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Prologue


John Mark





She was the most gorgeous woman I’d ever seen, tall, poised, regal. She commanded the room, every head turning when she entered. Her flaming red hair, which flowed down her perfect body wasn’t the only reason she stood out. It was her confidence that turned heads. 

She was dressed to the nines in a sleek, zipper-clad number. The single line of metal running from the curve of her backside to her mid-back made it far too easy to imagine unzipping it. The black stilettos she donned could have been on a runway model, pumping her calves up to an even more desirable effect.

I’d just received my dinner, a quick pasta dish at the bar of my hotel. I was beat from the months of a deep undercover mission to take down an international gang who threatened America with violence like we’d never seen.

Tonight was the only night I’d have a few hours of leisure before I had to get back to the job at hand. Or perhaps I’d get lucky and have most of the night before my presence was required again. I’d already decided I would eat a heavy meal and get some shuteye. That is until she walked into the bar.

Every eye in the room followed her. Some tried to mask their interest. Others, like me, flat out gawked at her. I’d been around enough to recognize perfection when I saw it. This girl was the epitome of perfection, a Mona Lisa if I ever saw one.

She made her way to a table in the corner. Sitting alone, I assumed she was waiting for some lucky dude. But twenty minutes later, as I took my last bite, she was still alone. Hmm. Honestly, I wasn’t surprised not a single man attempted to meet her. Men flocked to the women they thought they could conquer easily. She was obviously not in that category.

After I paid for my dinner, I walked over to her table. I felt the other men watching, either ready to congratulate me mentally, or laugh when I scurried away. I didn’t care either way. I’d had my share of gorgeous women. Honestly, to say I didn’t care was kidding myself. 

The instant she entered the room, I wanted her to warm my bed tonight. She was a firecracker, I could tell. Alright, let’s see what kind of fire she’s really got.

I settled my bill. Then walked over towards her table. As I arrived closer to her, her eyes met mine. Neither of us looked away.

“I was about to call it a night, but then you came in. And not a single man here had the nerve to say hello. I do,” I said to her. I expected a smile, a smirk, something. She gave me nothing. So, I leaned in and extended my hand to shake hers, giving her the opportunity to either let me in or push me away.

“Name’s Iron,” I added, my eyes never veering from hers. She was a puzzle, alright. One I was willing to earn the right to solve.

“Confidence looks good on you, Iron. Let’s see if there’s more to you than an intro and a stare.” Her head tilted slightly to one side, and for a second, I thought she was going to leave my hand extended without reciprocating. Then she slowly reached out and took it. “My friends call me Wilder.”

“May I join you?” I asked, and she motioned to the seat across from her. I took the one beside her instead. “Aren’t you going to eat?” I asked, noticing she only had a glass of wine.

“No, I ate earlier. I only stopped for a nightcap,” she stated cooly. She’d done this a thousand times, as I had. We knew this game inside and out, and I wasn’t sure about her, but I was bored with it. I wasn’t interested in a relationship, and I’d be willing to bet neither was she. I took a calculated risk and threw caution to the wind.

“Hmm. Well, I’m only in town for the night, and you obviously have no plans to join me for breakfast, so what do you say we talk about what we really want?” She smiled at last, telling me I had her now.

“Why do you say I’m not interested in breakfast?” Her voice was like butter. I could talk to her all night only to hear it.

“No one has a name like Wilder. I’m figuring it’s the one you throw out when you want to make sure someone can’t find you.” I smirked to let her know I was on to her. Her eyebrows raised; well, one of them did.

“What is it you want, Mr. Iron?” She emphasized my obvious fake name to let me know she was no more naïve than I was. I had to laugh aloud, which brought another smile from her.

“You got me. Iron is not my real name either, but,” I said a little too loudly, “it is a nickname. So, not entirely misrepresenting.” The smile had not yet left her lips. Those lips I was growing increasingly desperate to taste.

“You didn’t say what you wanted,” she added. I leaned back in my seat, again figuring the best way was the direct route.

“I want you.” Her smile dropped. Had I been too forward? Whatever. What did I have to lose now? The silence between us lasted too long, so I continued, never looking away from her eyes, which boldly matched mine.

“I want to taste you—slowly. I want to know if every inch of you feels as dangerous… and addictive… as you look. I want you. Every sound, every reaction. I want to find out if touching you feels as good as watching you does.”

I leaned forward, so close I could smell the wine on her parted lips.

“I want to know what it’s like to have you unravel in my hands. To feel you—all of you—and see if you’re as unforgettable as you look.” If I hadn’t been close enough to hear her breathing falter, I would have thought she was pissed. Yet, her eyes met mine without reservation, and her pupils dilated, giving me all the information I needed to proceed.

