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Dedication


For Barbara Poelle, my agent and friend, who started this adventure with me.
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Lieutenant Colonel Jon Smith, MD, picked up on the man tailing him five minutes into his stroll. A second stood on a corner three-quarters of a block ahead of him, lighting a cigarette. The match flame revealed that he was Asian. Between the two lay a shadowed street lined with tall trees, houses set back from the curb, and Smith.


He’d left the cocktail party in the tony area of Georgetown in Washington, DC, after attending a reception for Chang Ying Peng, a world-renowned microbiologist who had just been smuggled out of a Chinese prison. That one of the men tracking Smith was Asian made Smith think the two facts were related. Most of the attendees had held positions of power and prestige, and Smith suspected some were undercover CIA and FBI operatives, there to glean any intelligence they could from the man. In this last endeavor they were thwarted, because he’d arrived with the activist attorney hired to defend him by one of the human rights organizations, and she had hovered nearby and run interference whenever anyone attempted to probe too deeply.


Smith slowed and analyzed his options. Perhaps the trackers were simply more FBI agents keeping tabs on all the attendees of a party for a controversial figure. Maybe the Department of Homeland Security? He was six steps closer to the smoking man when his speculation came to an abrupt halt. The man flicked the match away and reached with his right hand into the side of his jacket for what Smith presumed was a gun in a holster.


Smith spun left and ran down into a front yard on a path that led between two houses. He heard rather than saw the smoking man running behind him. Smith was six feet tall and was obliged to duck his head to avoid a jutting bay window that narrowed the small path even more. As he approached the backyard, a motion-activated spotlight flared to life, bathing him in a glaring white glow and sending a ray of panic through Smith. The attacker would have to be the worst shot in DC if he missed at that distance. Smith reached a chain-link gate about four feet high, lifted the latch, and stumbled into the yard. A quick glance revealed that a garage blocked the exit on the yard’s far end, forcing him to continue in a straight line. He sprinted along the lawn’s edge and past the garage, breathing a sigh of relief as he came out the other side into the backyard of another home.


He crossed the lawn, past the building and onto another street, only to see a third man step out from a tree at the block’s far end. Smith turned right and kept moving along the sidewalk, walking, but at a brisk pace. He glanced behind him and saw that the smoking man had cleared the house and was heading Smith’s way.


It’s a pincer movement, Smith thought.


The three men began closing in, but unlike Smith, they walked toward him in a leisurely manner, sure that they had the upper hand.


Smith cut into another narrow walkway between houses, breaking into a run the second he determined that the two buildings blocked the attackers’ view of him. His wing tip shoes echoed in the space as he ran down the narrow walkway. He reached into the inner breast pocket of his suit jacket to remove his stainless-steel pen. As a member of the military, Smith would have had a gun at his disposal, but security at the cocktail reception had been tight and he didn’t think it wise to carry concealed and risk the questions that might have been asked. Without a gun, he could still hold his own in hand-to-hand combat if it was required, but he would have liked to have had a better weapon. The pen would have to do.


This time he ran past the garage and entered a narrow alleyway. To his left a large metal Dumpster offered the only cover. He rolled it from its position against a brick wall and slipped behind it, waiting.


The man stepped into the alley, a knife in his hand and his attention aimed high and focused upward. To Smith it seemed as though he was looking for something in the sky. Smith slipped from behind the Dumpster, rose in one fluid movement, placed both hands on the attacker’s back, and shoved. Caught by surprise, the man pitched forward and Smith stayed with him, following his trajectory downward, until the man was face-first on the asphalt. Smith hammered a knee into the man’s back as he knelt, grabbed him by the hair, lifted his head, and slammed his face downward. Blood poured from the man’s nose as Smith held his cheek hard against the ground while he shoved the pen tip into the small divot behind the man’s earlobe, where the jaw hinged. He pressed it deep. The man groaned from the ground.


“You move that knife out from under you nice and slow. Try anything and I’ll dislocate your jaw and sever your carotid artery.”


The man slid his right arm out from under him, and Smith dropped the pen and grabbed the knife, jamming it back into place.


“Why are you following me?” Smith asked.


From the corner of his eye Smith saw movement, and he heard a buzzing sound. In the alley’s dull light he saw the flash of either a large insect or small bird. It hovered twenty feet away and lowered from fifteen feet in a precise, vertical line. The man gasped and Smith looked back at him. Only one of the man’s eyes was visible, but Smith could see that he was panicked at the sight of the insect.


“What is it?” he asked.


The man began to struggle. Smith pressed the knife deeper, and blood began to ooze from the puncture wound and slide down the man’s neck. The buzzing insect flew closer, and the man struggled harder. Smith focused all his weight onto the one knee that was shoved into the man’s back.


The second attacker stepped into the far end of the alley to Smith’s right, blocking the entrance to it. He started forward but caught sight of the insect and stopped. Smith watched, fascinated, as the man’s gaze locked on the bug. He took several careful steps backward, all the while keeping his eyes on the insect.


The third attacker stepped into view next to the second. He began to move forward, but the other put a hand on his sleeve and pointed to the insect. This attacker, too, stepped back. Both remained at the edge of the alley and stared. The only sound was a police siren in the distance and the buzzing of the insect. It finished lowering and began to fly toward Smith, once again in a remarkably straight, unwavering line.


“Get him, not me!” the man on the ground yelled. He heaved upward, trying to dislodge Smith without success.


Now Smith could see that it wasn’t an insect, but some sort of radio-controlled device designed to look like a massive cicada. Two curved and serrated stingers protruded from its mandible, and its LED eyes glowed red.


Whatever the hell that is I don’t want it near me, Smith thought.


When the buzzing thing was five feet away, Smith pulled on the struggling man’s hair and hauled him to his knees, jamming the knife deeper into his neck to keep the man’s face and body in the buzzing thing’s line of trajectory.


