words to settle Rico.

“Well, I didn’t like being confined to that hospital bed, especially when I felt well enough to help,” Rico said.

Knox nodded. “I get it. I can’t tell you how depressed I was, after they operated to remove my leg. I just wanted to get out of bed and prove everyone wrong, show them that I could still do everything I used to be able to do. But it also gave me some time to reflect.”

The carriage jolted as they came to a rest at the bottom. Knox grabbed the handle near the floor and yanked upward, releasing them.

“Reflect about what?” Rico asked.

“On life; mostly how lucky I was to still be alive. Losing my leg was tough, but I still had my life.”

Rico stepped off the elevator and then stopped in the middle of the hallway. He stared off in the distance, lost in thought.

“What is it?” Makenzie asked.

“I didn’t think I was gonna make it,” Rico said. He turned to Knox. “You probably didn’t have much hope for me either, did you?”

“If there’s one thing I’ve learned about you, it’s to never count you out.”

“Damn straight,” Rico said. “And I’m going to make this second chance at life really count.”

Camille Banks approached the trio. “Well, you’re going to get a chance sooner than you probably thought,” she said.

Rico’s eyes lit up. “Currie?”

She nodded. “He’s in Paris, though he’s been moving around quite a bit. We’re working with the DGSE — French Foreign Intelligence — to determine his exact whereabouts.”

“Makes sense,” Knox said.

“How so?” Banks asked, gesturing toward the conference room.

“The French COS sent a unit to help with the attack on the Houthis,” he said. “And the one thing I learned about Currie in the short time I was his captive is that he is very intentional about what he’s doing.”

They all sat down around the conference room table.

“For the record, I’m not crazy about you three going over there to capture him,” Banks said. “The French can take care of their own.”

“There’s a but coming, isn’t there?” Makenzie asked.

Banks nodded. “But, President Lewis wants him dealt with immediately, before he does any harm to innocent Americans. No more milking Currie for information, no more mercy.”

“He’s blaming Currie for Jake’s death, isn’t he?” Rico asked.

“And he’s got reason to,” Banks said, swiping the tablet in front of her and sending the footage from several security cameras to the display screen on the wall behind her. “Here’s Jake’s shooter.”

“Currie,” Knox said, shaking his head.

“But why didn’t he take us out?” Makenzie asked, as she watched the footage.

“He wanted an audience,” Knox said. “Sick bastard.”

“Well, why don’t you make him forever regret it?” Banks said.

“The moment he regrets it will be his last moment,” Knox said. “Now, when do we leave?”

“Wheels up in an hour, from the private airfield ten minutes from here. They’ll have everything you need there.”

Everyone got up to leave the room, but Banks asked Knox to stay behind.

“Sit down,” she said.

Knox eased into his seat with a frown. “Is everything all right?”

“As the leader of your team, I wanted to impress upon you how important this mission is, not only to the president personally, but also to my interests.”

“What do you mean?”

“Norman Harrington, who’s recently made a roaring comeback with his position as a national security analyst, is putting together an exploratory committee for a run at the presidency.”

“Seems a bit presumptuous,” Knox said. “Pluck some low-hanging fruit and boost a TV show’s ratings, and suddenly you’re fit to be president.”

“What he’s saying is resonating with a lot of people.”

“Maybe a lot of dumb people. But he doesn’t know what’s going on behind the scenes.”

“Of course he doesn’t, but if Harrington is able to generate enough support, Lewis might not make it past one term. We both know he’s not perfect, but he’s definitely taking the right approach to national security, even if it comes across as ham-fisted sometimes.”

“So, you’re saying if we fail to catch Currie, it could cost Lewis his presidency?”

“Not exactly, but depending on how the mission goes, it’s either a feather in his cap or a blight on his record. And I think we know it’s in our best interest to have this be a feather in his cap.”

“Of course,” Knox said. “We won’t let you down.”

