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CHAPTER 1




    Five years in the past




    The evening was hot and humid with a formidable bank of dark rolling clouds overhead that threatened a downpour at any moment. The steady rumble of thunder in the distance along with wind rustling through the trees projected what lay ahead for the inhabitants of Atlanta, Georgia. It was summer, and certainly not an uncommon occurrence, but it reflected the emotions of the young woman close to tears sitting at the table of an elegant old home in the Buckhead District. She was not alone, though she remained motionless and unresponsive to the aging woman who sat opposite her.




    Emma Tyler was at her wit’s end in an attempt to engage in a meaningful conversation with her granddaughter. She knew it was futile as the 17-year-old had deemed the subject out of bounds, choosing to bottle up the events that had changed her life forever.




    
Cailee Ann Tyler, though young, was tough, resilient and intelligent. Having returned to Atlanta with her grandmother following the death of her sister and parents, she understood the aging woman’s pleas to undergo the psychological intervention recommended by the doctors. Her sharp mind balked at the necessity of spending long hours with a psychoanalyst who would give her feel good prescriptions and weekly therapeutic sessions as a course of action. Reluctantly she had agreed, but only to satisfy her grandmother’s wishes.




    The teen understood what she was feeling. She was angry. Her family had been brutally murdered and she was grieving. Having compartmentalized her feelings, separating a debilitating emotional response from the reality of pain, she chose to remain intellectually intact and go on with her life by utilizing a trade tool mechanism adopted from her brother’s special ops training related to her years earlier. It wasn’t as easy as it had sounded at the time. Her heart was scarred. It was damaged, having a great big hole in it. Accepting that, she concentrated on the path her parents had outlined for her higher education to attain the goals she had set for herself. It was her way to salvage sanity in a world of hurt.




    The teenager raised tearful eyes to meet her grandmother’s kindly features, which expressed compassion and concern with every breath she took.




    “I can’t talk about it, Grandma… I just can’t!” she admonished quietly.




    “I know, dear child… it’s hard. What happened to them was horrible, and I’m as devastated as you are. But Cailee, if you would talk to him…”




    “Grandma, please! I just can’t.” Tears streamed down the teenager’s face with a plea in her eyes that left her grandmother deflated, knowing it was hopeless to go on.




    Nodding silently, Emma Tyler covered her granddaughter’s knotted fingers with a shaking hand. Patting them gently, the aging woman’s eyes filled with tears of understanding and defeat. How she wished her grandson were there in her stead. He had a way with his sister, being able to reach her when others failed. The siblings, though separated by a decade, shared a special connection, having all the same interests and many of the same goals. Unfortunately, that bond had been severed in the teenager’s mind and there was little she could say to change that.




    “Okay dear, but maybe if Mitch were here…”




    “No!” Cailee said insistently, her body tensing as her eyes flashed to her grandmother’s stricken face. The pleading expression on the young girl’s features wasn’t lost on the older woman. She knew the teen wouldn’t listen to reason, but she had to keep trying.




    “No, Grandma. You don’t understand. I won’t discuss it with Mitch, not now, not ever!” Cailee blurted, holding her grandmother’s hand in a vice-like grip that left no doubt she meant what she said.




    “Hush child… It isn’t right to blame your brother for what happened. It’s unfair to hold him responsible. Good Lord, Mitch was halfway around the world at the time, Cailee. He was saving others. That’s what he does, girl. It’s his job to bring our boys home. What happened to our family was tragic, yes, but totally out of our control, and most certainly out of his. If God saw fit to take my son, your mother, and sweet Deidra from us…Well, we may never know or understand the reason why. We have to accept the Almighty has a plan and that bad things often happen to good people. Those of us left behind must deal with the heartbreak the best we can. It’s done now, Cailee.”




    Cailee detected a note in her grandmother’s voice that reflected a rock-solid belief in what she was saying. Her tone didn’t lack empathy, but instead injected a stern no-nonsense demeanor she associated with her father’s attempts at disciplining her in the past.




    Covering her eyes, Cailee bowed her head, mingling a flood of tears with mascara, etching black streaks down her pale cheeks. Her voice softened with a telltale warble when she spoke, attempting to control her emotions.




    “Grandma… Mitch should have been home. He… he could have made it in time to save them from those butchers. He was on leave! He could have been home! Why…”




    Glancing away, the young girl took a deep breath, choking back her tears. “Why did he have to volunteer, Grandma? He didn’t have to go on that mission.”




    “Yes, dear, it’s true he didn’t have to go…” the elderly woman said wistfully. “But, child, just imagine how Mitch would’ve felt if those men had been killed. There wasn’t another operational ready team available at the time. He explained all that, Cailee. Remember, he was responsible for saving lives that day even if he was wounded himself. It was important to him. No, dear, don’t put this on him. It isn’t fair. He did the right thing!”




    Cailee’s vision blurred as she shook her head in silent denial, sending her hair cascading about her shoulders. Pushing away from the table, she bent low, planting a quick kiss on her grandmother’s cheek. With a tinge of remorse, she embraced the aging woman and stood to face her.




    “I’m not a child any longer, Grandma. I’m sorry, truly I am, but I can’t talk about this anymore and I won’t. Not with anyone. It’s time I take responsibility for my own life and put this behind me.”




    By the look on her grandmother’s face Cailee knew she had struck a painful blow to the aging woman. She loved her dearly and regretted her abrasive manner. Softening her voice to a whisper, she said, “I love you, Grandma and I love Mitch, but I can’t think about him right now. Grandma, please understand, I need to find my own way now.”




    Emma Tyler watched her granddaughter leave the room with a growing sense of sadness. How was she to tell her grandson, garrisoned half way around the world, that his young sister refused to see him, or even talk to him?




    Present Day




    •••




    Though it happened years before, Emma Tyler recalled the incident as clearly as if it had happened the day before. The conversation troubled her as it often did when she thought of her grandchildren. Now in her mid-seventies, the frail woman lived life one day at a time admitting to herself that her health was failing. She deeply regretted having kept her illness a closely guarded secret from her family for so long. It didn’t seem to matter in the greater scheme of things. Only her grandchildren remained to carry on after she was gone.




    Sitting at her desk, the aging woman reached for her stationery, placing it in front of her with an unsteady hand. A thoughtful expression lined her face as she glanced at the photograph of her son as a young man in uniform. A deep sigh escaped her lips remembering her sweet boy and the man he had become. No mother should suffer the loss of an only child, she thought sadly.




    Taking pen in hand, Emma Tyler stared absent-mindedly at the picture attempting to choose her words carefully before committing them to paper. Her eyes glistened as she began to write her grandson for what she knew would be the last time. Her heart was breaking as she began to write.




    •••




    My dear Mitchell,




    It is with a heavy heart I’m penning this letter, but I feel I cannot in all honesty wait any longer to tell you what must be said.




    Cailee is too young and willful to appreciate what I’m about to say, but hopefully, in time, she will come to realize you are not to blame for what happened to our family. I’m an old woman and trust God in his wisdom has a plan for us. Cailee is angry with Him, as I believe she is with all of us. She refuses to listen to anyone, including me, though I have tried in vain many times to make her understand.




    Your parents wanted Cailee to go to college realizing early on she was an extremely gifted young lady. There are more than sufficient funds from their estate for her to attend the best schools, and fortunately, she has continued her higher education without any urging from me. She has become a very independent young woman. Very strong-willed like her father, but still, a child in so many ways, Mitchell. Life hasn’t truly touched her yet, except in the broadest and cruelest sense. Because of that, she is choosing to endure the loss of our loved ones in her own way and on her own terms.