“Tell it to stop,” he said to the man.


“Be sure you hit him, not me!” the man yelled. The insect began to bob and weave, circling them both in an obvious attempt to gain access to Smith. Smith pulled the man to his feet, using him as a human shield. Smith dug the knife in deeper still, and the man groaned in pain. The blood pouring down the man’s neck was quickly soaking the top of his jacket.


“I said tell it to stop,” Smith said.


“Stop!” the man yelled. The insect feinted closer and bobbed back again when Smith pushed the man’s face in its direction.


“Say it again. I’m not letting go, and I’ll be sure it hits you as well,” Smith said.


“I can’t control it. You can see that. My job was to isolate you so it could get a clear shot.” The panic in his voice drove Smith’s own adrenaline higher.


“Then get ready to run,” Smith said. He dragged the man backward as he spoke, twisting and turning to avoid giving the device a clear shot at him.


“Forget it,” the man said. “You can’t outrun it. Once it hits you, it will poison you. Like a spider with a fresh catch.” He turned to look at the other two men, who still waited at the alley’s end. “Get over here and help me!” he shouted.


Both stayed put. It was clear to Smith that neither wanted to get anywhere near the device. It swooped closer in a curving arc. Smith jerked the man’s body toward it just as the insect made a popping sound and a stream of smoke shot from the center of its mandible directly into the man’s face.


Smith let go and stumbled backward, keeping his nose pressed into the crook of his elbow. At the edge of the alley, the second and third attackers were backpedaling even farther away, keeping an eye not on Smith but on the cloud of smoke.


Smith turned and started running, holding his breath as he shot down the alley. He swerved in and out between the occasional garbage can and activated a series of garage-mounted lights as he did, creating a kaleidoscope of blinding white flashes. His eyes watered at the glare and his lungs ached from sprinting while holding his breath, but he kept going, unwilling to provide the insect a clear shot or the men at the end of the alley with an easy target.


He took one look behind him as he reached the alley’s end. The man who had chased him had fallen to his knees, his back straight and his body upright. He was still, frozen, and the insect hovered in front of his face. To Smith he looked catatonic. The strange device rose up into the air, adjusted its position, and flew straight toward Smith.
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Smith heard the buzzing behind him and kicked up his pace, his arms and legs pumping as he emerged from the alley and raced down the shadowed sidewalk, looking for a place to hide. He needed to get into a house, building, or car—anything that would allow him to get behind closed doors and windows. His own car was parked several streets away, and he doubted he’d be able to outrun the device long enough to reach it. He turned a corner and hit pay dirt. Katherine Arden, the activist attorney, was striding down the sidewalk while sorting through a keychain in her hand. Smith fell in step with her, ran his arm through hers, and dragged her forward, increasing both their paces.


“Ms. Arden, how nice to see you. Did you enjoy the party? Are you heading home?”


Arden gave him a surprised look, shook out of his hold, and stopped walking to face him. Wishing that she would keep moving, he cast a quick look behind her. The device wasn’t in sight, nor were the two other men, and so he returned his attention to her.


She frowned. “Aren’t you one of the scientists from Mayo Clinic?” she asked.


He shook his head. “Not Mayo.” He glanced behind her again.


“Is something wrong?” She turned to look in that direction as well.


“I think I’m being followed. Have been since the party,” he said.


“Ah,” Arden said. “I’m not surprised, given the number of undercover FBI, CIA, NSA, and God knows who else at that party. If it makes you feel any better, I get followed all the time.”


Now he focused on her. “By who?”


“Tonight, probably by all of them, but the alphabet soup of my trackers changes depending on whatever client I’m currently representing. I’ve come to see eluding them as a game.” She beeped open a new-model hybrid car parked only six feet away. At that moment Smith saw the device reappear high up and over a stand of trees. Its buzzing sound was faint but still audible. It hovered in place and began to rotate slowly. To Smith it looked like it was sweeping the area to find him. At street level the second attacker stepped out from beside a house about a block away. They were back in control and once again closing in.


Arden turned and spotted the man as well. “That him?”


“Yes. I see you have your car here—would you mind giving me a ride? Quickly?” he asked. The device was now facing Smith, and he watched as it began to lower.


“Let’s go,” she said. “We’ll see if I win this round.”


Smith swung open the passenger door, slid into the car, and was relieved when Arden jogged around and fell into the driver’s seat. She slammed the car door shut, hit the lock button, and punched the starter just as the device came into sight at the top edge of the passenger window. Smith got a close look at it. The LED eyes still glowed, but a small light at its belly displayed an icon of a battery that was blinking red. The device wobbled, as if it was losing power, and flew into the window glass. Smith jerked his head away, even though he knew the window was between them. The bug bounced off the glass and rose higher, above the car’s roof, and hung there, six inches away.


Arden glanced to the side.


“An insect hit the glass,” Smith said. Get this car moving, he thought.


The second attacker came into view in the passenger-side mirror. The man craned his neck to see who was driving, but it was clear that he had no intention of getting closer while the insect hovered. To Smith’s great relief, Arden hit the gas and pulled away from the curb. Smith heard a yell as the car took off.


They accelerated smoothly into the street, took a right at the next corner too fast, and with a squealing of tires sped down the straightaway. Smith watched in the side-view mirror as the second attacker hit the corner and began to run but soon slowed and then stopped. At the next block Arden turned left, and the man disappeared from view. Smith sat back with a sigh of relief.


Arden gave him a glance. “Don’t worry. It can be alarming at first, but they generally don’t create a problem. At least, they haven’t in my case.”


For a moment Smith thought she was talking about the device, but he swallowed and forced himself to calm down. As he did he realized that she was discussing being followed by government agents. He took several slow breaths and considered his options. The device’s blinking lights told him that it wouldn’t function much longer. Arden was racing down the street, punching the gas and taking corners with calm efficiency, so she was putting quite a bit of distance between them and the insect.