“Hope not,” she said. “Because there’s a lot more than just who’s president riding on this.”

“How so?”

“I think outside forces are at work in Harrington’s case.”

“The Consortium?”

Banks shrugged. “Either that or the Onyx Foundation. And at this point, it’s really hard to tell them apart.”


CHAPTER FIFTY


Paris, France

Knox stopped on the top step of the Bombardier Global 7500 and drank in Paris’s early evening air. He’d watched the sun set just minutes before as the pilot made the final approach to Le Bourget Airport. In just a few minutes, the pale blue sky turned pink, streaked with hues of gray and purple. The tapestry overhead created a picturesque backdrop against the city’s skyline in the distance. Everything seemed peaceful and serene, a moment that exuded tranquility. But inside, Knox was anxious, a tempest roiling in his mind.

Currie was somewhere in this historic metropolis, hidden away among her eight million residents. And Knox was determined to find him and finally avenge Austin Whitaker’s senseless death — that was, if the assigned agent from the DGSE, the French equivalent of the FBI, didn’t get in his way.

After Knox finished admiring the scene, he turned his attention toward the tarmac and noticed a woman in a white blouse and slacks, accessorized by only a handgun. She stood akimbo, her eyes following him as he descended the staircase.

“Agent Boucher?” Knox asked.

She nodded and offered her hand.

“Yes, Claire Boucher,” she said. “I’m the agent assigned to babysit you. My boss wants to make sure you don’t set Paris on fire.”

Knox considered asking her if she believed she could stop him, but then he thought better of it. He knew it was the testosterone talking.

“We’re just here to collect Mr. Currie, and we’ll be out of your hair.”

Rico and Makenzie joined him and introduced themselves.

“Excellent,” she said, clapping her hands. “Let’s get your things into my car and I’ll take you to your hotel, so you can get settled.”

“I appreciate the gesture,” Knox said. “But we don’t intend to stay that long.”

Boucher laughed, but when her eyes met Knox’s, her smile vanished. “Oh, you’re not joking, are you?”

“No, ma’am,” Knox said. “Like I said earlier, we’re here to collect Mr. Currie. I can check out the Eiffel Tower some other time. We don’t have time to get settled.”

“So you’re — how do you Americans say it? — all gas and no brakes?”

Makenzie nodded. “That would be the title to Knox’s memoir, but only when he’s really got a bug up his ass.”

“I think Bug Up My Ass would actually be a more appropriate title for Knox’s memoir,” Rico said.

Knox slowly turned his focus toward Rico and squinted.

“Yours would be How Knox Saved My Ass,” Knox said. “Then in parentheses, it’d say, Nine Times.”

“If that were true, we’d almost be even,” Rico fired back.

“Sorry,” Boucher said, extending her hands. “I didn’t mean to start something. But I’m afraid you’ll have to wait until the morning to begin your search for Mr. Currie.”

Knox shook his head.

“I know where he’s at,” he said. “And when he finds out that we’re here — because he will — our window will vanish. The only way to capture him is to surprise him. And with all due respect, Agent Boucher, I don’t know how compromised your agency is. and —”

“The DGSE is not compromised,” she said, glowering.

“That’s what they all say. But then when the moment comes to bring him in, you can’t, because he’s gone again, like dust in the wind,” Knox said. “If we don’t try to find him tonight, I can almost guarantee you that he’ll be gone by morning, and our chance to surprise him — gone with him.”

Boucher set her jaw. “Not a chance. Now, get in the car and I’ll take you to your hotel.”

Knox nodded at Rico and Makenzie. They piled their stuff into the back of Boucher’s SUV and rode in near silence to the hotel downtown. After they unloaded and she ushered them to their rooms, she informed them that she would be back at 8 a.m. to discuss their plan for locating and capturing Currie.

“We already know where he is,” Knox said.

“You do?” Boucher asked.

“That’s why I want to go immediately.”

“Then where is he?”