    My dear, I’m not saying it’s right, but perhaps it’s the best course for her. I know she believes it is. Cailee has built a protective wall around her heart, and in doing so, has found a way to effectively insulate herself by shutting people out. And you, my dear, in particular.




    I’m so very sorry, dear boy. I fear I have failed you. I haven’t been able to reach her emotionally. Her doctors have always maintained she would heal in time, but though it is partially true, the pain is forever with us.




    But, my darling, unfortunately time is the one thing I don’t have on my side. I want you to know you are very dear to me and have always been a source of great pride in what you have accomplished with your life. I’ve watched you grow into a strong, honorable man and because of those very qualities, you will understand what I’m about to say. I have considered waiting for your call, but I fear I wouldn’t be able to find the words, or worse yet, be able to stop my tears from blurring my message. Mitchell, you are so like your father. I don’t mean just your handsome good looks, but also your integrity and capacity to love. So, dear one, I know you will follow the instructions I have given my lawyer when the time comes.




    You and your sister are my sole surviving relatives, and as such, will inherit my estate with all its complexities. My Last Will and Testament is on file with my lawyer, John Shepherd. As you know, his office is in Atlanta on Peachtree Street and will act as my Executor. He is a dear friend and I trust him implicitly. As instructed, he will forward this letter to you after my death; therefore, I wish to say goodbye now. May God bless and keep you safe, precious one.




    With all my love,




    Emma Rockford Tyler




    P. S. Don’t be sad at my passing, Mitchell. I have gone to be with my son, your dear mother and sweet Deidra. I’ve lived a long and wonderful life and pray that you and Cailee are granted the same gifts I’ve been privileged to experience in my lifetime. It is my last and fondest wish that you both will find endearing love and happiness in yours. Make it happen, Mitchell, find her and save her from herself.




    Your loving grandmother,




    ERT




    •••




    Major Mitchell Rockford Tyler sat in the Jeep he’d officially commandeered from Command’s motor pool in hopes of freeing up a few hours of alone time for himself. Leaving his teammates to follow later, he fell in with reinforcements expanding a forward base digging in to secure the area against a coming surge.




    He needed space, a breather in which to mull over a tough decision regarding his career and upcoming reenlistment. And then, there was a feeling of foreboding that hung over him receiving the letter he purposely hadn’t opened the night before.




    The sun beating down on him from a cloudless sky was exceptionally hot without a wisp of a breeze to cool the air. The temperature already exceeded the day before, sucking his lagging energy and draining him mentally. Looking through the cracked windshield of the battered vehicle that had seen better days, he viewed the placid lake of sand with disdain. Instinctively, he felt he wasn’t alone, but that was a gut reaction after multiple deployments. Things hadn’t changed much since the days of Operation Enduring Freedom. They were the invaders.




    The outpost was a natural fortress having the advantage of high ground overlooking the valley floor. It was a staging area the marines had taken at a high cost and held for months. Because of its strategic location, it became the primary target for every militant group known to be in the province. The day ahead was not going to be an easy one for anyone involved, but that was a given on any day in this region.




    Major Tyler’s apprehension reflected an uneasiness that weighed heavily on his mind as he pulled the crumpled manila envelope from his pocket. Tapping it against the steering wheel, he studied the return address hesitantly. Receiving a letter from an attorney seldom brought good news, but one from Shepherd, Lloyd & Associates couldn’t be good. John Shepherd wasn’t just any lawyer, he was his grandmother’s trusted friend who’d handled her finances, business transactions and family trust since the death of her husband.




    Tearing the envelope open, he found a brief hand-written note on the firm’s letterhead expressing the solicitor’s deepest sympathy and an explanation outlining his duties as the Executor of Emma Rockford Tyler’s estate. He enclosed a copy of his grandmother’s will along with a letter addressed to him on her familiar lilac stationery. His chest tightened as he broke the seal, unfolding the parchment pages disclosing the handwriting he knew well.




    Major Tyler was a hardened soldier, but a tear furrowed his cheek, leaving a grimy scar on his stoic face. He felt a profound regret at the loss of the frail woman he pictured sitting on the porch swing as she often did when he visited. He should have realized she was in poor health when he saw her last. She looked frail and tired, though she claimed to be fit as a fiddle. I should have known, he thought. I should have known.





    Death wasn’t anything new in his line of work. He commanded a Search and Rescue Unit and saw it in the eyes of men wounded and dying in the field. He was proud to be one of them, to do his part, but it wasn’t a panacea for the pain he felt in losing a beloved family member. He hadn’t been there to say goodbye or pay his respects before she passed. It brought a sense of loss he couldn’t rationalize.




    Cailee, his pretty little firebrand of a sister, was another matter altogether. He hadn’t seen her in years. Emma Tyler had been the link between them, reporting the girl’s accomplishments and achievements, but now that had come to an end unless he made a change in his life. His sister was alive and the only family he had left. There were no aunts or uncles or distant cousins that he knew of. It was ironic that the one closest to his heart had come to hate him. He had been her hero as a Special Forces warrior fighting the good fight. In her adolescent mind, he could have saved the world. Only he hadn’t saved hers.




    
She’s got to know it wasn’t my fault, he thought, recalling the day the team waited for transport to begin the journey stateside.




    The men had been in high spirits, joking and laughing sitting on the tarmac after their earlier mission had been scrapped. The team was due to be rotated out after a prolonged deployment and finally heading home for some well-deserved R&R. It didn’t happen. Not that day.




    Major Tyler watched the progress of the commanding officer’s aide striding toward them searching faces before settling on his. That look he’d come to know well over the years, and it sent a chill down his spine as their eyes met. The young officer’s body language spoke volumes, and Mitch recognized the advent of trouble before the man opened his mouth.




    His gut proved right. The transport bringing in their replacements had been delayed for hours with mechanical problems. They wouldn’t be going home anytime soon. The team was technically on leave but remained operational ready. Command had received an urgent request for the extraction of a small group of Navy SEALs, and it was Mitch’s team that jumped into action, volunteering to a man. There had been little room for choice. It was what they did.




    The SEALs were taking fire from a large force of Al Qaeda fighters that had been trailing them for days. The four-man team had taken casualties. Their equipment was damaged, causing initial loss of radio contact. Climbing off the mountain to a more defensible position, they managed to reestablish a line of communication to secure an extraction but there was no doubt they were fighting for their lives.




    The details had become blurred. The successful rescue, a millstone around his neck, defined the reason for his sister’s estrangement. He hadn’t been able to come home as promised. For years, her rejection served as his way to pay back and save the lives he could. A chance to compensate for the shitload of guilt he inherited from the grief-stricken teenager searching for answers to the indefensible. He felt duty-bound to ensure his brothers-in-arms would live to go home to their loved ones even if he hadn’t been able to be there for his. His grandmother’s letter reminded him of his responsibility to his sister. The fact remained; she hadn’t forgiven him. He had to do something before it was too late.




    The never-ending war had been a justification for leaving his grandmother to care for his sister. But now that she was gone, he realized Cailee was alone, having lost the woman who had been her rock. Saddened, the hard-edged warrior carefully folded the pages tucking them close to his heart.




    Pondering his grandmother’s loss, the warrior had profound regrets. He hadn’t been there for his family when they needed him. Nor had he been aware the aging matriarch was ill or how she had managed to deal with a troubled teenager. Unfortunately, it was too late to pay his respects and thank her for carrying the burden. Her funeral had taken place weeks ago as she had wished. Her solicitor had followed her instructions, and in doing so, delayed notification. The postscript written in her shaky hand made her last wishes clear.




    Making the decision he’d been struggling with for some time, he no longer felt torn between staying with his unit or taking a position stateside. His commanding officer had recommended him for a training position, arguing there was more than one way to kill a jihadist. Perhaps he was right. It was time to go home.