“Thank you,” he said. “I have no idea who that was, but I got the definite impression that it was best not to wait to find out.”


She nodded as she took another corner with a slight squeal of tires.


“You’re pretty sanguine about it,” he said.


“As I said, they follow me a lot. In addition to Mr. Chang, I’m defending two clients in Guantanamo and one that’s currently in hiding from an African strongman who’s vowed to kill him. And there’s been a fatwa calling for my death placed on my head by an extremist organization. That was a few years ago.” She shrugged. “Anyway, I’ve gotten used to it. But I can see how it would be frightening. I know how it is when the industrial governmental complex guns for you.”


Smith wasn’t sure how to reply. He looked at her profile as he pondered a response. She was about thirty-five years old, her hair bleached white and cut short like a man’s, which emphasized the fine features of her face. Her skin held a translucent pale color that Smith associated with some vegans or with people who rarely ventured outside. She was slender, bordering on too skinny. She wore a diamond stud, cuff, and hoop in the ear that he could see. She was tall for a woman, and her navy suit with narrow pant legs and jacket over a white V-neck shirt was tailored and well fitting. On her wrist was a large man’s watch with an analog face and a tan leather band that overwhelmed her narrow bones.


“I don’t know what you mean,” Smith said.


She gave him a knowing glance before returning her gaze to the road.


“I mean that the attendees of tonight’s party are going to be added to the NSA’s hit list. Better toss your cell phone and get a burner.” Her voice held a trace of amusement.


“I’ve done nothing that would raise their interest. I assume you’re joking,” Smith said.


“Not at all. No one is safe from our government anymore.”


Smith refrained from rolling his eyes at the statement. Instead, he strove for a polite reply.


“I’m not sure we’ve met formally. I’m Lieutenant Colonel Jon Smith, a microbiologist stationed at the U.S. Army Medical Research Institute for Infectious Diseases in Fort Detrick, Maryland, which I presume makes me a card-carrying member of the industrial governmental complex to which you refer.”


She gave him an amused glance. “A fact that won’t protect you. They’ll spy on their own.”


“Oh, no—you’re a conspiracy theorist,” he said.


She shrugged. “I’m a realist. And I’m not the one being chased down a dark street by a guy in a suit. Do you want me to drive to the nearest police station?”


Smith exhaled and looked out the window. While her views were extreme, she had a point. The men had looked like undercover agents for the FBI or CIA, even perhaps intelligence officers for the DHS, and the device that had chased him seemed to have been loaded with some sort of paralyzing drug that would have disabled him long enough for the three to hustle him away. Perhaps he was being targeted to be debriefed. He’d reach out to his contacts before filing a report at the local level.


“No, thanks. I’ll handle it through other channels. Maybe you should let me out at the nearest train station. I’ll head home from there.”


“No car?”


He shook his head. “I had parked it in the neighborhood and was headed to it when I discovered I was being followed. Best I not go back to get it.”


“USAMRIID. Wasn’t it one of your colleagues that the FBI claimed laced the letters with anthrax that killed some people several years ago?” She slowed to a stop at a red light and turned to look at him.


Smith felt a bit of irritation rise, but he tamped it down.


“Two scientists were investigated and one was presumed to be involved, yes. A definite link was never proven.”


“Maybe they’re looking to hang you for it.”


Smith had had enough. He opened the door. “Thanks for the ride,” he said, and he stepped out of the car. The light turned green, but the car didn’t move. The passenger window lowered and she leaned over to look at him through it.


“I didn’t mean to upset you. This isn’t even close to a train station.”


The car behind her honked, and Smith backed up onto the curb as she moved her car over and switched on the hazard lights. The vehicle behind her pulled alongside and honked again. She flipped the driver the bird, which made Smith smile despite his irritation. The car sped away. She looked back at him.


“As a child, I was taught what was right, but I was not taught to correct my temper,” she said.


“So it would seem. Where have I heard that before?”


“Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice. Darcy says it. Get in the car, Lieutenant Colonel, and I promise not to offend your pride again.”


Smith relented and resumed his seat. “Pride and Prejudice? Given your reputation, I would expect a quote from The Art of War.”


She smiled as she drove. “‘He who exercises no forethought but makes light of his opponents is sure to be captured by them.’ Sun Tzu knew what he was talking about. I never make light of opponents. Especially when they’re as powerful as the government.”


“Are you always so blunt?” he asked.


She nodded. “Always. I find that it saves time in the long run. Anyone who can’t take the truth doesn’t belong in my world. It’s too exhausting to keep up a front for them, and I find that most people who require hand-holding are just too weak to stomach the issues that I deal with on a daily basis in the human rights field. Wouldn’t work for either of us.”


“You have a lot of tough cases, then?”


She nodded. “Beyond tough. Take Mr. Chang. He was tortured in that Chinese prison.”


“The Chinese deny it.”


“I know they do, but I believe him. So why do you think that man was chasing you?”


Smith shook his head. “I honestly have no idea.”


“That’s a shame, because there’s a car tailing us and coming on fast.”
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A quick glance in the side mirror confirmed that she was right—they were being followed.


“Keep turning as often as possible,” Smith said. He pulled out his phone and dialed a private number that he knew would be answered, day or night. In addition to his duties at Fort Detrick, Smith was a member of Covert-One, a highly secretive organization run by the president and not overseen by any congressional authority. As a covert operative, Smith often worked with a small, select team of other operatives from various walks of life. The one he was calling was a high-ranking CIA officer.


“Make it fast—I just woke up and haven’t had my coffee yet.” Randi Russell’s voice was pitched low and held a note of humor. Smith heard the clink of a glass in the background.


“I’m in a car with a famous human rights activist lawyer and being chased by men in suits. Any idea who they might be?” Smith said.


“Who’s the lawyer?”


“Katherine Arden.”