“I’ll tell you in the morning.”

“You Americans are such a tease,” she said, rolling her eyes before turning and walking away. “See you in the morning.”

The trio retreated into their rooms before convening in Knox’s fifteen minutes later.

“We’re going to have to sneak out the back,” Knox said. “I saw two DGSE agents posted in the lobby.”

“Amateurs,” Rico said. “I saw them, too.”

Makenzie’s breath hitched. “So, you still want to go tonight? We don’t know where he is. It’s just your hunch. And if you’re wrong⁠—”

“I’m not going to be wrong.”

“What makes you so sure?” she asked.

“Just think about it. What target makes perfect sense for him? He caused some damage in Washington, but not even close to what he hoped to do. And no one even died. Jake failed to get the job done, so Currie’s going to make sure he does it himself.”

“But the French hardly did anything to him,” she said.

“True, but Currie was likely traded for Jake with the condition that he would carry out attacks for the Houthis,” Rico explained.

“Twenty-first century indentured servitude, terrorist style,” Knox added.

“But if we fail, we’re not going to get another chance,” Makenzie said.

“Exactly,” Knox said, before he proceeded to go over his plan.

When he finished, he looked at both his colleagues. “Now, we won’t get another chance here. But if we wait, we’ve wasted our time because he’ll be gone. Now, get your gear and meet me in the stairwell in ten minutes.”
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When Rico and Makenzie entered the stairwell, Knox was already waiting for them, fiddling with his chest plate.

“You ready?” he asked.

They both nodded.

After they all descended the stairs, they exited through a door that spilled into an alley. Knox was overwhelmed by the aroma of finely cooked food from nearby restaurants wafting in the breeze, only to be repulsed by the smell of the sewage seconds later, when the wind shifted. As they started to walk, a large rodent scurried across their path.

“This might be the city of love — and rats,” Makenzie said, before peeling off from Knox and Rico and heading south.

“See you in a few,” Knox said.

Knox and Rico stayed in the shadows, moving through Paris’s warrens along the banks of the Seine River until they reached the Île de la Cité. The island situated in the middle of the river was home to nearly a thousand residents, as well as one of the city’s most famous landmarks, the Notre-Dame Cathedral.

Scaffolding enveloped the iconic 650-year-old church, which was nearly finished with a massive reconstruction effort after a structural fire nearly decimated it. The scaffolding sheeting snapped in the wind as Knox looked up at the building.

“Are you sure this is his target?” Rico asked. “I mean, wouldn’t the Arc de Triomphe make more of a splash?”

“He hates the Church,” Knox said. “What was his first target in Washington?”

Rico sighed and bobbed his head. “Okay, I see your point. It just seems like an odd place to attack.”

“The Catholic Church has spent several hundred million dollars to restore this place. And they’re almost finished. To reduce it to rubble right before they complete the project — that’s something he would revel in. And you know it.”

“Let’s just don’t swing and miss this time,” Rico said.

“I’m right there with you.”

Knox held back a piece of the sheeting, allowing Rico to enter first. Knox activated his headlamp and followed his partner. They both navigated the steel maze created by the scaffolding, which was draped down nearly every wall and pillar inside the cathedral. Once they reached the top of the stairs leading into to church’s crypt, Knox stopped and held up his hand. Both men froze.

Knox turned off his headlamp and he peered into the darkness.

A faint light emanated from the stairwell, along with a faint scuffling noise and a man whistling softly to himself.

“That’s him,” Knox whispered.

They slowly descended the stairs, winding their way down into a large hall. Several rooms branched out from the center. Knox ran his hand along the wall, inspecting the freshly laid stone. The area was also devoid of any scaffolding.

He scanned the area and noticed a faint beam of light permeating from beneath a door at the far end of the room. Knox gestured for Rico to go to the other side of the hall.