“Does that line always work for you, Iron?” She finally said. I smiled and leaned away from her.

“You’re gorgeous. I’m sure you’ve heard them all. But I don’t usually have to use lines on women. In fact, they often use their own lines on me. Let’s do this. How about I leave to preserve your reputation, because every person in this room is watching us, and they know I just approached you. I’m staying in room four oh two. If you’re interested, come on up. If not, well, I know no other man is going to approach you after I walk out alone, so enjoy your solitude tonight.”

I stood up to leave. Then, I turned back and touched her shoulder gently.

“Wilder?” I drew her attention again. “You’re cool. I’ll give you that, but I hope you do join me. I promise it’ll be a night you won’t soon forget, for either of us.” I squeezed her shoulder and walked away. 

My heart was pounding a hundred miles an hour as I walked to the elevator. I almost always knew if a woman was responding to me. With Wilder, or whatever her name was, I honestly had no idea whether she’d show.

Once I arrived at my room, I picked up the few items that might be in the way, put a few condoms in the nightstand in case, and went ahead and packed my bag for my flight the next day. She hadn’t come.

From experience, I recognized that if she hadn’t come yet, she likely wasn’t going to. I went ahead and slipped off my shoes and hung up my jacket. As I came out of the bathroom after freshening up, there was a soft knock on my door. My heart reacted immediately.

“I gave up on you,” I said as I opened the door for Wilder.

“I doubt it. You don’t strike me as the type to give up on anything,” she responded. I didn’t want banter. I wanted her. Now. I put my hand behind her neck and pulled her towards me, taking her mouth in mine. 

She returned my passion with a fierce hunger of her own. Our first kiss took me to another world, one where no villains lay in wait to kill me, where evil didn’t exist, where I could allow the sweet nectar of passion to overtake me.

After pulling her inside my hotel room, I closed the door with my foot and locked it, guiding her inside. 

Her hands were all over me, and I peeked at her because the cold, indifferent woman from the lounge appeared to have fled, leaving behind this burning, intense fire glowing in my arms. Before we reached the bed, she had my shirt unbuttoned. I pulled away only slightly.

“Now I see where you get your nickname from,” I breathed. She was wilder than anything or anyone I’d ever encountered. I was guessing her frosty exterior had come from years of practice to guard her heart.

“Shut up and kiss me,” she whispered before she took me once again to a place I’d never been before. Her body was as delicious as it looked. 

For a woman who walked into the room so cool an artic breeze would be envious, she sure raged an inferno within. We made love several times, and she gave as well as she received. Hours must have gone by, each of us oblivious to the world turning and the clock ticking.

Sometime in the wee hours of the morning, as we fell onto my sheets, once again satiated for a moment, my phone rang. I had a specific ring for when The Firm called so I never missed their always important calls, especially when I was on duty. Luckily, I didn’t have to pull away from Wilder to answer it since she was across from me, panting as I was.

“Excuse me,” I told her. “I need to get this.”

“It’s three o’clock in the morning,” she whispered, still trying to catch her breath.

“I know. Different time zone.” I lied easily from practice. “Yeah.” I answered at last. I stood and walked to the window in case Richard, The Firm’s fierce leader, said something that a stranger shouldn’t hear.

“You alone?” He asked. I had a bit of a reputation at the office.

“Uh, yeah, of course,” I told him.

“You sound out of breath.” It wasn’t like Richard to pry.

“No, yeah, well, you woke me from a bad dream. What’s up?”

“Ironclad, there’s chatter. You need to report to the office immediately so we can prepare for your next phase.” That was one of the great things about my boss. He didn’t pull any punches.

“Geez, okay. I’ll be on the next flight,” I answered. It was the only acceptable answer we gave when we were called. We hung up, not bothering with salutations. I looked out the window. The midnight darkness against the twinkling lights of the city was the perfect metaphor for my life. Little lights here and there surrounded by nothing but blackness.

“I need to jump in the shower. You okay?” I asked Wilder, then turned and headed to the bathroom without waiting for an answer. I was in the shower when I realized I’d love to see Wilder again. This night had been a genuine surprise. I mean, I knew she’d be good, but man. We made an impressive pair. I’d get her phone number before I left and explain why I had to rush away, maybe even tell her to order something for breakfast and put it on my room tab.

I was bone weary now. At dinner last night, I would have never guessed I would have had the stamina for our Olympic activities. Now, it was catching up with me. I turned the shower on straight cold water to make sure I stayed awake. I’d definitely need to get an espresso prior to boarding the plane.