  




  

    
CHAPTER 2




    
Special Agent Cailee Tyler advanced into yet another government complex with an overwhelming sense of trepidation churning her insides. She compared it to her first day of kindergarten when she remembered being dragged kicking and screaming from her mother’s arms into the unknown. In her heart of hearts, she knew it wasn’t true; the dragging part, that is. However, it certainly had felt that way at the time. Her mother represented the ultimate place of warmth, love and above all, security—something she hadn’t known for a very long time. The emotional “drag” hit her suddenly, leaving her mentally depleted. A sensation close to panic gnawed at her gut from a place deep inside she didn’t care to explore.




    Perhaps it had something to do with the flashback she’d experienced in the wee hours of the morning bringing a flood of memories she’d hoped would remain buried in her subconscious. Of course, it was impossible. The horror of that night always surfaced when she least expected it. Five years seemed an eternity since her grandmother pleaded with her for understanding. Her brother had been her hero; the one man she felt could have prevented everything if only he had come home as promised. The thought of Mitch triggered the nightmare, but it wasn’t just a one-time bad dream, it was a recurrent reality she lived with daily.




    As she waited for a car in the bank of elevators located in the lobby, the electronic hum of the mechanism stimulated an instant replay of what started as a fairytale in her adolescent life. She hadn’t thought of Tommy Appleton in years. Why now? she thought as the sequence of numbers lit up, working the way down from the upper floors.




    She was a junior in high school, younger than most in her class, but going to the senior prom with the most popular boy on campus. A jock dating a computer nerd, just didn’t happen in her world. But it had. Tommy lived next door and had been dumped by his girlfriend for a college frat boy. Coming days before the prom, his invitation was either in retaliation for the slight, or more likely, due to his mother being close friends with hers. In any case, Tommy had asked, and she had accepted.




    Unexpectedly, they had fun in spite of her shyness and his reluctance to attend prom night with a computer geek. The awkward beginnings had become insignificant to the two young people who braved the reaction of their peers and enjoyed themselves. Unfortunately, it hadn’t been that experience which had been seared into their memories forever.




    Turning into the driveway that night, Tommy’s headlights flashed the front porch as he parked and shut down the engine of his red sports car. They laughed about the curious stares and speculative comments from his classmates. Unexpectedly, Tommy searched her eyes for acceptance and slowly leaned into her. She hoped he would kiss her; she wanted him to. Holding her breath, she closed her eyes, waiting for her first kiss from the boy she’d been crushing on for months. This is where the good part ends and the bad part begins, she thought, her mind fast forwarding at the speed of light. What seemed like forever was in fact micro seconds as the elevator surged upward.




    “What the hell… Who are those punks, Cailee?” Tommy cried out in alarm. Her eyes flashed open following his pointed finger, the romantic moment instantly shattered by the overhead motion detectors clearly illuminating three gang-bangers racing from the front door toward a waiting van in the street. The revving engine and slamming doors were the only sounds as the squeal of rubber launched the vehicle into the night.




    Moving in a trance-like state, the home invasion scene came into focus with chilling clarity. Immediately, a deafening silence permeated the foyer with a heavy odor of cigarette smoke lingering in the air like a sinister fog. A sense of foreboding caused her hair to stand on end as if hit with an electrical charge. Something was horribly wrong. Behind her, an agitated Tommy was on his cell phone yelling information to a 911operator. He caught her arm, but breaking free of his grasp, she slipped on a sticky mess pooling on the tile floor. Adjusting to the dim lighting, she saw the face of her father, bloodied and battered as she fell over his body. She screamed and kept on screaming. Tommy’s face grew ashen, his eyes wide, as he pulled her upright, staining his white tux red with the blood from her gown. He held her upright, but she pushed away. She didn’t stop screaming in her head, though aloud she called out for her mother and sister. She found them bound and gagged, spread-eagled like lifeless rag dolls. Their clothes hung in tatters about their nude bodies, their eyes forever reflecting their terror. For years, that was the image she carried with her into the depths of unconsciousness that night, and her reason for becoming Special Agent Cailee Tyler.




    Later, the police said Tommy’s headlights spooked the thugs, causing them to flee like roaches in the dark. They hadn’t taken anything with them, assuming they had all the time they needed before making good their escape. In the end, homicide detectives labeled the case ritualistic initiation murders carried out by members of a San Salvadorian gang known to be in the area. Collecting DNA and fingerprints proved useless. Investigators had nothing and the case went cold in the months that followed.




    The elevator lurched to a grating stop, emitting a groan as the door slid open on a long hallway devoid of people. Giving herself a mental shake, Cailee chided herself for wandering down the road she seldom dared travel. She hated her inability to feel anything except the emptiness and loss that hardened her heart against those left behind.




    Facing the door with the Seal of the State Department, questions needed to be reaffirmed in her head before continuing down a path of obscurity.




    
Isn’t this exactly what I want? Isn’t this how I can make a difference? She asked herself.




    Taking a deep breath, Special Agent Tyler entered the office space and moved toward the reception desk at the far end of the room. The area was painted a dreary battleship gray with a bank of empty chairs placed like ducks in a row. She was alone. Exhaling a sigh of relief, she reached the Plexiglas window with a familiar pang of apprehension plaguing her nerves.




    Having just been inducted into the Federal Bureau of Investigation, Cailee Tyler, the student, had seldom ventured out of her comfort zone of academia. She felt at odds with her role as an agent having graduated from MIT yet qualifying as a field agent due to proficiency with firearms and the martial arts. She was inexperienced in the ways of the Bureau but she had something they wanted.




    Focusing on the twenty-something receptionist behind the desk, the young woman raised an index finger in the time old “one-minute salute.” With a dismissive smile, she again resumed speaking into the headset marring her otherwise cover girl appearance. Nodding affirmation, Cailee glanced at the molded plastic chairs lining the wall. Settling on the closest, she shifted her weight to find a sweet spot, only to produce a groan of protest in the prevailing silence.




    Glancing at the receptionist’s designer suit, she felt in stark contrast wearing her dark blue polyester equivalent. She had purposely dressed down to appear nondescript and unattractive in her new role as an FBI agent. She remembered shopping with her mother and sister, walking through countless malls to discover new boutiques and designer labels. It had been sheer torture at the time, but now she wished she could relive just one of those priceless memories. Hearing her mother’s laughter or seeing the comical roll of her sister’s eyes had been worth donning the most unbecoming dresses she could find just to have a little fun. It was payback, but they enjoyed it as much as she did. Fashion had come naturally to the Tyler girls, but she was the exception. She was the consummate tomboy. As Daddy’s little girl, she tried to emulate her big brother in the Army Special Forces. She idolized him, which stifled her mother’s efforts to maintain a feminine balance in her daughter’s life. It was apparent the teen had inherited her father’s brains and very little of her mother’s flair for fashion. It hadn’t mattered as a child, but as a woman, she found herself lacking in feminine wiles.




    Angie Anderson, her social butterfly roommate, had implied she resembled a nerdy frump missing an opportunity to entice a hunky security guard to pat her down before the interview. She was joking, of course, but her words had rung true. Her warning to expect a dog and pony show to gain access to this particular federal building proved a joke. It was a disappointment. She expected more. In reality, a metal detector with two uniformed guards resembling aging grandfathers protected the agency that didn’t exist. Handing in her government-issued Smith & Wesson and scanning her FBI badge defied her expectations and Angie’s interpretation of heavy security.




    Angie, with her head of bouncing blond curls and contagious giggles, managed to keep Cailee’s serious nature at bay. A rumored cloak and dagger “Dark Cyber Agency” was often bantered about in the halls of MIT. Angie claimed to be on the fringe of techie circles involved in clandestine affairs though Cailee hadn’t taken her seriously—that is, until recently.