“Whoever they are, let them have her. She’s a pain in the agency’s ass.”


“She’s a bystander. They’re chasing me.”


“Not good. How did the two of you end up in the same car? That’s like fraternizing with the enemy.”


“I was at a cocktail party for Chang Ying Peng—as were, I suspect, many of your CIA colleagues. And while you’re at it, can you have someone swing by this location?” He gave her directions to the alley.


“Okay. What’s there?”


He glanced at Arden while he thought about how to answer Russell.


“I may have tripped one of the men and he may have hurt himself.”


He saw Arden smirk.


“Hmm. How bad is he? Are they going to have to contain a situation?”


“Perhaps. I’m not sure. There’s more, but I’ll have to fill you in on that later.”


“Okay. Hold tight. I’ll call you right back.”


Arden turned twice and then maneuvered through a stale yellow light. The trailing car was forced to stop when it turned red and the cross traffic began moving.


“I couldn’t help overhearing; did you just call a CIA officer?”


Smith pointed to a narrow street on his right. “Turn here. This street feeds into a larger one that is often empty at this time of night. You might be able to get some speed going.”


She did as he asked and gave him a questioning look.


“May I hire you as my attorney?” he said.


She raised an eyebrow. “Of course. But doesn’t the military have its own lawyers?”


“Here.” He reached into his wallet and placed a twenty-dollar bill on the console between them. “Now you’re my attorney and the attorney-client privilege applies. So what you just heard you can’t repeat, correct? Besides, it was a slip of the tongue.” His phone rang, the screen displaying “RR.”


“Good news?” he asked Russell.


“I’m afraid not. The local FBI office is denying any interest in you. They routinely keep an eye on Arden but didn’t bother tonight because they had three agents attending the Chang cocktail party. Likewise, the CIA also attended the party and they said they have no one on the street following attendees. Looks like your guys are private contractors. And one of the officers from the party was still in the neighborhood and drove down the alley. There was nothing there. Seems like they cleaned up their own mess. The FBI offered to help. Want me to send an official escort? Back everyone off?”


He checked the side-view mirror. “They’re not behind me now, so we may have successfully lost them, but they could have another team ready at my house. I’d appreciate it if you could have that checked for me. And I left my car near the party. Would love another to use tonight.”


“I’ll make a call. If you see an unfamiliar number on your phone, answer it. It’ll be your bodyguard with the information about your house and the location of a car you can use. Either way, I don’t suggest that you go home right away.”


“Understood. I’ll head over to the lab for a couple of hours, finish up some paperwork.” He gave her the Metro stop that he would be taking.


“I’ll be sure to tell them to arrange for a car somewhere along the line,” Russell said. “Is that all?”


Smith paused. He wanted to tell her about the device and the drugged man in the alley, but he didn’t want Arden to overhear.


“I’ll contact …” Smith paused. He was going to say that he’d call Nathaniel “Fred” Klein, the head of Covert-One, but he didn’t need Arden overhearing. “ … Our mutual friend. The rest I’ll handle on my own,” he said.


“Well, that certainly sounds cryptic. When you get a chance, I’d love to hear it.”


“Oh, you will. But in the meantime, thanks. I owe you one.”


“Anytime,” Russell said.


He turned to Arden. “Looks like we lost him, but for safety’s sake, turn left here again.” She turned. After a few minutes, she sighed in relief.


“Nothing behind us that I can see.” She handed the twenty back to him. “I hate to inform you, but I require a much bigger retainer. Don’t worry—your slip is safe with me.”


Smith believed her. He pocketed the bill. “I’ll take that Metro stop.” He pointed to a sign half a block ahead on their right.


She pulled the car over to the curb. “Well, Mr. Smith, it’s been an interesting and enlightening ride. Should you ever need an attorney, please feel free to give me a call.”


“Thanks—I’ll remember that,” he said. And he meant it. His phone buzzed with a text from an unknown number that instructed him to take a train to a particular Metro stop where a car would be available for his use. Once out of the car, he jogged down the steps and was relieved to see a train pulling into the station. Within twenty seconds, he was on his way.
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The kidnappers came at midnight. Carter Warner, the undersecretary of defense, had just stepped inside his house outside Washington, DC, when a hood was thrown over his head and a rope around his neck. A baton swept his legs out from under him. After the first few seconds of shock, Warner’s former military training kicked in, and he began to fight. He’d served in Vietnam and though forty years of civilian life had dulled his reflexes and aged his body, they hadn’t dimmed his will to live.


He was flat on his back and blinded by the hood, so he used his feet, kicking in a frenzy of hard blows and rage. He connected twice, as was evidenced by the grunts of pain that he heard after a lucky strike from his hard wing tip shoe. One of the attackers began kicking him in the ribs. Warner gasped in pain when the steel-toed boot sank deep into his side. Another attacker flipped him over and yanked his arms behind his back. He felt the clamp of handcuffs; the rope around his neck tightened to cut off his airway, and in that moment he knew the physical aspect of his fight was over. He went still.


Warner had climbed the political ladder in DC by virtue of a formidable intelligence coupled with a practical, clear-eyed manner. Tapping into his typical self-control, he did his best to keep the overwhelming fear at bay and think. As they worked around him, tying his ankles together and wrapping a strip of cloth over the hood and around his face in a gag, he tried to rein in his unruly mind and focus. They lifted him, hands under his arms and clutching his feet, and moved him along the hall to the back of the house, where they laid him on the floor. He heard a series of beeps as one of them fired up his computer in the home office he maintained in the rear of the narrow town house. The PC played the usual tones as it allowed access to the main drive.


How did they get my password? he wondered.


As undersecretary, he had high-level clearance, a government-issued PC system, and a cell phone with extraordinary threat protection provided by the best minds in the cyber counterterrorism unit of the Department of Homeland Security as well as the secret military communications unit located at Fort Meade, Maryland. What he didn’t have was Secret Service protection, a perk given to cabinet-level personnel only.