“Hey, Wilder,” I kinda hollered from the bathroom as I dried off. No answer. I chuckled, knowing she must be as tired as I was and assuming she’d fallen asleep. 

After I finally got dry, I wrapped the towel around my waist. The last thing we had time for was another round. When I stepped into the hotel room, the bed was empty. I glanced around the room as if there were anywhere for her to hide. She was nowhere to be found.

She had departed. I had no way of knowing her real name or of getting her phone number. I’d likely never see her again. She was gone, forever.
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One Year Later


John Mark





Ordo Umbra had been a blasted hellhole to penetrate. By the time The Firm was called in to handle them, they had already created multiple cells throughout the country and were making a name for themselves. Despite mainstream efforts by traditional military exercises to stomp them out, this crime syndicate, we called OU for short, and Latin for “Order of Shadow,” was growing rapidly. Our organization had been commissioned to make them extinct. 

My mission? I infiltrated the top level by getting close to the boss, Gregor Sokolov. The leaders of The Firm, Richard included, decided early on they wouldn’t just target the foot soldiers blindly following orders. It would be like putting a bandaid on an amputee. There would always be purposeless, aimless young men looking to gravitate to anyone who had a voice.

We knew from the get-go that we needed to behead this organization, or our efforts would all be for naught. But doing that took time. I’d been undercover for going on two years, which was a record within The Firm.

Usually, we came in, cleaned house, and went home. A week was considered a long mission for us. I’d volunteered for the job because, as the newest member of the group and next to the youngest, I had fewer obligations that kept me from needing to be home.

Sure, I had a family. My parents were Anchorage royalty, socialites who wanted me to be a part of their world. I walked away from their world a long time ago—right around the time I joined Delta Force, the Army’s Tier One Special Operations unit. 

I thought my mom was going to flip. My dad did. My sisters both cried as if I’d died right in front of their eyes. But my brother? He seemed pretty happy that now he could be the golden child my father needed to take over our family business.

Yeah, it wasn’t a difficult decision for me. Each member of my family thought they were above the grime of the average American. After all, they’d kept our lineage clean with only CEOs and lawyers for generations. I’d always marched to a different beat. I never understood why money meant power and elitism. Why I had a different attitude, I had no idea.

I’d joined the Army, not only to get away from them but also because I saw the injustice in the world. I wanted to be a part of making it right, if only in my small corner. I pushed myself hard—hard enough to make the CIA come calling. They brought me into SAC/SOG, their elite Special Operations Group. 

You’d think my family would have been proud. I mean, how many men my age are honored to this magnitude at such a young age? But no. Once again, we had to go through the whole rigmarole of how I would never be the son to fill my dad’s shoes.

Then after a few years in the CIA, I became known for my tough façade, resilience, and yes, brute strength. I consistently volunteered for the worst missions, which only sharpened my skills and honed my field charisma. I could think under pressure, regardless of the consequences.

My skills drew the attention of The Firm, and they recruited me. It was like a dream I never knew I had. Due to the nature of The Firm and its top secret organization, I was not able to tell my family what association I was with or what I did.

This only complicated matters worse at home. My usually tight knit family became estranged from me with each evasive answer I gave them about where I worked. 

So, when Richard asked if I’d be willing to commit to a lengthy undercover op, I naturally jumped at it. If for no other reason than it gave me an excuse not to have to go home for as long as the mission continued. However, I had no idea it would take two years. I expected six months tops.

Getting close to Sokolov had been difficult. I’d only just penetrated his inner circle a few months ago, and he kept a close eye on me now, testing me for loyalty. Although it was nerve-wracking, I was handling it as if it were a walk in the park, at least on the surface. Gregor Sokolov, aka The Swan, was a vicious, ruthless killer and head of Ordo Umbra, OU.

His name, which was known throughout OU as well as The Firm, was given because he took pride in each kill. It was a game to him. Each time he took out a high-profile figure, he pinned a black swan’s feather to their clothes. 

The Firm had put hours of manpower into catching him long before I came on board. Sokolov had been on the radar. A former Serbian intelligence turned warlord-for-hire, he’d built an empire through psychological manipulation and strategic cruelty. In my two years here, I’d gotten a truckload of information for us, all of which could help take Sokolov down. But that wasn’t the mission.

The secrecy of our organization didn’t just protect its members; it shielded innocent citizens in the United States and across the globe. The Firm existed for one reason: to track and dismantle organizations like OU—enemies of justice, truth, and morality who terrorized people, toppled governments, and threatened the stability of entire civilizations. Our mission was simple, but never clean: neutralize the world’s deadliest threats before they reached the public. The methods were dangerous. The risks, absolute. And the details? They could never be known. There would always be those who condemned our tactics… even as they slept safer because of them.