    Months earlier, after her former roommate left the dorm unexpectedly, the pretty blonde filled the vacancy. Cailee hadn’t thought to question the circumstances but admitted that two more unlikely personalities co-existing in the confines of a small room seemed an unlikely fit. Somehow, though, it worked for them. Angie was an exciting, fun-loving intellectual who included her in shopping sprees and pizza parties. She introduced her to men from the techie sphere, as well as shadowy characters with government connections. Cailee dated a few, but infrequently, trusting her instincts. These men weren’t the average salesman or geeky computer gurus. She was out of her league and knew it. But, having met them, it gave her a margin of experience to effectively advance in a career dominated by men. A frown creased her features, remembering her brother laughing and promising that someday she’d grow into a real beauty and he’d have to fight off the guys knocking on the door. She had laughed too, but for a different reason. Deep down where it mattered, she didn’t believe him.




    
Major Mitchell Tyler, U.S. Army Ranger … Present location unknown. The thought invaded her psyche with a tidal wave of questions that increasingly troubled her. God, where are you, Mitch? They’d notify me if something happened to you, wouldn’t they? The army could track me down, couldn’t they? Focusing on the restricted security access door behind the glass barrier proved less thought-provoking. She needed to stay focused and remain grounded. I’m in their playpen now! she thought, scolding herself.




    Having spent the last three years at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology had its advantages, but living a monk-like existence wasn’t one of them. She thought that moving into a Cambridge dorm would have broadened her horizons while concentrating on the serious, multi-faceted computer programs offered. Her schedule brought a structured stability that challenged her sponge-like brain but did little to expand her social skills. Circuit design, quantum information and artificial intelligence were a few of the courses that drew interest from elements within government bureaucracy identifying her as a possible valuable asset.




    The FBI was the first to flag her potential as a rising star in cyber intelligence and recruited her into the agency. She not only met their requirements, she aced them. Other “alphabet soup” acronyms had followed her progress and acknowledged interest in bringing her into the fold, but she trusted her instincts in pursuit of what she wanted to achieve. She was young, well-educated, and ready to fight intellectually as her brother had chosen to fight militarily. Her non-existent personal life hadn’t been a priority, but rooming with Angie Anderson had opened her eyes to something more for her to experience. Get a grip, Cailee girl! You’re a computer analyst with a bucketful of expertise, not Mata Hari, she thought, shifting her weight.




    Concentrating on her studies, it made perfect sense to disguise her God-given beauty, hiding behind a pair of horn-rimmed glasses (not meant to correct a vision deficiency) and a dulling-down of her appearance in general. She had a brain and wasn’t just a pretty face. Dressing as she did, simply and asexually, she assumed befitted her IQ and discouraged the unwanted attention of her male counterparts. Since Angie had come into her life there had been a gradual change in her attitude toward the opposite sex. A few of the men she met had sparked her interest, giving her a glimpse of romance she had previously only dreamed about.




    Startled by a repetitive tapping on the Plexiglas partition, Cailee looked toward the receptionist, thoroughly embarrassed at having been caught daydreaming. “I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting, may I help you?” she said pleasantly.




    Clearing her throat, Cailee nodded and stepped to the window. “Yes, I have a 10 o’clock appointment with Director Wilson. I know I’m early, but…”




    The young woman’s lips twitched into a full-blown smile, waving off an explanation. “Say no more, Agent Tyler. We’ve been expecting you. In Director Wilson’s world, punctuality IS being early! Give me a moment and I’ll let him know you’re here.”




    “Thank you,” Cailee replied, turning away as the receptionist engaged her intercom. Wish me luck, Dad, she whispered under her breath.


  




  

    
CHAPTER 3




    “Agent Tyler, Director Wilson will see you now. This way please,” the pretty receptionist announced, triggering a mechanism under her desk and allowing access beyond the bullet-proof barrier. With a furtive glance, Cailee moved toward the connecting door, which emitted a low-pitched hum as it slid open. Instantly, the droning sound was replaced by the eruption of subdued voices and a multitude of keyboards clicking in harmony as she entered the inner room.




    “Go past what we refer to as Cubicle Alley,” the receptionist instructed, indicating the string of partitioned work stations running the length of the corridor. “Continue down the hall until it doglegs to the right. You’ll find Director Wilson’s office in the first alcove on your left.” Chuckling, she said, “You can’t miss it! It’s the only door sturdy enough to withhold an assault team.”




    With a cursory smile, Cailee squared her shoulders, aware of the familiar whine of the electronic mechanism closing the door behind her. Glancing over her shoulder, she imagined something her father might have said that gave her the encouragement she needed. There’s no turning back now, Cailee girl, echoing like a whisper in her ear. Reflecting on his smiling eyes and authoritative demeanor had given her courage through those troubling years she’d faced alone with only her grandmother for support. It seemed at times her father never stopped watching over her, guiding her, protecting her. It was comforting to be a believer in miracles.




    The glass-partitioned cubicles containing high-end computers and state of the art technical equipment were alive with action figures following her progression into the room. Ignoring them, Cailee glanced to her right, noting banks of shelving stacked high with file boxes nearly reaching the ceiling. Office cabinets in a dull gray lined the back wall camouflaging the enormity of clutter in the crowded storage space. Looking ahead, she felt countless eyes exchanging silent glances, targeting her with interest. They’re just curious, she thought, choosing to ignore them. As covert operatives they were nothing more than ghosts in the shadows. The concept presented a chilling reality. Her life was about to change if she were to become one of them.




    Reaching the alcove, Cailee stood in front of the formidable door with a sigh of relief, happy to be out from under the proverbial microscope. The heavy oak barrier displaying Director Court Wilson’s nameplate was every bit as daunting as described. Experiencing a healthy dose of anxiety, the fledgling agent exhaled deeply, determined not to be intimidated by the man’s position of power. Her father had taught her well. She needed to trust her instincts. Straightening to full height, Cailee hesitated momentarily to gather her wits about her before entering the lion’s den. Unexpectedly, the heavy door swung open on silent hinges, freezing a surprised expression on her face. It mirrored that of a tall, thin man framed in the doorjamb standing motionless and indecisive.




    On first impression, the twenty-something fellow appeared badly in need of a hot meal and a good night’s sleep. The wire-rimmed spectacles he wore accentuated his disheveled appearance, clarifying the anger she saw in his eyes. She felt the heat of his breath as they stood toe to toe, having nearly collided in his haste to exit the office. The gangly young man was obviously in an agitated state and unable to hide his anger. He met her eyes, nodded politely, and sidestepped at precisely the same moment Cailee’s reflexes kicked into action. The body check stopped them dead in their tracks facing each other like combatants. Coloring with embarrassment, the young man mumbled an apology, moving back and giving her a long look of appraisal. His face softened with a slight smile of recognition that she found bewildering. “Sorry, Agent Tyler,” he said quietly before walking away, leaving her totally confused. She didn’t know the sheepish young man, but he seemed to know her.




    With the interview having tied her in knots for weeks, she concentrated on the stoic figure seated behind the desk that disproportionally dwarfed the room.




    Director Court Wilson appeared larger than life and every bit as annoyed as her predecessor had been. His squared, clean-shaven jaw was clenched tight, giving the impression that he chewed nails for breakfast. He was an imposing figure, trim, athletic and more suited to field operations than pushing papers. His rugged appearance was further evidenced by rolled-up shirt sleeves displaying multiple tattoos on tanned, muscled arms resembling tree trunks. The man’s scowl was chilling considering he wielded the power of God and could squash her future in a nanosecond. She felt as if she were digging her own grave in clearing her throat to draw his attention. Lifting his gaze from the folder before him, the director glanced at the fledgling agent who met his eyes without faltering. His hawkish gaze raked her from head to toe, giving the impression he possessed x-ray vision in assessing her body and soul without having to explain his impertinence. She didn’t flinch; it wasn’t personal. Motioning for her to close the door, he leaned back in the overstuffed executive chair, following her graceful movement with eyes that studied her with growing interest.