As they drew closer to the door, Knox took the lead, stopping just short of the door. He placed his hand on the knob and turned it gently. The knob turned, unlatching and slightly creaking as the door swung open. Knox froze, fearing the sound would garner Currie’s attention. But the bomb maker, seated in a chair at a desk with his back to the door, continued to whistle as if he didn’t hear anything.

However, their careful approach was undone in an instant.

“What the hell are you two doing sneaking around down here?” asked a familiar voice.

Knox glanced over his shoulder to see Agent Boucher, her pistol trained on them.

“I thought I made it very clear that you weren’t to do anything until the morning,” she said. “But no, you decided to come down here and play Indiana Jones.”

Knox turned back to see Currie, whose eyes widened. He thrust his hand to the ground, resulting in a puff of smoke, giving him cover for a moment. He dove out of his chair, scrambling along the ground to get around the corner of a wall that nearly divided the crypt.

“You fire that weapon, I’m going to fire on you,” she said.

Knox dropped his hands. Rico did likewise.

“We’re not going to shoot,” he said over his shoulder, between glances into the crypt for Currie.

“Good,” she said. “Now, slowly exit the room and keep your hands where I can see them.”

Knox complied before giving Rico a knowing look. Rico, who was partially hidden from Boucher’s view, kicked the door shut. Knox grabbed Currie’s chair and dashed over to it, then used it to wedge the door shut.

Boucher pounded on the door with her fist. “Agent Knox, you’re going to pay for this!”

Knox ignored her and darted around the corner with his weapon trained in front of him. Currie was gone.

Knox and Rico looked at each other, bewildered. On the other side of the room, Boucher could be heard ramming her shoulder against the door in an attempt to get it to budge.

Knox and Rico began searching the different crypts, looking for Currie’s escape route. Knox opened one crypt and saw a half-made bomb inside. Rico ripped open a door on the other side of the room and uncovered a tunnel.

“Over here,” Rico said.

Knox shined his headlamp into the tunnel. After a split-second assessment, he launched himself inside. Rico followed right behind him.

Both men wormed their way through the dusty passage, which didn’t look like it had been touched by the renovation, if anyone even knew about it. After a short scramble, they reached another door, which Knox pushed through. It dumped them out at the foot of another set of stairs leading to the ground level.

Knox and Rico hustled out and raced up the steps, taking them two at a time. Once they reached the top, they emerged into a plaza outside the front of the church. Knox spun around, searching in every direction. The fact that there were ten bridges on and off the small island cast a looming shadow on his odds for finding Currie.

“If we were running, which way would you go?” Knox asked.

Rico pointed toward the bridge leading to another small island. “Conventional wisdom would tell you to disappear into the streets of Paris proper, but the best way to disappear is to go to the place you’d be least likely to go,” he said.

“And that island has half the exits this one does,” Knox said. “Let’s split up.”

Île Saint-Louis was a smaller island, comprised of 27 acres of narrow streets and alleyways and large blocks. Knox took the north side, while Rico went south.

There were two walking bridges off the island—the Louis-Philippe Bridge and the Marie Bridge. As Knox passed each one, he scanned it quickly and didn’t see anyone resembling Currie racing away. He turned his focus back to the labyrinth of alleys, sprinting up and down. Then Knox stopped.

Where the hell could he have gone?

Knox activated his comms. “You see him anywhere, Rico?”

“Nothing here. It’s like he vanished.”

Then Knox had a thought.

What if I was wrong about Currie? What if he never left the room?

“I’m going back to the crypt,” Knox said. “I think I missed something.”

“You missed something?” Rico asked.

“I think he’s still there.”

He spun around and sprinted back toward the church. His lungs burned, his legs too, as they churned along the sidewalk. He rounded the corner and found himself staring down the barrel of a gun.

“That’s far enough,” Claire Boucher said, her weapon trained on his chest. “I warned you not to leave your room tonight. But did you listen?”

Knox eyed her closely. “You work with The Consortium, don’t you?”