Once they were identified, we discovered as much information from them as possible, both to take them down and to learn how to prevent others from taking their place. After we gathered as much intel as possible, we exterminated them. From the top, such as Sokolov, all the way to the bottom. We snuffed them out like a used up cigarette.

It wasn’t a pretty job, or a prestigious one like my parents had hoped for me. But it did clean out the grime of society. We were glorified garbage men. The only problem was that for every organization we took out, there was another growing somewhere else.

“Ah, you need to stay here for the night,” Sokolov’s chief henchman, Marek, told me. We had been running exercises all day and making sure the security was on point for the upcoming auction. This would be the first time I’d been trusted to be part of the security team. Marek scheduled a meeting for later to go over the proceedings with all security personnel. 

It was the first time in two years that I’d had a prayer of being close enough to Sokolov to stop him. Marek was one of the most brutal men I’d ever met in my life, possibly worse than Sokolov, but not as bright or charismatic; hence, the second highest leader rather than the highest.

“No problem,” I popped off. I couldn’t wait to kill Marek. He would be the one I killed first, if only because I hated him so. “Did Niko check the back garden entrances?” I asked only to insult him, knowing he’d already checked. He gave me a marginally murderous look.

“Of course. What do you think I am? An amateur?” He snapped. I smirked at him, and then to lighten the insult, I patted him on the shoulder.

“Good job. Good job,” I condescended. He pushed my hand away.

“Mind your business, and I will take care of my own.” I smiled at him, just to piss him off again.

“You two fight like brothers. It is good to see, even if it can be annoying,” Sokolov interrupted. I laughed to lighten the dark mood that came between Marek and me, which had the effect from Sokolov of making him laugh as well. Sokolov liked me. I could tell. He’d allowed me into his circle sooner than most of these goons.

My wit and humor appealed to him. Regardless of how fierce the circumstances, my jokes and humorous interjections made him laugh. He liked it. I could only assume it made him think I took it all lightly. He was wrong. 

Humor was the way I dealt with the darkness, like the best of the famous comedians who later killed themselves. It was a coping mechanism. Whatever. It served my purpose in this mission to get me closer to the target more quickly, and I was all for that.

“You stay behind,” Sokolov said to me, making Marek throw another murderous look my way. After the other men were gone, my curiosity grew. Sokolov could be about to promote me or kill me, and I had no way of knowing which.

“Sit,” he stated. “Drink?” I nodded although I didn’t want a whisky at oh ten hundred. When Sokolov asks, he actually wasn’t asking. I took the glass he handed me and pretended to take a sip. 

My nerves frayed as I waited for him to address whatever it was he planned. There was no rushing him. He was the kingpin. Sokolov was accustomed to making people wait. It was part of his persona; a part he thrived on. Several minutes went by, and I continued to pretend to sip my whisky every thirty seconds or so.

“You remind me of my own boy,” Sokolov said, which surprised me. “He was taken from me by those Ukrainian bastards. He was too young but headstrong.” He smiled as his mind remembered some memory. Now, I understood how I’d gotten into his inner circle like I had. “I want you to take the lead for this auction.” His words shocked me.

Not only was it too soon after coming into his circle, but I did not need the extra responsibility for this when I needed to focus instead on the mission of overtaking OU. Both undertakings on the same night would be too much. 

But questioning Sokolov was suicide. To let him down was as well, although after the auction, Sokolov would be dead, so I didn’t need to worry about retribution there.

“Sure. I’d be honored.” It was the only acceptable response. He continued to brief me on all I’d be expected to do and wound up the conversation by telling me he would let Marek know to cooperate. Yeah, like that was going to happen. I only nodded.

“You bloody,” Marek spat at me when we met to discuss the takeover. I cut him off.

“Hold on now. This wasn’t of my doing. Clearly, Sokolov saw the opportunity to have a better man run his organization and took it. Don’t be mad at me,” I smirked at him. He formed a fist and reared back as if to hit me. I stood, not even flinching. 

I could take a hit from much bigger men. My lack of reaction disarmed him, and he turned and walked away. I had to hand it to him. His years of watching Sokolov reprimand his men for insubordination had created great self-control in him. I chuckled as he walked away from me.

The meeting, which should have taken hours if Marek had been thorough in his explanations, took only thirty minutes. He was setting me up for failure. If I had been the up and rising crime boss they assumed I was, it would have been a disaster. As it was, I didn’t care. My lack of fear only taunted Marek more.

The weeks leading up to the auction were hectic, to say the least. There was no time to waste and little sleep to be had. With my training and experience, I reminded myself I could handle it.