    
Something isn’t right here, he thought, furrowing his brow and hardening his appearance.




    “Take a seat, Agent Tyler,” he said, indicating the club chair opposite him.




    Shifting his attention to the open dossier before him, Wilson thumbed through several pages, creating a rustling noise in the sound-proof vacuum devoid of outside interference. Finding what he’d been searching for, he studied the black and white photo confirming what he suspected from the moment he saw her. The photograph in the dossier vaguely resembled the agent but didn’t flatter the young woman he judged to be a diamond in the rough.




    Not predisposed to paltry pleasantries, Court Wilson closed the file and shoved it aside. The young agent’s IQ had never been a disqualifying issue in assessing her as a possible candidate. It had been her appearance as a studious, lackluster computer nerd that had turned him off. Lifting his eyes, he said, “Agent Tyler, I’m amazed with your academic background. That’s never been in question. However, what I find interesting are your hobbies. I must admit, you aren’t the usual ‘run of the mill’ tech wizard I’ve met over the years who couldn’t fight their way out of a paper bag.”




    Giving her a speculative glance, the director paused momentarily before continuing, “Your ability with firearms is quite remarkable, Agent Tyler. I assume your interest in martial arts is for personal protection given your family history, but I have to admit I’m impressed. As to the photograph in your dossier, I find it highly deceptive.” Lifting a brow, he eyed her guardedly, allowing his observation to hang between them like unfinished business.




    With a deliberate change of subject cloaked in subtlety, he continued, “Your expertise with small firearms on a competitive level is very impressive. However, I am curious about this eye examination dated a few months ago indicating 20/20 vision in both eyes. If you don’t mind me asking, Agent Tyler, why do you feel the necessity of wearing those coke bottle lenses? Have you had a recent eye injury?”




    Court Wilson observed the twitch in her facial muscles and suspected the reason for her discomfort. He purposely pressed the point, seeking the truth of why a lovely young woman would go to extremes to appear deliberately unattractive. He noted her hesitation, her eyes shifting about the room searching for a credible answer that sounded feasible.




    Finding none, she merely decided on the truth being the lesser of two evils.




    “No, sir, I… Ah… No injury, sir,” Cailee stammered, a rosy blush coloring her cheeks.




    “Then I’m to assume, Agent Tyler, that you have a plausible explanation for wearing them?” he said, hiding his amusement.




    “Yes, sir, I do. I want… I need to be taken seriously, sir.”




    “Taken seriously? Uh huh. I see where this is going.” His brow furrowing slightly. “Really, Agent Tyler? I find it interesting that given your academic background your peers would discredit your ability to work in their field.”




    “With all due respect, sir, it’s been my experience that a young female with marginal good looks is decidedly disadvantaged in certain circles.”




    “Hmm…I see, and what circles might those be, Agent Tyler?”




    Court Wilson leaned back comfortably while maintaining eye contact, meaning to unnerve the young agent. Suppressing a smile behind an air of authoritarianism afforded him an opportunity to gauge her insecurities, finding a crack in her practiced façade. She was clearly aware of her value as an intellectual asset, but that wasn’t at issue here. What he needed to know was a willingness to embrace her God-given beauty and exploit it to the fullest measure as a means to attain a goal.




    Exhaling deeply, the seasoned operator leaned forward, bracing his forearms on the desk as he searched for a clue in those whiskey-colored eyes. Straight-faced, he seriously considered the weight he placed on her answer to the next question that tugged at his conscience. He couldn’t afford making a wrong determination this late in the game. He trusted his judgment, but also had to rely on others involved in profiling candidates. Since the genesis of ‘The Legacy’ wasn’t about him, it was the mission he was putting at risk. Counter cyber intelligence was the front line in modern warfare and too many lives depended on his making the right decisions.




    Biting the bullet, he asked, “To be perfectly blunt, Agent Tyler, would you ditch those glasses if I were to offer you a position with our organization?”




    His question was amusing in its delivery, but critical in its significance. Holding up a hand before she could answer, he continued unabashedly, “In fact, it wouldn’t be the only requirement expected of you, Agent Tyler. I’m not suggesting your morals or ethics are in any way jeopardized, but rather a bending of what is considered righteous indignation in our politically correct world. If you have any qualms about what we do here, or what you consider contentious in your personal view, now would be the time to reconsider becoming involved. I’m giving you fair warning, Agent Tyler: your life would only become more complicated, more contentious. We’d reinvent you. Ask yourself, would you be okay with that? In fact, I’m asking you now… would you be okay with a new identity, a new life exposing you to possible danger or humiliation? Having to hide in plain sight and execute a mission on foreign soil without a safety net. Understand, we’re on our own, Agent Tyler. We don’t expect to be rescued if we fail.”




    “Sir, I…”




    Again waving her off, Court Wilson continued sternly, “I assume you understand this is not a 9-to-5 job with weekends off. You’ve met my key people, and I assume they didn’t lead you to believe otherwise. What I’m looking for is an individual requiring not only expertise in computer technology but a field operative’s aptitude and a certain alluring sensuality. After meeting you, I believe you more than qualify in those areas, Agent Tyler.” The director held her gaze for a long moment, expecting a reaction, but Agent Cailee Tyler didn’t blink. He liked that. He liked that a lot.




    Court Wilson was a man comfortable in his own skin. He’d made decisions on the fly, relying on instinct and experience, most of his career. His gut was telling him this young woman was special and had what it took to pull off what was expected of her. In the field for 20-plus years, he knew there was a certain amount of luck that came with running a successful operation. However, this wasn’t a normal mission, and this wasn’t a game he was playing. The Legacy had global implications that could bring down a sitting president with the potential of starting a blood-and-guts war between world powers. It wasn’t anything to be taken lightly.




    Calculating Carlton Grady’s recommendation, his ‘in-house guru’ claimed the agent was deceptive by choice, hiding eyes the color of amber beneath dark lashes nearly touching the thick lenses she wore. Her hair pulled tight and knotted high on her head restricted the softening of her delicate features, giving a stern, matronly appearance. It would take work, but she had everything required for Legacy’s “honey pot.” Beauty, innocence and intelligence were essential for the role she was to play. This young woman would require a complete make-over, but he knew the one woman who could pull it off. Special Agent Georgia Martin was already on site and committed to Legacy’s success, but the clock was ticking and winding down too quickly. He had to make a decision and relied on his team’s assessment as well as his own.




    At twenty-five, Carlton Grady appeared more like a geeky college drop-out than a man with a genius IQ. Wilson had drafted him from the cyber intelligence pool of government wizards as a valuable asset on many levels. His experience with MIT’s ‘Red Think Tank’ prepared him to view things from complex, multi-faceted perspectives far from acceptable parameters. He needed him on the team. He thought outside of the box on multiple levels and was consistent with problem solving and formulating cyber maneuvers in combatting foreign elements. The man was one of a kind, possessing an aptitude for following students with a propensity for cyber intelligence and profiling them on their merits. He selected the best of the best from leading universities, targeting Cailee Tyler as a credible prospect well before he joined Legacy’s team. He had been angry earlier and enlisted the aid of an associate to confirm his opinion.