He never worked with confidential material on the home computer—it wasn’t allowed, a fact for which he was now grateful as he listened to the clicking sound of rapid typing. While they would access routine emails between him and his secretary, nothing of national importance would be linked to the home unit. He lay on the floor, listening to the harsh breathing, his own and that of the attacker near his feet, as the other kidnapper worked on the PC. The clicking stopped, and Warner felt someone at his shoulder.


“We just sent your secretary an email from your computer telling her that you’re ill and won’t be at the office. Now, I’m going to dial your secretary’s number and place a phone to your ear. I expect you to leave a voicemail telling her that you’re sick with the flu. Ask not to be disturbed. Tell her to forward on the email that explains this. If you say anything else, I’ll slit your throat immediately. Nod once if you understand.”


Warner nodded. He heard some rustling, felt the cloth gag being removed, and he jerked as a hand slid under the hood and placed the receiver to his ear. When he heard the beep, he did as he was told. When the call was finished, the attacker put his hands under Warner’s arms, the other took his feet, and they carried him out the back door.


He wasn’t one to avoid the hard truths of life; he knew that whoever was currently stuffing his bound body into a waiting vehicle wasn’t going to treat him with any human dignity. When the torture came—and he had no doubt it would—he needed to be mentally prepared. He heard the engine turn over and felt the vibration as the vehicle started to move. He lay in the darkness and prayed.


Richard Meccean, the head of Health and Human Services, was walking his dog for the last time that evening when he heard running footsteps behind him and spun around in time to see a pair of men, their faces covered with hoods, racing toward him. His dog, a Weimaraner and Doberman mix, reacted. The dog planted her four legs, hunched her back, and began barking with such force that her entire body shook with the effort. One of the men shot the dog with a gun equipped with a silencer, and the other man made an irritated, hissing sound before placing his own gun against the small of Meccean’s back. A van slid to a halt on the road beside them, and Meccean was hustled into it. As they trussed Meccean, the image of his pet lying on the ground rose in his mind. He tried but failed to stop a tear escaping down his cheek.


Nick Rendel was sitting in front of a computer screen in his home office, his fingers tapping out a staccato beat as he waited for a page to load, when the security alarm in his house began to blare. A small monitor placed in the wall near the door showed two men, dressed in black, approaching at a jog down the main hall from the house’s backyard entrance.


Rendel, a slender man in his late twenties, used his mouse to turn on several internal closed-circuit televisions, slid open a nearby drawer, and removed a gun. He held the Beretta in one hand as he worked on the keyboard with the other. The computer page loaded, and he accessed two passwords before the men stepped into the home office.


“What do you want?” Rendel asked.


“Put the weapon down on the carpet. Slowly,” one of the men said. His heavily accented English was laced with an Eastern European pronunciation. Rendel lowered the gun and shot a glance at the alarm keypad on the far wall.


They successfully killed the system, Rendel thought.


As if reading his mind, the man nodded. “It’s disconnected. Won’t call the authorities, and that button in your humidor won’t work either. Now move. Down the hall to the backyard.”


Rendel padded toward the man, who stepped aside for him to pass, and he continued into the hall. The door at the far end was open and guarded by another man with a balaclava covering his face. When he reached the door, Rendel looked back at his kidnapper.


“May I put on my shoes?” He indicated a pair of shoes resting next to the door. The kidnapper shook his head.


“Where you’re going you won’t need them. The slippers will do.” He gave an order in a foreign language to the man holding the door and pushed the gun’s muzzle into Rendel’s back. “Around the side and to the van.”


Rendel gave a quick look to the CCTV camera the size of a pack of cigarettes set high in a corner at the hall’s end. The LED light glowed red. Moments later, as they tied him up in the back of the van, Rendel wondered when the blowback that would follow his kidnapping would begin. He figured forty-eight hours for someone to notice that he hadn’t appeared at work, and then another twenty-four before the Metro police would start a serious investigation. If by some dumb luck they found him, Rendel didn’t think they’d survive a rescue attempt. The crew driving this van was professional, cool, and deadly.
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Smith found the rental car at the stop exactly where he’d been told he would. He retrieved the keys from under the mat and drove toward the office, mulling over his options. His biggest issue was what to do about the tail and the drone, for that is what he decided the device had been. After a moment’s thought he dialed the cell number for Mark Brand, a man he’d worked with on a Covert-One matter in New York and whose regular job was with the FBI. He was relieved when a sleepysounding voice answered the phone.


“Brand? It’s Jon Smith. Sorry to wake you, but I recall you telling me to call you anytime if I had a problem, and I have one now.” Smith heard static on the other line and a pause that made Smith think that Brand was not going to speak to him. “You there?” he asked.


“Yes. I’m here. It’s been a long time and I was just catching up. When I told you to call me I meant it. What’s the problem?”


Smith told him about the attack and drone. “One of your guys already canvassed the alley, but both the man and the drone were gone.”


“Didn’t this Chang guy work for the Chinese in their defense department?” Brand asked.


“Yes. He’s actually the Chinese equivalent to me: a microbiologist working in cutting-edge biochemical warfare research. The Chinese imprisoned him after he blew the whistle on some illegal testing they were conducting on the general population. They accused him of treason, saying that even if they were wrong Chang had a duty not to reveal confidential defense secrets.”


“Think they wanted to get you and debrief you on what you might have learned from Chang?”


Smith rubbed his face. The night had been long, and just the idea of the Chinese thinking he knew more than he did made it seem even longer.


“I guess it’s possible, but you have to be incredibly paranoid to think that two microbiologists would discuss confidential defense research in the middle of a cocktail party.”


“Take it from me, the Chinese are incredibly paranoid when it comes to their defense secrets. Just like us. What bothers me the most is the drone and the drug. What the hell could cause paralysis like that?”