I had to be more careful than usual in contacting Richard. I dared only let him know the date of the auction and what I hoped would be the plan to overtake the top men. The Firm would come in at the last minute to relieve me.

“Have you made contact with the swan today?” Richard asked me as we spoke on our encrypted coms.

“Yeah, I’m on it,” I responded.

“Good. Make sure to give us at least an hour leeway to get to you. Otherwise, this will not work.” When my boss said, “This will not work,” what he was really saying was, “You’ll be killed.” It was a hazard of the job.

Well, actually, the worst possible hazard of the job. But many men and women had given their lives for our country’s safety. While I didn’t want to have to lay mine down, I was willing to if the situation called for it, especially if I could take Sokolov with me.

“Send the coordinates when you’re ready.” He repeated because my mind wandered.

“Yep, like a love letter,” I answered. Humor helped to lessen the sting of reality in this line of work. Although each member of the team resorted to it, I was the worst. Maybe I had more pain to cover. Maybe I was simply worse at facing reality.

Sokolov loved his cultural scenarios, high ticket charities, diamond auctions, and rare art displays. In truth, behind the scenes, most every function Sokolov appeared at was selling a different kind of valuable behind the scenes, like humans, stolen goods, and weapons.

The worst part for me had been continuing to allow the hundreds of people, especially kids, who were trafficked through OU these past few years. I had made sure Richard got the locations to rescue the victims. We would get every single person out we could. But the only way to ensure we ripped this crime lord and his organization out by their roots was for me to pretend to turn a blind eye and have Richard take them down separately, without my direct involvement.

Sokolov craved the high society culture as much as my parents with his black suits worth thousands each. His excessive jewelry gave him the appearance of the pimp he was. He took pride in mingling with some of the most elite in Hollywood and London. He reveled in the admiration each person he came in contact with slathered upon him. He made me sick to my stomach.

In a lot of ways, my upbringing had trained me perfectly for this job. I was born with a silver spoon in my mouth, and I knew how to walk the walk.  In truth, if my parents thought I was part of his inner circle, they probably would finally be proud of me, because they didn’t know his inner business. This business. About to come to an end. About to go public. 

The one activity Sokolov loved more than high society mingling, was his killing rituals. He didn’t simply take someone out. He tortured them, mutilated them precisely, enjoying the kill. However, Sokolov saved his expertise for his own men, those who he thought, sometimes incorrectly, had been disloyal to him or the OU. He would tell us having each of us witness the killing ritual was the best way to keep respect within the group.

“They will not want to be a recipient of my attention,” he would sneer as he puffed on the expensive cigars he loved. I hated him with a passion. Typically, I didn’t get involved in my cases. Didn’t have time. We’d land in a city, rest if needed, go to our target, take him out, and go home. All in a day’s work. We rarely had a conversation with our target. This was different.

Not only had Sokolov and I had many conversations, but we’d broken bread as well as bones of comrades together. He considered me a loyal, his friend. He couldn’t be further from the truth.

After working out, I showered and dressed for the night. I would wait until the end of the evening, when Sokolov and a tight group of his loyals would have a nightcap in his library. He always drank too much strong whiskey, his favorite after a successful evening of auctions.

I would find a way to linger behind, and once the numbers were down to three or four, I’d take them on. They’d fight back, but if there was anything I was sure of, it was my ability to take a hit and keep on punching. If they gave me one hard punch, I’d give them five.

My brain sometimes played with me. Often when I was about to go under immense stress, it would simply jump to another time in my life that was stress free. For the past year, my mind favored remembering the night I’d spent with the woman I only knew as Wilder. She was a vision. It had been the most memorable night of my life.

Over the past twelve months, I wondered if I’d inflated her beauty and expertise or possibly fabricated the entire evening. If I had been able to go back to my normal life, I would have tracked her down, regardless of the fact I didn’t know her real name. However, my life had not been normal for one day since, so I pushed forward to finishing this mission.

I shook my head, trying to will her out of my thoughts. It was one night, just as it had been meant to be. No more. Women like her were not made to linger. A man could lose his sanity with a woman like her.

“Head in the game, Iron. Head in the game,” I told myself aloud.

Once I was there, I checked the points again to make sure Marek hadn’t sabotaged my role tonight. After all was done, I didn’t care what Sokolov thought of my administrative abilities, but I didn’t want to get this close to my end game only to lose my life over some technicality.

The evening went as expected. I slipped into the restroom to let Eagle know it would be about an hour before going to the library, where Sokolov and the other loyals were expected to recap the profits.

I’d brought Zolpidem to slip into the men’s nightcaps if I could. It would give me the edge once the fighting began in case more of them than I could handle alone stayed behind.