    Angie Anderson, a former CIA profiler and now one of the key players in the organization, was the best in her field. She’d reluctantly agreed to go under cover assuming the role of the young woman’s roommate at MIT. Though it went against protocol, she respected Grady for personal reasons. She admired Court Wilson and wanted him to succeed, but the man had a colossal ego. He held the ultimate power and authority, but she owed Grady a debt of gratitude. He had inducted her into Legacy’s circle of seven with his full-throated support. She wanted to return the favor.




    Court Wilson had spoken with the quirky psychologist, confirming Grady’s assessment as he sat across from the man. Angie’s opinion provided a detailed evaluation outlining the young woman’s tragic loss of family members brutally murdered in a home invasion. She had ticked off all the right boxes, getting to know her on a personal level. Cailee Tyler had an above average intellect and a very strong desire for payback. But he couldn’t make the giant leap of faith Grady expected based on her photograph and his description without evaluating her potential himself.




    The Legacy mission was of vital importance to Court Wilson and the men who trusted him implicitly to carry it to fruition. Legacy’s software had the potential for destruction that the H-Bomb had on Nagasaki and Hiroshima. The airfields on man-made islands securing China’s seaway access would no longer be a threat due to their ability to steal our intellectual properties. It had the capacity to virtually nullify China’s efforts in the South China Sea with far less death and destruction.




    Court Wilson realized Grady had been right. The genius had monitored her academic progression from afar for years and, more recently, had followed her FBI training exercises at Langley, making a point to attend the Agency’s Annual Interagency Small Arms Competition. Her marksmanship against highly skilled and qualified men proved her accuracy under pressure, which blew him away. He might well be ‘Legacy’s Head Shop Guru’ ‘all brain and no brawn,’ but he was still a man. His reaction to the young woman proved he wasn’t immune to her charms when they met up close and personal. Court Wilson had to admit that he admired the girl. She had moxie. He liked that and it led him to make a decision.




    “You have the qualifications, Agent Tyler,” he said, fixing the young woman with a steadfast look. “However, there’s one aspect in your psych assessment I’d like you to clarify. My concern is whether you’re capable of disassociating yourself from unpredictable circumstances you may find distasteful.”




    Wilson needed a sense of who the untried agent was as a human being. She’d proved capable of compartmentalizing and handling pressure in her past, but she didn’t have an operational track record in the field. Angie Anderson and Grady’s reports carried weight, but he had the final word and the buck stopped with him.




    Glancing at his watch, Court Wilson asked, “I’m curious, Agent Tyler, why do you want this job?”




    Cailee was momentarily taken aback by his direct question, but it was one she had considered. Though her heart was pounding, she looked him in the eye and answered without hesitation.




    “Sir, with all due respect, I want to make a difference in the only way I know how. I have the qualifications and…” She was cut short with an abrupt raise of Wilson’s hand.




    “I don’t doubt your qualifications, Agent Tyler. I never have. But Legacy extends well beyond what you think you know about the Government’s Cyber Warfare Program. Our operation is highly secretive for good reason, Agent Tyler. We don’t exist. You… won’t exist. What we do here is not for the faint of heart. No medals. No acknowledgement. Above all, there’s no room for failure.”




    Driving home his point, Wilson continued, “It takes a special kind of person to work in the field, Agent Tyler. I assume Agent Grady made that quite clear or you wouldn’t have made it into my office. The man is like a dog with a bone and seems to think you have what it takes to get the job done.”




    With a deep sigh, he glanced away into a space he alone was privy to, giving the appearance of Atlas with the weight of the world on his shoulders.




    “Look,” he began, “I make the final decisions here and I’m not playing games with people’s lives. I’d be remiss if I didn’t advise you to reconsider. This is dangerous and I’m not about to sugarcoat the chance of you coming out of this unscathed. You could be risking your life and the lives of others involved. Our people will be depending on you, relying on you. You’re either willing to commit without reservations or not. Either way, we need to know now.”




    Fixing a somber expression on his face, Court Wilson watched for a reaction, a tell-tale sign, some slight indication that the young woman had qualms about what he had said.




    Tapping his finger on the closed dossier he had pushed aside, he said, “You have options, Agent Tyler. There are any number of government entities offering important positions requiring nothing more than your intellect and the expertise you bring to the table. You understand that, don’t you?”




    Cailee nodded, her mouth dry, her eyes focused. “Yes, sir, I understand. I’m aware of my prospects, but I didn’t come here expecting to sit behind a desk my whole career. Special Agent Grady explained as much as he could and I’ve thought about it for weeks. I won’t be changing my mind, sir.”




    Then, surprising herself, she removed her glasses, letting them fall to the floor with a dull thud. Looking the director square in the eye, she said, “I can do this, sir.”




    Court Wilson’s expression changed with a slight rise of his brow. Glancing at the glasses at her feet, he knew he had the answer he was looking for.




    With calm detachment, he said, “Congratulations, Agent Tyler. Let me be the first to welcome you to Legacy’s team.”




    Cailee saw what she assumed passed for a pleased expression cross his stony features. She wasn’t sure she detected a change in the man, but his granite exterior appeared to have softened imperceptibly.




    “That’s it, sir? You mean… I mean, thank you, sir,” Cailee stammered, steeling her voice to match his cool demeanor.




    “Don’t thank me, Agent Tyler. Not yet, anyway. You may want to rethink your gratitude in weeks to come!” The Director said with a hint of a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.




    Unfolding his six-foot frame from the deep-seated executive chair, he rounded his desk, extending his hand toward her in a congratulatory stance. Shaking off her paralysis, Cailee stood in an attempt to digest what had just occurred, having expected the usual phrases “We’ll let you know soon” or “We’ll be in touch.” Gripping his hand firmly, she smiled, feeling a bit apprehensive. Her life was about to change with the decision he’d made in a heartbeat.




    Glancing at his watch with a detachment Cailee found unnerving, Court Wilson said, “Now, if you’ll excuse me, Agent Tyler, I have a meeting scheduled in a few minutes. Unfortunately, I have to cut this short. My people will take care of you and fill in the details going forward.”




    Cailee detected relief in the director’s voice, but it was more intuitive on her part. The man remained all business, but a faint whisper in her head cemented the feeling he projected.




    I like you. You’re exactly what I’ve been searching for, Agent Tyler.




    Court Wilson’s features hardened as his cell blasted ‘It’s a Hard Day’s Night’ from somewhere deep in his pocket. Producing the device, he glanced at the screen and said, “Excuse me, Agent Tyler, I’ve got to take this.”




    Turning away to make the connection, his voice deepened as the lines in his face hardened perceptibly. “Wilson here…Yeah, hold on a minute,” he said with terse resignation.




    Reaching for the door, Court Wilson expressed a degree of regret, or what Cailee assumed came close to it, while ushering her from the office. The finality of his words held an element of sincerity, his voice gratingly abrasive but none the less welcoming in the brusque manner she had come to expect.




    “Good to have you aboard, Agent Tyler.”




    “Thank you, sir,” Cailee said as she exited hurriedly. She thought her father might have whispered in her ear saying something like, “That went fairly well, Cailee girl,” but doubted this was what he wanted for his daughter.




    Hearing the door close securely behind her, Cailee felt a shadow of uncertainty clouding her future. It was a feeling she was unable to define or dismiss. Her whole world was about to be turned upside down and she had willingly accepted the consequences.


  




  

    
CHAPTER 4




    Special Agent Cailee Tyler discovered the world she knew was not only being turned upside down, but also inside out. It started with a move to ‘Middle America,’ which came as a surprise and was totally unexpected. Relocating hadn’t crossed her mind, nor had she even considered the possibility. Having to cut ties with everything she deemed familiar was an expected reality and the underlying reason she chose to stop in Atlanta, Georgia before catching a flight to Montana.