“I’ve been thinking about it. Lots of drugs can cause that. Common ones, like marijuana or LSD. Crystal meth when it’s first administered will as well. But why use a drone? It’s not an efficient way to go about drugging me. It would have been a lot easier just to spike my drink.”


“Do you know what it was that Chang claimed the Chinese had been testing? Think they’re testing it here?”


“It’s an angle definitely worth following up on.”


He heard Brand groan over the phone. “This one’s for the counterterrorism unit. I’ll start waking everyone up right now. And I’ll be sure to check with the guys at the party and ask them what they know about Chang’s allegations. You want me to send someone to watch your house?”


“No. Russell’s already offered.”


“Good enough. I’ll be in touch if I learn anything. Watch your back.” Brand rang off.


Smith pulled up to the USAMRIID entrance, waved at the guard, parked his car, and used his keycard to enter the secure lab facility. He removed his tie and shoved it into his pocket as he headed to his office at the end of the hall. As he did he rolled his shoulders to release some tension and inhaled. He wasn’t too keen on going home just yet. He’d wait a bit to give everyone he’d called some time to get their calls out. He had several pressing matters that required immediate attention and he decided that as long as he was at the office he may as well dig into them.


As a senior researcher, he had a larger office than most, but it was decorated in a spare, utilitarian manner that Smith thought of as army basic. The majority of the work done at USAMRIID was conducted in the new high-security Biosafety Level 3 and 4 labs. Researchers simply uploaded their results from laptops situated in a large room partitioned by cubicles with walls on wheels that could be moved and repositioned. The laptops were protected by encoded passwords stored on an encrypted server. Only senior researchers had private offices.


Smith’s rectangular desk sat in the middle, with two chairs facing it. To the right and against the wall stood a tall cabinet; a low credenza to his left held books and a couple of framed commendations that he’d received over the years. There were no pictures of family; Smith had none, girlfriend likewise, nor even a dog. If Smith dropped off the face of the earth tomorrow a new researcher could occupy the office with a minimum of effort. A window on the far wall looked onto a parking lot. Smith kept the blinds closed against the harsh glare of the lot’s many light posts.


He dropped his keycard on his desk, draped his suit jacket over the back of the chair, grabbed his favorite coffee mug, and went down the hall to the break room, where he punched the button on the coffeemaker that promised a double-shot espresso. He topped that off with regular coffee, added some cream, and headed back to his office.


When he reached the door he glanced at the desk and paused. His keycard was gone; in its place was a manila envelope and what appeared to be one of his own reports. He took a slow step closer and glanced around. When he was sure no one was there he went to the desk, set his coffee down, and checked his suit pocket for his wallet. Whoever had taken his card had left the wallet alone. While he was concerned about his identification and cash there, he was even more concerned about his second keycard, which was necessary to access the secure labs. He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that both the second keycard and all his identification and cash were undisturbed.


He slid open the side drawer. The gun that he kept there also had not been taken. He was relieved because guns weren’t generally allowed in federal facilities, but after the last mass shooting on an army base, he’d asked for and received an exception to the rule. Next to the gun he kept a box of medical gloves. He pulled two out, slipped them over his hands, and picked up the envelope. It was sealed, and the name “Lt. Col. Jon Smith” and a series of numbers that looked like a date were scrawled across the front in blue crayon. Next to it was a copy of his own final draft of a report that gave his findings on the viability of an aerosolized version of the Ebola virus.


He sat down, opened the flap on the envelope, and slid out what appeared to be a research paper by one of his colleagues, Dr. Laura Taylor, titled The Effects of Protein Synthesis Blockage on Long-Term Potentiation and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. Smith hadn’t seen Taylor in quite some time, since long before her transfer to a mental health facility. Only thirty-five years old, she’d been hailed as one of the leading scientists in neuroscience and memory research. Her future had been bright until almost a year ago, when she began to have moments of increasing paranoia.


He flipped through the paper, scanning pages that were filled with graphs and charts that documented her findings. It appeared as though she was working on a drug but was having trouble minimizing a long list of side effects that it created.


A door slammed somewhere out of sight and Smith heard the sound of men talking in soft voices. He slid open the desk drawer and tossed the envelope inside before stripping off the gloves. USAMRIID served as the Department of Defense’s lead laboratory for medical and biological defense research. The vials of anthrax used in the anthrax attacks in 2001 had indeed been developed and stored here, as were several types of virulent and deadly bacteria and viruses, Ebola being only one example. An entire department was attempting to aerosolize several pathogens and viruses, and the new building had been constructed with a specialized ventilation system that would scrub any errant pathogen before it reached the outside. The population around USAMRIID had protested the construction of the new BSL-3 and -4 labs, but work was allowed to continue once assurances were given that the catastrophic pathogens housed in the facility would be locked down tight. Access to the facility was restricted to prescreened personnel with high-level security clearances only. That someone made it deep enough into the interior to be able to steal his keycard was strange. If the men in the hall were responsible for the theft, he wanted to be prepared. He removed the gun while he reached for the phone to call security. As he did, two men stepped into the open doorway.


Both wore dark pants and windbreakers. One was bald, with a thick neck, small ears, and a solid body of average height. The other sported a full head of black hair and was thin and wiry. Both carried with them an air of menace. Every survival instinct that Smith had screamed to life.
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They had temporary security passes stuck to their jackets. The bald one spread his arms wide and smiled a crocodile smile filled with uneven teeth at Smith.


“I’m Dr. Westcore and this is Dr. Denon. You must be Dr. Smith.” He indicated the nameplate on the desk.


Smith nodded. “I am.” He didn’t rise to acknowledge the offer of a handshake. If Westcore noted the rude behavior, he didn’t give any indication.


“You always point a gun at people while you’re working?” Westcore said.


“I just discovered that someone’s been in my office without my permission. I thought it best to be prepared for whatever may occur. Who are you?” Smith asked.