She knit her brow and ignored his comment.

“You’re in over your head, Agent Knox. Now it’s time to go back to your room. And tomorrow morning, instead of looking for Currie, you’re going to be on an airplane flying back to Washington empty-handed.”

“Currie’s going to blow up the cathedral.”

“Ask me if I care.”

“I’m sorry,” Knox said. “But I have to go.”

“You’re not going anywhere. And don’t think I won’t shoot you.”

Knox pondered testing her resolve, weighing whether she would actually carry out her threat. In a split second, he decided to press his luck.

But then he froze, as Boucher collapsed to the ground.

“You’re the one who’s not going anywhere,” Makenzie said, looming over the unconscious Boucher.

“Nice timing,” Knox said.

“I was tracking you and rolled by when I noticed you were in trouble,” she said.

Rico rounded the corner, joining them.

“What’d I miss?” he asked.

“Help me get Boucher in the back and I’ll explain along the way,” Knox said.

“Where are we going?” Makenzie asked.

“Back to Notre-Dame.”

They all scrambled into the vehicle. Makenzie jammed her foot onto the accelerator, and the SUV lurched forward. Knox had jumped in the back and worked quickly to secure Boucher, all while explaining to Rico his theory.

Ten minutes later, they were back in the hall underground, creeping toward the crypt. The door was open, and Knox’s hunch was proven right. Whistling Beethoven’s Ninth, Currie was hunched over a table, soldering wires together.

“There’s no one to bail you out this time,” Knox said.

The whistling stopped. “Nor you,” Currie said. “I’ve made peace with my fate. Have you?”

Knox eased closer to the bomb maker and then swung out wide to gain a better view of what he was doing. Currie smiled and pushed a button.

A timer started, the digital numbers counting down from five minutes.

“None of your fancy devices will be able to stop this one now,” Currie said. “So, shoot me now, if you wish. This entire island is rigged to blow. And there’s hardly enough time for you to get off of it.”

“You’re a bitter man,” Knox said. “And a clueless one at that.”

“Clueless? Oh, I know exactly what I’m doing.”

Rico and Makenzie fanned out, creating a semicircle around Currie, who was hemmed in against the wall.

“For a man who’s spent his life lashing out against the world because of what happened to your father, I find it quite ironic that you would be whistling Beethoven’s Ninth.”

“It’s a catchy tune.”

“It’s also one about facing adversity and finding hope and joy in the midst of it.”

Currie laughed humorlessly. “There’s no joy to be found on this rock, not now, not in the future.”

“Not when there’s people like you determined to destroy the lives of others, for what? For fun? For fame? For fortune?”

“All worthwhile endeavors.”

“You killed my friend Austin,” Knox said. “Some random Bali nightclub bombing. You probably don’t even remember it.”

Currie shook his head.

“Actually, I remember it all too well. When I was first building the bomb for the job, I lost my finger.”

“And my friend lost his life.”

“It’s a sad world we live in, Agent Knox, one that’s full of darkness. At least, that’s what my father used to say. And then he was murdered, right in front of my very eyes. That’s when I knew he was wrong about so many things, but right about the darkness.”

“I can attest to that fact, but it’s not as dark as you think,” Knox said. “Your world is only as dark as you make it. And I’m about to make mine a little brighter.”

“Good luck, Agent Knox. I’ll see you in hell.”

Currie spun and lunged toward the detonator, in an attempt to bypass the clock.

But his body twisted and flailed as he stumbled, all three agents unloading on him. He fell onto the chair and stopped, lying slumped over the back, eyes vacant, mouth open as if he wanted to say one more thing.

Knox rushed over to the bomb and stared blankly at the timer, which had ticked down to less than two minutes.

“Can we move it?” Rico asked. “Toss in the Seine?”

Knox shook his head. “It’s got an override mechanism,” he said. “It’s one of the things I learned about Currie that was in the briefing. Several times his bombs have been duds, but tech analysts were able to determine that he’d installed a override function on them, though they never could figure out how they worked.”