Hopefully though, it would make more of them retire early, leaving me with fewer to dispose of before Eagle and the team stormed the castle, so to speak.

“Can I get everyone a round?” I announced as I entered the room, my arms in the air as if celebrating already. Most men already had drinks in hand, but the others answered affirmatively. I made three with my extra elixir and my own without. 

Then handed the drinks to each of them. Once I was seated, I pretended to sip my own. We had about forty-five minutes before Eagle and the team would arrive as backup.

For the first fifteen minutes, all was going well. Marek gave his rundown of the night’s highlights, including details of the women he had lined up for later. I laughed aloud because, like only a few men in the room, I knew his tastes were not for women. When one of the men stood up to refill his drink, I stood as well, acting like I needed the same.

“I’m already up. You want a refill?” I asked. He lazily sat back down and handed me his drink. So that was four drugged. Only four left. I could handle them. After I sat back down, I noticed that the first three men were already showing signs of fatigue. Sure enough, after another ten minutes, they announced they were retiring for the evening. The fourth man followed behind them.

My nerves relaxed, knowing I could handle these four goons left, and were on high alert as I glanced at my watch. Richard would come through the entrance in only about twenty minutes. 

Of course, it would take another twenty for the team and SWAT to fight their way to me. But once the breach was announced, all hell would break loose, and that was when I would make my move, before Sokolov and Marek could get away. They were my two priorities.

Just then, the alarm went off. I glanced at my watch and realized the team was early. There was no way it was them. A twenty-minute change in a plan like this could mean the difference between life and death. There was no way Eagle would take a chance with my life by showing up early.

Every man in the room stood—suddenly at attention.

“You!” Marek pointed at me. “You are a mole. I knew it!”

“What are you talking about?” I shouted back at him. Sokolov, in his usual laid-back demeanor, watched our spat play out.

“We’ve been watching you. You screwed with the security,” Marek shouted.

“If I’d messed with the security, why would the alarm have gone off, you idiot.”

“I have noticed some oddities as well,” Sokolov piped in. “You’ve been acting like a server tonight.”

“Yeah, and the ones who you served have all gone to bed.” Marek added, hoping to add the final nail to my coffin.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I tried to act nonchalant. “Look, we have worse things to worry about right now.” I tried to change the subject. “Let’s find out what’s going on downstairs.” I turned to leave, but at that moment, the double doors to the library slammed open. In ran a myriad of agents, all dressed in black protective gear.

“Federal agents! Hands where I can see them!” they shouted in unison. I glanced at them, looking for any face I recognized. Where was my team? Something terrible had happened.

I looked at Sokolov and Marek, who raised their hands in a faux surrender. I knew full well there was no way they’d allow this takeover. They always had an escape route. That was why the plan was for me to overtake them while they were unaware of an invasion.

Why was this strange team here and twenty minutes early? They had ruined everything. I lifted my hands. I turned to overtake Sokolov because he was the closest to me. Our scuffle interrupted the arrest procedures, and both Sokolov and I were taken down by the agents. The interaction took several minutes, and one agent fired shots into the room to restore order.

Suddenly, we were held at gunpoint, and the one pushing my head was cocked. I made the hand signal, the one every agency was taught, to let other ops know you were on the good side to keep from being shot.

“Hold on!" One of the FBI guns shouted. "He’s one of us!” I relaxed for only a second before Sokolov turned his head slowly to me. I tensed up again although I knew he couldn’t hurt me with all these witnesses here.

“Iron?” I heard a female voice say. I assumed it was Venom or Phoenix, the only two female agents on our team. Then I turned to see her. The most memorable face I’d ever seen. The face that had come to me in my dreams for the past year.

“Wilder?” I said. We stared at one another as the surrounding agents looked on, perplexed. The only person who didn’t hesitate was Sokolov.

“You are a traitor!” He shouted at me as he pulled a gun out to shoot me. Shots were fired, and he went down with a death more expedient than he deserved. Wilder had killed him right before my eyes. I looked at her—dumbfounded. When I looked around the room, I realized Marek was gone.
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Busted?


Taryn





Istood stunned. This man, who had seduced me a year ago, was here? 

At first, I assumed he was one of the criminals. I even entertained briefly the idea of shooting him simply for revenge. It was rare for a man to have the effect on me he had. 

After a night of sex like I’d never known, his wife called and, without explanation, he jumped in the shower to go to her. I was too humiliated to stick around and hear whatever lies he planned to tell me.

While he was in the shower, I dressed and ran out the door, almost collapsing in the hall from the adrenaline rush to get out. I’d never done anything so reckless. I most certainly wouldn’t have gone with him if I’d known he was married. But he’d had an effect on me, like a magnet pulling me into his force-field.