“We’re from the mental health facility nearby. One of our patients has gone missing. Dr. Laura Taylor. She’s a colleague of yours. Have you seen her recently?”


“I have not,” Smith said. He’d kept the phone in his hand, prepared to punch the speed dial to the security desk, but the temporary passes allayed some of his concerns about the men and he hung it back up.


Denon leveled a glare at Smith. “We think she ran onto this floor not ten minutes ago. You sure you didn’t see her?” Denon’s voice was filled with suspicion. The accusatory tone irritated Smith.


“Before I answer that, why don’t you show me some identification,” he said.


“Of course.” Westcore reached his hand into the windbreaker and for the second time that evening Smith’s instincts told him that something wasn’t right.


“Stop,” he said.


Westcore looked at the weapon and raised an eyebrow. “You said you wanted our credentials. They’re in my pocket.”


“Remove them slowly, please.”


Westcore slowed his motion and Smith could see from the shape that the nylon took on that he was removing a square item, not a gun. He relaxed a bit. After five seconds his hand reappeared holding a black wallet. Through it all his companion remained silent.


Smith stood and reached out. “Toss it to me.”


“Of course,” Westcore said. He lobbed the wallet at Smith, who caught it and flipped it open. “The hospital identification is in the first card slot.”


One side of the wallet consisted of a windowed section with a driver’s license and Westcore’s photo stamped on it. The other side held several cards in slots. Smith removed the card in the first one. On it was the same name as the license, another photo, and the words “U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs.”


“Since when do doctors track down errant patients? Don’t you have security to handle that?”


Westcore nodded. “We are security, but hold PhDs as well. We’re from Stanton Reese, which I’m sure you know provides contract personnel for government positions.”


“Hired by the Department of Defense,” Smith said.


“Exactly. Then you know us.”


Not only did Smith know of them, but he was aware that they were under congressional investigation for some of their actions worldwide. Smith handed the wallet back without comment.


“You sticking with the story that you didn’t see her?” Westcore asked again.


Smith nodded. “I am, because it’s true.”


Denon took one step closer. “You’d better tell us the truth …” he began. Westcore waved him to silence.


“If she is here, she knows this facility well, so I don’t think you’ll find her.”


“It’s really important that we do. Our jobs are on the line. She climbed out a window and it looks bad for us. We’ll just take a look around.”


Smith stepped closer to the two. “No, you won’t.” He noted the flash of irritation that ran across Westcore’s face. “USAMRIID is a high-security lab. Lots of viruses and bacteria that are outside the norm and quite dangerous. Some weapons-grade. I’m not sure what you told security to obtain those temporary passes, but they don’t grant you access to the secure labs and I’m sure that security never meant for you both to get this deep. You’ll have to leave out of the door that you entered.”


“They gave us clearance to find her. That’s all we need,” Westcore said.


Smith shook his head. “Not enough. I’ll arrange for a guard to come escort you both.” He picked the phone back up.


Denon shot Westcore an alarmed look, confirming what Smith had assumed. They both knew that they were beyond their clearance. He waited, and moved his finger back to the gun’s trigger, more to intimidate them than use it. The last thing he wanted to do was fire on a DOD employee with a security pass, albeit limited and temporary, attached to his jacket. But despite all their outward credentials he still felt there was something off about the two. Westcore glanced down, noted the small movement, and took a step back.


“If you see her you’ll inform us immediately?”


Not a chance, Smith thought. “If I see her I’ll follow protocol and inform security,” he said.


Westcore threw a final glance around the room, then turned and left. Denon trailed behind and both disappeared from sight. Smith put the phone and gun down and went around the desk to follow them.


They stood fifteen feet down the hall at a lab door. Westcore placed a hand on the knob and tried to turn it; nothing happened.


“Read the sign,” Smith said. “That’s not the door you came through. That’s a BSL-3 lab. It’s locked.” Westcore and Denon exchanged glances. Westcore reached into his pocket, removed a white keycard, and placed it on the reader. Nothing happened.


“You don’t have access,” Smith said.


“Maybe we use your card.” Denon’s voice was harsh.


Smith shook his head. “Can’t.”


“Why not?” Westcore shot back.


“You’ll need all kinds of prescreening to go in there. Screening that you don’t have. I would never give you my lab pass, and my general pass is missing.”


“Since when?” Westcore said.


“Since ten minutes ago.”


Westcore looked outraged. “I’m standing here asking you about Taylor and you don’t tell me that your keycard’s been missing? What the hell is this? Deliberate obstruction?”


“I was calling security when you appeared. USAMRIID security, which is the proper channel to handle any possible breaches in this facility, and a protocol that I’m bound to follow.”


“If it’s determined that you’ve deliberately helped her then that’s a criminal act. You know that, right?”


“The only people that I’ve seen on this floor are you two. I haven’t seen her.”


“She could have taken your card and collected some bacteria to take with her. If it’s found on the outside, then the consequences will fall on you.”


Smith shook his head. “The card only allows access to the entrance and general hallways. It won’t allow access to the storage equipment or the higher-security labs. The pathogens are locked.”


“I suggest you find another card and open this door immediately.”


Smith shook his head. “Absolutely not. You’ll need personal protective equipment and clearance to get in there. Clearly you don’t have either.”


“You let her through,” Denon said. “And we were only minutes behind her, so she didn’t have time to put on a suit.”


“Like I said, I never saw her and I suggest that you quit claiming that I did.”


Westcore stormed up to Smith and stopped only inches from him. Smith could see five o’clock stubble forming on his chin.


“Quit dicking around and let us in.”


Smith held his ground. “No.”


Westcore vibrated with anger and from the corner of his eye Smith saw Denon moving at a forty-five-degree angle to Smith. The thought flicked through Smith’s mind that if Denon had a gun he was in a perfect position to get a clear shot. Smith wondered how far the two would go. He wished he’d brought the gun from the desk with him.