    Though her grandmother’s house had been sold, she needed to visit the old neighborhood to say goodbye to her grandmother’s closest friend before she left for her assignment in Montana. She found Meg Ryan in the home where she had lived all her life.




    Cailee recalled in the past, when her family lived in the city, she had spent many a summer afternoon in the company of the two gracious gray-haired ladies who claimed to be “Daughters of the Revolution.” She’d loved drinking lemonade on the old wooden porch swing and listening to romantic stories of their Southern heritage. The tales from their youth, delivered with all the passion of true southern belles, inspired her deep-seated belief in love and romance with the possibility of a happy ever after.




    Cailee slowed her steps, approaching the path leading to the elegant red brick colonial with its tall pillars gleaming white in the sunshine. It resembled an antebellum mansion at the very pinnacle of Atlanta’s long history marred by destruction. Today, the Buckhead District defined one of the most affluent neighborhoods of a city populated by millions of inhabitants, but it still held the essence and elegance of bygone days. To Cailee, it hadn’t appeared to change much over the years. As a young girl she had spent many a lazy afternoon on that porch during the long hot summer months. Meg remained the last connection she had with her grandmother, having shared her stormy past before leaving for college.




    Appearing on the wide expanse of portico that was so familiar, the aging woman hugged her warmly. Their eyes filled with emotion at the bittersweet memories they shared. The pleasant afternoon spent in quiet conversation ended too quickly, tugging at Cailee’s heartstrings. The visit with Meg Ryan had become an epiphany in many ways. The older woman’s wisdom managed to secure Cailee’s promise to fulfill her grandmother’s fondest wish, which had dulled in her mind since her passing.




    Cailee waved goodbye as she descended the staircase, acknowledging the woman standing there on the veranda. The elderly woman’s eyes gleamed wet facing the final rays of sunlight filtering through the towering canopy of trees overhanging the street. It all seemed surreal with her final words delivered with such conviction they may as well have been her last.




    “Don’t let your feel bad hurt too long, honey. You need to make things right with your brother before it’s too late. Remember it was your grandmother’s wish. You hear, child?”




    During the uneventful flight to Billings, Montana, Cailee replayed her visit with Meg, mulling over the words that continued to haunt her. She wanted to do something about it but the timing couldn’t have been worse. Her plate was full and her life unpredictable.




    Landing at Logan International hours later, Cailee disembarked the Boeing 737 with the uncertainty of what lay ahead. The past weeks had been stressful since her interview with Director Wilson, but the young man she had seen leaving his office was none other than her handler on-site. Special Agent in Charge Carlton Grady, proved to be very helpful in making the transition as painless as possible.




    Learning her personnel records had been modified and any affiliation with the government expunged was expected and not surprising. Her personal history reflected an image that was as pure as the driven snow with little significant information being traceable. With the modifications came the feeling of not belonging, of being disenfranchised. She didn’t exist beyond what her bio on the Internet suggested. She was a former student, potential tax payer and a new hire at a virtually unknown company in Middle America. The Internet was much too porous, necessitating the information be kept uncomplicated and uninformative.




    The newly-formed software company, Avionics Technologies, had sprung up overnight. Little was known about the consortium that funded it or the men that founded it. The choice of an isolated location and lack of public notoriety allowed the fledgling company to operate successfully under the radar of the giants of Silicon Valley and the influential men behind the power structures.




    In the end, she had cover, becoming a ghost in a covert agency that didn’t legitimately exist. Thankfully, Grady had taken her under his wing and with her as his protégé, his demeanor had changed drastically. He conversed at a level that surpassed Cailee’s expertise, establishing a confidence he might not otherwise have possessed had they met socially on a normal playing field. The same awkward young man she had encountered the day of the interview had become her mentor.




    Special Agent in Charge Georgia Martin, had been assigned as her point person at Avionics and was scheduled to meet her after touching down in Billings. Cailee recalled Grady laughing when she asked how she could possibly recognize her without seeing a picture. She smiled now, realizing the absurdity of her question. Among the flurry of people waiting for United Airlines arrivals to deplane and connect with their friends or associates, Cailee glanced at the signs held by chauffeurs dressed in black posting the name of their connection. She hadn’t expected to find a limousine waiting, but quickly checked the postings on the off-chance Avionics had sent a representative in her stead.




    Descending the escalator crawling to the main level at a snail’s pace, Cailee felt crushed by travelers in a rush to reach Point “B” from wherever Point “A” had been. Making a visual 180 degree turn of the terminal area, Cailee hoped to spot her contact among the sea of faces below. Glancing over the masses to the rear of the milling crowd, Cailee zeroed in on a striking redhead leaning against a support pillar targeting her with a faint smile playing about her lips. There was little doubt that her point representative, Georgia Martin, was indeed memorable. Grady had been right, she was a “stunner.”




    The woman was striking in an indefinable way. Her features, though not perfect in symmetry, appeared to be classic in nature. You couldn’t help but notice her. She was like a firefly drawing your interest. Auburn tresses framed an alabaster face sprinkled lightly with freckles, enhancing rather than detracting. But her most unforgettable feature was her emerald green eyes sparkling with intelligence, daring you to look away. It didn’t matter what sex you were, or if you fell somewhere in between, she was that amazing. Dressed in blue jeans and a faded yellow T-shirt ready to be delegated to the rag bag, she sucked the oxygen from the spacious atrium. Cailee knew her welcome wagon had arrived.




    A good half hour later, Cailee retrieved her checked bag and followed her contact into short-term parking. Scrambling into the passenger seat of a sleek SUV, Cailee fastened her seatbelt, running fingers lightly over the buttery leather bucket seat. It reminded her of the honey-hued club chair in Director Wilson’s office. Why she made the correlation, she didn’t know. But with the subtle connection came the twinge of uncertainty she had experienced weeks earlier.




    Conscious of Georgia Martin’s glance, Cailee said the first thing that came to mind. Her nerves were on edge, but that was expected from having been on a treadmill for weeks.




    “Nice ride!” she blurted, admiring the display panel resembling an airplane cockpit.




    Georgia Martin smiled, bringing the vehicle to life with a throaty purr.




    “Are you hungry?” Georgia asked, glancing in her direction.




    “Ravished, I’m ashamed to say. I must have slept through my option of pretzels or cookies,” Cailee quipped, suspecting the woman had heard her stomach rumble.




    “Is pizza okay?”




    “That sounds perfect, Agent Martin.”




    “I know just the place. It’s a favorite of mine. Oh, by the way, Cailee, just call me Georgia.”




    Minutes later, Georgia exited the freeway, maneuvering the SUV into a busy strip mall. Cailee focused on the large yellow sign displaying a huge green pickle that ran the length of the fast food façade claiming the best pizza in town.




    “Really… The Fuzzy Pickle? Interesting combination!” she mused, glancing at her mentor.




    “Like the sign says, the best pizza in town!” Georgia smiled.




    •••




    Georgia Martin’s high-end apartment was located in a newly constructed complex on the outskirts of the city. It gave the impression of isolation situated in a grove of indigenous trees that towered over the two-story brick building. It was a quiet and unpretentious setting that served to calm Cailee’s nerves after an exhausting day that was anything but relaxing.




    Finding herself settled comfortably in a low-slung chair, Cailee sat across from her casually dressed handler. She felt at ease for the first time since leaving Atlanta. Georgia Martin appeared to be as friendly as she was lovely, nullifying the uncertainties Cailee had been harboring. She hadn’t expected to feel at home but somehow, she did.




    The large slices of pizza filling her plate exhibited a healthy dose of double cheese, double ham and double pineapple, with no pickles in sight. Cailee was far too hungry to care, finding it difficult to concentrate on anything but the food balanced on her lap.




    Casual chatter regarding the trials and tribulations of airline travel was about as much as Cailee could manage between large bites of pizza and sips of ice-cold Coke.