“And you do?”

Knox shrugged. “I hope so,” he said. “But you two need to go now.”

Rico paused.

“I’m not⁠—”

“Go now!” Knox roared. “You can make it if you hurry.”

“Come with us,” Makenzie said.

“Hundreds of people will die if this things detonates. I’ve at least got to try.”

Rico and Makenzie dashed up the stairs, their footsteps fading as Knox took a deep breath and stared at the screen.

What could it be?

Knox wasn’t sure, but he had a few ideas as he examined the device and studied the keypad. He hit a green button, and the timer migrated to the top of the screen. In the middle, a blinking cursor stared back at him, mocking him.

He stared at the tiny keyboard and started to pound out a phrase, the one he’d heard Jake utter to arm the device that he’d attached to Rico’s wrist.

“T-E-M-P-O-R-A M-U-T-A-N-T-O-R.”

The screen cleared, but the timer continued its marching to zero.

Knox tried another one.

A-S-H-E-S. Then he hit a button labeled Enter.

Nothing.

“Dammit,” Knox said, as he glanced at the timer, which was approaching one minute remaining.

Come on, Knox. Think.

Another idea.

O-N-Y-X. And then the enter button.

The screen returned to its mocking image.

A-S-H-T-O-N.

Again, nothing.

A tear streaked down Knox’s face as he stared at the screen and realized he was about to be obliterated.

Fifteen seconds on the timer ticked down.

Then Knox had another thought.

J-A-M-E-S.

This time, a question: “Do you want to stop the timer? Press 1 to stop. Press 2 to continue.”

Knox pressed “1” and the timer froze.

He let out a shaky breath and then collapsed to the floor. He started to cry, and then looked up at Currie’s face. It had a vacant expression, not much different than when he was alive.

“How the hell are you still alive?” Rico demanded, over the comms.

Knox composed himself. He’d had brushes with death before, but this one hit differently. He’d escaped, unsure of how he remembered such a small detail while under duress.

“It was James,” Knox said.

“James?” Rico asked.

“Yes, James. That was the name of Currie’s father.”

“How the hell did you pull that out of your ass?” Rico asked.

“I’m in a church. Maybe I had a little help.”

“We’re coming back to get you,” Makenzie said. “Sit tight.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

But Knox changed his mind. He went up the steps and wandered into the cathedral’s main sanctuary. Hidden beneath scaffolding sheeting, he found an altar with dozens of candles and a matchbook. He removed a candle and placed it on the ground, struck a match, and lit the wick.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE


Rural Southwest Virginia

Knox couldn’t wipe the smile off his face as he walked through The Cabin’s long corridor. He was halfway down the hall when he heard a familiar voice calling to him. But when he turned around, no one was there. He looked left and right, and then back down the hall. It was empty.

“I must be losing my mind,” he said softly to himself.

“Up here.”

Knox looked at the ceiling and jumped back as a woman clad in skin-tight leather body suit with goggles dropped from the ceiling. Dr. Wells pulled her hood off and smiled.

“Took you long enough,” she said. “I was beginning to question your intelligence.”

“It’s not every day that someone just drops in on me like that,” he said, unable to suppress his grin.

“Now, I’ve heard about your Knox Knox jokes, but that was pretty bad.”

“It’s practice for when I become a father.”

Wells’ eyebrows shot upward. “Is there something you need to tell me?”

“No, no,” he said with a laugh. “Nothing like that. Just … one day.”

“Okay, if you say so.”

“I do,” he said. “And I also want to say thank you for that little device you gave us.”

“You mean this one?” she said, holding up a small black box.

She pressed a button, resulting in a cacophony of cursing and complaining from the offices down the hall.

Director Banks stormed into the hall and marched toward them.

“Uh oh,” Wells said, through gritted teeth. “Looks like I’m going to get scolded by the headmistress.”