He decided to let the two know that they were being watched on closed-circuit television. He gave Denon a pointed I-see-what-you’re-up-to glance and then looked at the corner where the CCTV LED light glowed. Westcore caught the movement and turned to look behind him. The lens swiveled a bit as if to follow Westcore’s movement. Smith knew that the device wasn’t actively tracking them, it swiveled in a timed sequence, but neither Westcore nor Denon would realize that. Westcore took a step back.


“I’m watching you. Next time you won’t be so lucky.” He stepped around Smith and marched down the hall. Denon followed at a more leisurely pace and walked straight toward Smith to play a ridiculous game of chicken. Smith stayed put and Denon’s shoulder bumped into him, knocking him back one step.


Smith held his tongue as Denon and Westcore disappeared through the main hall doors.
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Smith’s cell phone began ringing and he ducked back into his office. He retrieved it from his suit pocket.


“What the heck is going on now?” Russell’s voice streamed through the phone. “I just had enough time to take a shower and get a cup of coffee and I learn that you’re in trouble again.”


“I don’t know what you mean,” Smith said. “And where are you?”


“I’m in central Europe. The guys tell me you picked up the car that we sent you.”


Smith held the phone against his shoulder as he angled one arm into his suit coat. “I did, thanks. It’s here at USAMRIID.”


“I know it is. It’s a company car and has a tracking device on it. It also has an onboard hidden camera that’s activated by movement and it just sent a silent alarm to the central office. They said two guys in suits jimmied the door and they’re ripping through every nook and cranny in the vehicle.”


Smith bolted to the window, with half his suit coat hanging down, and opened the blinds. The car sat at the far end of the parking lot under a tree. The doors hung open and from inside came the shadow of someone working through the vehicle. One of the men pulled back and out of the car’s front seat. It was Denon.


“I see them,” Smith said. “They’re from the Department of Veterans Affairs. Well, actually they’re Stanton Reese guys hired by the VA. They’re chasing down a scientist from the facility that skipped out of the psych ward and came here.”


“So why are they breaking into your car?”


“They claim that the scientist came to my office. I guess they think they’ll find something to help them locate her.”


“Are these the same guys who followed you from the party?”


“No. Can you back them off? Does the car have a defense system?”


“What, like its own weapon? It’s a Toyota Camry, not a Bond car.”


Smith smiled and shifted the phone to his other shoulder while he finished putting on his jacket.


“You know what I mean. Disable it.”


“That’s been done already. How did they find the one car that’s yours in a lot full of cars?”


“My parking space is designated with my name.”


“A reserved parking spot. I’m impressed.”


“As well you should be,” Smith said. He heard Russell’s soft laugh over the phone. He reached to the desk, picked up the Ebola report to refile it, and pulled the manila envelope out of the drawer. “The scientist they’re chasing gave me something. Hold tight and I’ll snap a picture.” Smith focused his phone’s camera on the envelope, snapped a shot, and sent it.


“Got it,” Russell said. “Is that scrawl in crayon?”


“Blue crayon to be exact. If they’re right and Taylor was in here, I presume that she left it for me. I suppose they don’t hand out pens or pencils in the psych ward. Too easily used as a weapon.”


“What’s inside?”


He opened the envelope and slid out Taylor’s report, snapped a picture of the title, and sent it to Russell.


“Looks like a research paper that she was working on before her breakdown,” he said.


“Now I can see why the VA is involved. PTSD is a huge issue in the military right now, isn’t it?”


“Yes. The suicide rate for returning vets is exploding. But that doesn’t explain why they’re chasing Taylor or why she thought I should see this report.”


Smith shoved the report back into the envelope and returned to the window to check on the car. He was relieved to see Denon and Westcore deep in conversation with the soldier in charge of the security station at the entrance. The soldier was shaking his head and motioning the two back toward the exit.


“Looks like security has taken over the situation. USAMRIID security, not contract mercenaries. Should I go back to the car?”


“No. I’ll have one of the guys retrieve it. We’ve already sent out a driver to pick you up and take you home. Even though we did a sweep on your residence and it was clean, that was before these two showed up. Now I’ve ordered a surveillance watch on your house for the next twenty-four hours. You can go home. And I’m sorry to say it, but if you get into any more trouble I won’t be able to help. I’m going dark until later this evening.”


“I don’t expect to do anything except sleep for the next eight hours.”


“Perfect,” Russell said.




8


Kimball Canelo marched his troop along the edge of a small ridge overlooking the ocean in Djibouti. It was six in the morning and warming up with each step. Soon the heat would make marching impossible. They walked in a straight line behind Canelo, accompanied by the soothing sound of the ocean. The breeze blowing in over the water smelled tangy and clean and Canelo was relieved to be out of the dingy, smelly, litter-filled streets of Djibouti, if only for a few hours. His men seemed equally at peace. None complained and none spoke. They marched in silence, with only the rhythmic crunching of boots on gravel to mar the quiet of the morning.


They reached the top of the cliff and Canelo turned to walk along the rim. The path wound only ten feet from the edge and the hundred-yard drop to the stony beach below, where waves crashed over scattered boulders and an outcropping of stones. The only thing between them and the drop was a narrow ledge. A bee the size of a small hummingbird buzzed at Canelo’s ear and he swatted it away without taking his eyes off the trail.


Behind him he heard a gasp and he looked on in horror as his first lieutenant hurtled downward, his arms pinwheeling and his face a study in fear. His body hit the rocks below and lay there as the waves washed over him.


“Johnson, what the hell happened?” Canelo yelled at the man walking right behind the lieutenant. Johnson, a fresh-faced new recruit from the Watts neighborhood in Los Angeles, didn’t respond, but instead stepped toward the cliff edge and continued until the path fell away and he was hurtling downward.
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