    “I take it you aren’t a frequent flyer.” Georgia smiled, making idle conversation.




    “Well truthfully… I haven’t flown much at all,” Cailee responded, swiping at the cheese that streamed toward her plate like a connecting web.




    Cailee had no idea what her handler was thinking behind those sleepy eyes appraising her without appearing to. But she had to admit Georgia Martin was hardly whom she expected to fill the role of her immediate supervisor. She liked her, and that had to be a plus in the larger scheme of things. Their informal conversation barely touched on Avionic Technologies, but Cailee hadn’t expected a full briefing on the day she landed. It would come later, she assumed. For the moment, The Legacy remained vague and mysterious as to its relevance.




    “I understand Grady briefed you about what to bring with you. It wasn’t much, I grant you, but you’re on a need to know basis for now. Court Wilson likes to quote John Donne, ‘Every man is a piece of the continent; a part of the main.’ In my interpretation, we’re a small part of the big picture,” Georgia quipped, complacently setting her drink aside. “To clarify the importance of Avionics let me give you a little history about the company itself. This location was selected for several reasons, one of which was security. Construction of the three-story structure began over a year ago on the outskirts of the city, chosen primarily for isolation. Our project required additional structural advancements beyond what is considered normal for secured military installations. There’s not a detailed schematic or floor plan registered with the County Recording Office at City Hall, though one exists at the highest levels not available in the public domain. An altered schematic is on file meeting codes and regulations required under the law which in no way is an accurate representation of what lies below the main lobby.




    “Top-secret clearance is required by all Legacy personnel. Nondisclosure agreements are a part of the exclusive contracts signed by contractors, their crews and employees at all levels. Strict fines, felony charges and/or jail time apply if broken. In other words, what is happening here is so guarded that it is protected by the United States government at the very top of the food chain. That has made Avionics a prime target for industrial and military hackers of foreign governments, both friend and foe. We expected it, planned for it. That’s what we wanted. The fact is, fishing expeditions are constant and increasingly intrusive, proving Legacy has the World Wide Web on fire and our adversaries as curious as hell.”




    Georgia brushed back an errant lock of hair as she smiled at her play on words. “But,” she continued, “the only reason for their interest is they suspect we’re on the verge of developing something that will have “global repercussions,” giving us an edge on the world stage. Truth is,” she said with a thoughtful expression, “they’re right.”




    Taking a deep breath, Georgia continued, “Avionics is a government operation with some of the top research and development minds in the aeronautic and satellite industry. That’s the profile projected to the world, mostly for the benefit of the Chinese government and other unfriendly regimes. The Laser Tech Programs that the Russian and Chinese claim to have made huge advances in were obtained through industrial espionage or Chinese funded programs and colleges in our country. Propaganda enhances their research developmental programs, but it’s like reading our blueprints. Cyber spying is a dangerous reality, as you know, Cailee. We intend to put a wrench in the works! If implemented by any potential adversary, it will be a very costly experience for them in more ways than one, and that’s where we come in. That’s how important The Legacy is to our national defense space program. That’s how important we are in this intelligence operation.”




    Georgia leaned back against the soft cushion of her wing-backed chair, closing her eyes in the dim light. Lost in momentary reflection, she sighed quietly and began speaking with calm detachment. “I’ve been here six months establishing myself in the company and community. But I do have outside sources who serve as a pipeline to keep information flowing both ways; it’s an integral part of operational objectivity to maintain integrity in the community. Everything we do requires absolute secrecy and the necessity of going off the grid occasionally.”




    “Sources…?” Cailee repeated, attaching a glass half-full of questions to the single word that had captured her interest.




    “Yes. We don’t work alone, Cailee. But for now, let’s call it a night, shall we? It’s been a long day for us both. Let me show you the guest room and get you settled in. We can continue this tomorrow when we’ve had a good night’s sleep,” Georgia suggested, controlling the flow of information.




    “Like my grandmother used to say, tomorrow is another day,” Cailee said, stifling a yawn.


  




  

    
CHAPTER 5




    Georgia lay in bed stargazing into a clear night sky. She was alone with her thoughts, considering the problem Court Wilson had laid in her lap. They had worked together in the past, but in a far different capacity. At age thirty, she was a veteran with the FBI and CIA, having cut her teeth in computer security early on. She knew the drill. She was aware of what it had cost her on a personal level and was good with that. It went with the territory.




    Tracking unidentified security leaks and restructuring diversionary intel to channel into breaches was only part of what she was capable of. Dissimulation was a tactic used in counter-espionage for years; nothing new here. Cyber warfare took things to a new level and security took on a whole new meaning with the rise of terrorists and unfriendly regimes utilizing computer hackers without the need of a conventional army.




    Having studied Cailee Tyler’s dossier thoroughly, Georgia was well aware of everything the young woman brought to the table. It wasn’t lost on her that this fledgling agent was perfect in the scheme of things but lacked experience in field operations. There was a certain vulnerability about her that was appealing, but it also left the young agent at a great disadvantage. Georgia was torn in trying to be objective. Even the best-laid plans went awry and did so often. It would be a risk using someone untried and presented a ‘damned if you do and damned if you don’t’ scenario. Timing was essential, and more so with the accelerated schedule imposing additional pressures on the players. But Court Wilson had an instinct about people and it was his call.




    Assessing the young agent, it was hard to visualize a deceptive bone in her body other than that produced by her obvious immaturity. The young woman was at the top of her game academically and physically. With a little fashion overhaul and the help of a beauty salon, she had the promise of becoming a bombshell. Putting aside her academic background, she presented a remarkable combination of beauty, intellect and innocence. Cailee Tyler was a good fit as a potential ‘honey pot,’ but unbelievably inexperienced for her 22 years. Her gene pool had blessed her with a body and angelic face that would attract a monk, but she wasn’t dealing in a celibate world.




    Mirroring Cailee’s attributes, Georgia knew from personal experience that her own looks often overshadowed her intellect. Early on, she’d realized her most endearing quality was the ability to bridge the intellectual gap with people in general, communicating on their level. Camouflaging her intelligence with laughter and humor (usually at her own expense) humanized her by balancing her IQ with what Mother Nature had bestowed liberally. She had yet to evaluate the young woman placed in her charge on a personal level rather than relying solely on Angie Anderson’s initial report.




    Georgia was aware she’d be contending with a multitude of problems with unintended ramifications. Best-laid plans often unraveled due to unforeseen foibles, ending with disastrous results. The difficulty lay in Cailee Tyler’s inexperience that could be the catalyst placing ‘Satan’s Legacy,’ as she often referred to the mission, in the crosshairs of success. Court Wilson was no fool. He obviously had weighed his decision and valued her judgment but it kept her awake at night.




    Having worked with him in the past, Georgia knew he respected her. But this was different. She suspected the former spy possessed a great deal of power. Actually, she did know, and it scared her. The president had entrusted his friend with as much authority as his secretary of state carried on the world stage. Perhaps, even more, if she thought about it long and hard.




    Not willing to dwell on what had been set into motion, her thoughts wandered down memory lane as they often did when listening to the night sounds emanating from the open window. She missed her husband, missed having him near. She missed making love in the middle of the night. Even the fighting was precious now. The tears had stopped flowing years ago, but the pain of loss remained intact. Marrying the man she’d dated through college, loving her job as a federal agent, and starting a family was her dream come true. Then came 9/11, and all that changed. Gage Martin, her patriotic husband, had joined the Marine Corps with a few of his friends who, like him, were outraged by the attack on the homeland. He wanted to deliver some payback for the lives lost jumping from the towers to escape burning to death. The tragedy being, in doing so, he’d forfeited his own.
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