“Dr. Wells!” shouted Banks, “how many times have I told you, if you’re going to test your gadgets⁠—”

“I know, I know. Let everyone know in advance. I’m sorry. Just a little maladaptive brain activity.”

“A mala—what?”

“A brain fart, Director. It’s what happens when you spend too much of your day hanging from the ceiling.”

“I don’t wanna know,” Banks threw her hands in the air and returned to her office. “Just keep it to yourself.”

Knox studied Wells’ suit. “So, is this your latest creation?”

“It’s still a work in progress, but, yes, this is what I’m working on right now. I had a failure on the suction cups earlier, so still not there yet, but I’m close. Maybe I’ll let you test it out, once I’m done tweaking it.”

“Not sure I want to be your guinea pig.”

“How’d my last gadget work out for you?”

“That’s a fair point,” Knox said. He gestured to the conference room. “Are you coming to the meeting?”

“I’m trying not to, but have fun without me.”

Wells flicked a switch on her gloves that made a low humming noise, and then she leaped onto the wall and began walking up it on her hands and knees.

Knox saw Banks duck into the conference room, prompting him to pick up his pace. He was the last one to arrive, resulting in him catching flak from the rest of the team.

“Thank you for gracing us with your presence, Agent Knox,” Banks said, peering over her glasses. “Now, shall we begin?”

She paused and drew in a breath before the political pundit on the cable news show broadcasting on the television behind her said something that made everyone take note. The newscaster wore a sharp gray suit with a dark tie and stared intently at the camera.

“For several weeks now,” he began, ”many experts in Washington have hammered President Lewis for his weak approach to addressing threats to this nation’s security. Now, many of them are on television issuing mea culpas over his most recent success, something he’ll be able to hang his hat on when the election rolls around next year.” The anchor paused to catch his breath, then went on. “‘What exactly did he do?’ you might be wondering. Well, all he did was eliminate the world’s most dangerous terrorist in Ashton ‘Mr. Ashes’ Currie. Three days ago, special forces agents, working in conjunction with the French DGSE, eliminated Currie, at the same time stopping a potentially devastating attack at the Notre-Dame Cathedral in Paris.”

Banks silenced the audio and applauded her team, breaking everyone’s fixation on the television.

“Bravo,” she said. “That’s because of you guys, every single one of you, and what you’ve been doing to get us to this point. And as a result, you might’ve all just saved our jobs. We’re all incredibly grateful for that, so pat yourselves on the back.”

“Maybe that’ll shut up Norman Harrington,” Makenzie said.

Banks chuckled and shook her head.

“Don’t we all wish,” she said. “Just the opposite, in fact. Harrington’s only going to get more vocal about things. He’s about to announce he’s running for president next year.”

Several of the team members mumbled curse words — some loud, others under their breath.

“Don’t worry,” Banks said. “We can put Harrington in his place, too. When the time is right.”

“No time like the present,” Knox said, pointedly.

“We can deal with that later,” Banks said. “But we need to get down to business, starting with President Lewis’s personally recorded video.”

Seconds later, the screen was filled with Lewis’s face. He appeared focused but sullen. Still, he wasted no time in thanking everyone involved in the operation that resulted in the death of Currie.

After that, Banks took the floor again, this time to discuss where the team was headed next.

“We’re going after The Consortium,” Banks said. “We received a tip within the past twenty-four hours that has some valuable information about that organization and what their relationship is to some of the country’s most dangerous criminals. So, that’s what’s on the docket. Any questions?”

“Where exactly are we going?” Knox said. “And who are we hunting?”

Banks nodded toward the file folders placed neatly in front of each seat.

“Read the report,” she said. “And if you have any questions for me after that, my door is always open. Enjoy.”

“Where did we get all this information from?” Knox asked, as he leafed through the pages.

“From you, of course,” Banks said, before standing and clapping twice. “Now, let’s get to work.”
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