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HOOKED

A Crime-Spy Action Series

SEASON ONE: THE BAIT
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CHAPTER ONE


[image: ]




The warehouse smelled of rust and old copper. Mia Chen crouched behind a stack of wooden pallets, her breath steady despite the eighteen-inch tactical knife strapped to her thigh and the SIG Sauer pressed against her ribs. Through the gaps in the rotting wood, she watched three men transfer crates from a panel van into the building's depths.

Her contact had promised this would be the night. Six months of cultivation. Three dead-end jobs. Two broken relationships she'd never get back. All for this moment.

"Echo-Six, this is Delta-One," she whispered into the subdermal mic. "Visual on Martinez crew. Confirming three hostile, one female, possible fourth in the van."

The static crackled, then Devin's voice came through calm and measured. "Copy, Echo-Six. Control is green-light. You engage or you walk?"

Mia watched the woman—young, maybe twenty-five, with dark hair pulled back in a practical knot—lift a crate that looked too heavy for her frame. Her arms trembled, but she didn't complain. Didn't ask for help.

"I'll engage," Mia said.

She'd been Elena Vasquez for six months now. Girl from Tucson, family in the import business, looking for real money. The lie had become comfortable. Dangerous.

Mia stepped out from cover, letting the warehouse's dim light catch her face. "Hey. You guys hiring?"

The tallest of the men—a Colombian with a scar bisecting his left eyebrow—reached for his waistband. Martinez. She'd studied his file for weeks. Violent temper, loyal to a fault, and stupid enough to trust anyone who approached him first.

"Who the hell are you?"

"Elena. My cousin Marco said I could find work here." She kept her hands visible, her posture non-threatening. "He said you were short-handed after what happened in Phoenix."

The scar on Martinez's face twitched. Phoenix. Three of their operation had been arrested there two months ago. Intelligence she'd helped feed to the FBI, though Martinez couldn't know that.

"Marco's sister?"

"Cousin," Mia corrected. "Close enough."

The woman with the crates straightened. Her eyes—dark, calculating—moved over Mia with the precision of someone assessing a threat. "I don't know you."

"Which means you need to prove yourself," Martinez said. He pulled a pistol from his waistband, not pointing it at her, just letting her see it. "Drop your phone. Any bugs, any tracking, any tricks—and I don't care whose cousin you are. You'll leave in a body bag."

Mia reached into her pocket slowly, withdrew an iPhone, and shattered it against the concrete floor with her heel.

"Was that your only one?" the woman asked.

"I came prepared."

Something flickered across the woman's face—respect, maybe, or recognition. "I'm Cassidy. You want to work, you work. You steal, you die. You talk to cops, you die. You lie to me, you die. Clear?"

"Crystal."

"Good." Cassidy turned back to the crates. "Get over here and help me with these. Martinez, call Bolton. We need to know if she's legit."

The name hit Mia like a punch to the chest, though she kept her face neutral. Bolton. The phantom. Three intelligence agencies had files on him, none with a photo. The reason she'd been brought in for this operation in the first place.

She lifted a crate and followed Cassidy deeper into the warehouse, her mind racing through contingency plans.

Control had told her to get close to the organization. They hadn't told her how close.
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Three days later, Mia sat in a downtown coffee shop across from a man named Caleb Rhodes. He wore a rumpled suit and the expression of someone who had seen too much and forgotten too little.

"You look tired," he said.

"I'm fine."

"You're not fine. You've been running Elena Vasquez for six months, and Elena Vasquez is starting to crack." Caleb tapped his pen against his notepad. "The psychological evaluation came back. You've got maybe six weeks before the persona starts bleeding into who you actually are."

Mia wrapped her fingers around her coffee cup, letting the heat ground her. "Then we move faster. I found a way in."

"The Martinez crew?"

"A stepping stone. They're connected to someone called Bolton. He's the key."

Caleb's pen stopped moving. "That's not the operation."

"The operation is to dismantle the network. Bolton is the network." She leaned forward, keeping her voice low. "I've spent six months becoming someone else. I know their signals, their patterns, their paranoia. I can get to him."

"And if you can't? If Bolton decides you're a liability?" Caleb's eyes were steady, but Mia could see the fear beneath. He wasn't just her handler. He'd been her handler for three years, since the Belgrade operation that had nearly cost them both their lives. "You disappear, Mia. No body, no traces, no closure. That's what happened to Torres. That's what happened to Agent Huang."

"I'm not Torres. I'm not Huang."

"No. You're better. Which is why I need you to think about this strategically." He slid a photograph across the table. grainy, taken from a distance. A man in his sixties, silver-haired, wearing an expensive suit. "Victor Hale. Deputy Director of the Agency. He's the one who approved your cover. He's the one who wants Bolton dead."

Mia studied the photograph. Hale's eyes were cold, calculated. The eyes of a man who had made hard choices and slept just fine afterward. "Why?"

"Because Bolton has something on him. Something that could end Hale's career, maybe his freedom. Hale can't move against him directly—Bolton has too many contacts, too many failsafes. So he needed someone expendable. Someone who could get close without drawing attention."

"Someone like me."

"Someone like you." Caleb met her gaze. "But here's what Hale didn't account for. Bolton isn't just a criminal. He's not a drug dealer or an arms trafficker. He's a former intelligence officer himself. He ran operations in South America for fifteen years before he went private. He knows every trick. Every technique. Every weakness."

"Then how is he still alive?"

Caleb's expression darkened. "Because he's patient. Because he plants seeds years in advance and harvests them when they're worth the most. And because the people who try to stop him have a tendency to..." He trailed off.

"To what?"

"To become the people who work for him."

The coffee shop door chimed. Mia didn't turn around, but she saw Caleb's reflection tense in the window.

"We've got a visitor," he said quietly. "Don't react. Just drink your coffee."

A shadow fell across their table. Deep, resonant voice. "Ms. Chen. Mr. Rhodes. This is a pleasant surprise."

Mia looked up into the face from the photograph. Victor Hale.

"Deputy Director." She kept her voice steady. "I didn't expect to see you here."

"I know. That's rather the point." He slid into the booth beside her, close enough that she could smell his cologne—expensive, subtle. "I've been watching your progress. Impressive work with the Martinez crew. You've earned their trust faster than anticipated."

"Is that a compliment?"

"It's an observation." His eyes moved to Caleb. "I need to speak with Ms. Chen alone."

"Control stays with his asset," Caleb said.

"Control stays where I tell him to stay." Hale's voice didn't change, but the temperature in the booth dropped ten degrees. "You're a logistics officer, Mr. Rhodes. You file reports. You manage communications. You don't make operational decisions."

"I'm her handler."

"You're a name on a spreadsheet." Hale stood. "Ms. Chen. A word."

Mia looked at Caleb, then rose and followed Hale toward the back of the coffee shop, her hand brushing the knife at her thigh. Not that it would help. If Hale wanted her dead, she would already be dead.

The Deputy Director stopped near the restrooms, his back to the noise of the espresso machine. "I know what you're thinking. You're thinking I'm the villain of this piece. The bureaucrat who sends good people into the darkness and forgets their names."

"Are you?"

"I'm the man who makes sure the darkness stays where it belongs." He turned to face her. "Boland Kozlov was my friend once. Did Caleb tell you that? We served together in Colombia. He saved my life. I watched him put a bullet through a man's skull from two hundred meters, and then we drank whiskey and talked about the women we loved."
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