Not a day had gone by since then that I didn’t think of him. Either the torture of remembering his skilled hands touching my body or wishing I could meet him just to punch him in the gut, as he had metaphorically punched me.

I had tried to look into him, but how can you find someone who you only know as Iron, a nickname I suspected he earned because of his well-built body. I didn’t want to be with him again, although the many dreams I’d had of him implied otherwise.

No, I wanted somehow to show him how it feels to be left in a warm bed while the lover you just enjoyed freshened up for his wife. I wasn’t a kid. It was only a one-night stand. Except, I didn’t know he was married. 

I’d never had a one-night stand before. And I never would again. I felt cheaper than a paper friendship bracelet. That was a full year ago.

This mission was the first I had led in my brief career at the FBI. It was an enormous opportunity for me being the only female and one of the youngest in my group. The only reason I had received it was because I was the one who deciphered the incoming information about this newcomer to Sokolov’s organization.

All the intel suggested it would be the bust of a lifetime. This new player, who turned out to be Iron, was the one who led us to it. His sparse communication with some clandestine group told us explicitly where they would all be at this moment in time.

It was the luckiest break of my career. I immediately dispatched FBI backup for my unit. It had all been put together quickly, in only a day, because the intel came in at the last minute. But this was our only chance to nail the Serbian crime lord infamously known as The Swan. We had been trying to get to Sokolov for years.

Then, at the moment I should have been taking my victory lap, I spotted Iron amongst them. What the heck?

His hand signal, created for American intelligence to let others know they were on the inside of the law, caught my eye and within milliseconds, I announced a ceasefire to protect him. If he were one of us, I wouldn’t have harmed him regardless of my feelings toward him for what he’d done to me last year.

When I saw Sokolov attempt to kill Iron, my instincts kicked in. Before it registered what I’d done, I shot him. It was unprofessional really, unlike me. But my first reaction was to protect this man I’d shared a night with a year ago. He was an agent, after all.

As if matters couldn’t have gotten worse, Sokolov’s second in command, Marek, disappeared during the chaos. Capturing the two of them was the primary goal for tonight. I’d had them both directly in front of me, but my shock of seeing Iron threw the entire mission off-kilter. 

In one millisecond, I’d killed the primary crime figurehead and lost the second. Rather than expecting a promotion out of this, I now fully expected a reprimand, or worse. Once again, this mysterious man with an interesting nickname had delivered a gut punch to me.

“What the hell?” Iron roared, eyes blazing as he stormed toward me. The audacity. “Why are you interfering with a national security operation?” Oh, he did not just go there.

I forgot myself, forgot I was the lead agent on this FBI sting. I marched right up to him like a woman scorned and let him have it, matching his heat with my own.

“What am I doing here? This is my mission! What are you doing crashing my op?” I snapped, my voice rising.

It was like someone flipped on the lights. The entire room had gone still, all eyes now fixated on us—some wide, others amused. Both of us took a quick step back, straightening like school kids caught fighting in church. 

Iron opened his mouth to speak, but I beat him to it, snapping into command mode before he could steal the floor. I took the reins, barking orders and reasserting control like I hadn’t just been seconds away from throttling him.

“Smith, Garcia, secure this man.” I looked at my two strongest men and nodded my head toward Iron. They hesitated for only a moment, likely wondering why I was having another agent secured.

“Hold on,” Iron rebutted. “I’m a federal agent.”

“Prove it,” I told him to his face.

“I’m undercover. Of course, I don’t have my credentials on me.”

“Secure him,” I told my agents again. They handcuffed him despite his mild struggle.

“My agents are coming right behind you. You’ll regret this,” he spat at me.

“Yeah, well, we’ll see. I’m pretty sure your group will not have the power to override my instructions. I’m with the FBI!”

“I wouldn’t count on that if I were you,” he continued with his cocky attitude. As we were leaving the room, a storm of agents, dressed in all black and accompanied by SWAT, approached us.

“Gentlemen,” an older agent addressed one of my men, taking his black mask off to sport his handsome face and silver hair. “Who is in charge here?”

“I am,” I spoke up with confidence and defiance. Rarely did a woman lead a sting to arrest a crime lord of this magnitude. I wanted him to know that it was no man who had done this. I stepped into his personal space, shoulders back and ready for a confrontation.

“Agent,” he nodded. “My code name is Eagle, lead for this investigation. For reasons I can’t explain, I cannot give you my real name. You have one of my men there.” He nodded to Iron. “Please release him at once.”

“Sir, with all due respect, I’ll need to see credentials before I release anyone. This man has been cavorting with this Serbian group for years. Perhaps he’s undercover. Perhaps not. I won’t be releasing him until I have verified his identity and his connection to whatever organization you’re with. Who did you say you’re with?” I asked, knowing full well he hadn’t told me.

This man, who called himself Eagle, looked uncomfortable only for a split second. I wondered if he might actually be part of the Serbian group, sent in to take control, acting as if he were a government agent to get custody of the prisoners after such an infiltration.

Eagle took a deep breath, calming himself.

“Ma’am, I cannot give you that information. It is a matter of national security. I assure you this agent is one of mine, and he will be released. Whether you release him now or wait until I can provide his identity to the proper officials is up to you; however, know that the consequences for waiting to release him could be severe. We need him out of here and secured immediately now that his cover has been blown.”

I hesitated for a moment, trying to read his face. My superior stepped up and took control. He shook Eagle’s hand and nodded for the two men holding Iron to let him go.

“Beckett Stein,” he held his hand out to Eagle, and they exchanged a look as if some secret pact had been bridged, one boss conceding to the other. “Our apologies. We had intel, which suggested your man was part of Sokolov’s group.” This was the second time I’d been humiliated by Iron in the only two times I’d met him. I wanted to crawl away and cry, but of course, that was not an option.

“This is Taryn Wilder. It’s her first mission as controller.” Beckett continued to humiliate me. I tried to avoid Iron’s gaze, but I felt his eyes drilling a hole into my skull.

"Wilder." Iron whispered deadpan, only loud enough for me to hear. He realized then that Wilder was not a nickname.

“Yes, well, our agent, Ironclad, has been undercover for two years. Now, Sokolov is dead, and Marek has escaped. Do you have any idea what a mess you’ve caused?”

“Again, sir, our apologies,” Beckett bowed his head in submission. Why was he being so humble? It was this group that had interrupted my bust. But I stood down, knowing when I’d been beaten. Angry tears stung my eyes despite my warning them to straighten up.  I dare them to betray me now.

I backed away from the big boys’ club and hoped they would leave quickly. I wasn’t sure which was worse—having my first mission as controller go south, or being disgraced in front of Iron. Yet, because I had the worst luck in the world, Iron turned to face me and spoke loud enough for everyone in the room to hear.

“You. Taryn, is it?” Iron spoke so confidently. I had no choice but to acknowledge him.

“Yes,” I replied in a voice that infuriated me with its mousy squeak.

“You had no way of knowing.” His eyes focused on mine with such intensity that I could not look away. We stood there, obviously remembering the night we’d shared, but trying to play it off as if we’d just met. “Truce?” He held his hand out. I didn’t want to touch him. I was too afraid I’d never want to let him go. What was wrong with me?

I took his hand. I had to. He was extending an olive branch in front of our superiors regardless of my ruining two years of his work. His extension of grace might save my job. Our hands touched. His grip was firm, and he pulled my hand towards him, forcing me to take a single step closer, our eyes still locked. I didn’t dare trust my voice again, so I nodded, barely.

Once again, heat filled my cheeks as I realized I’d been humbled by this alpha dog. Well, three times was not the charm for me. I regained my composure and straightened my shoulders, ready to rebut in some way I didn’t have figured out, even when I opened my mouth to speak. Iron beat me to the punch, though.

“Gentlemen, I think we can let this one slide. She obviously meant no harm.” He looked at his boss as if telepathically relaying some coded message. The gentleman nodded to him.

“Well, the damage is done now. There’s no reversing it. At least we got Sokolov,” Eagle spoke to Beckett. Beckett, uncomfortable but still playing the humble puppy to this stranger, nodded in agreement. Iron had saved me, if only for the moment. 

What Beckett planned to do with me once we returned to the office was anyone’s guess. I took a deep breath and turned to Beckett, awaiting orders now that I’d obviously been demoted.

“Wilder, see that the mission is completed. I’m sure Marek is long gone, but let’s get all the intel we can.”

“Yes, Sir,” I answered quickly and turned to walk away.

“I’ll assist you,” Iron said loudly enough for everyone to hear.

“I’m perfectly capable of handling it,” I spouted off at him.

“Obviously,” he smirked in return. I was fuming. Regardless that I was the one who had spoiled Iron’s mission, he had also spoiled mine. We walked away from our superiors and took an inventory of what exactly we had. Once we were a fair distance away from Eagle and Beckett, Iron leaned towards me.

“You’re welcome,” he whispered close to my ear, which sent shivers down my spine.

“Excuse me?” I’d never met anyone so audacious in my life.

“Yeah, for saving your butt.” I turned directly toward him with my best evil eye I could muster.

“Saving me? Your presence here is what ruined me.”

“What? Geez, lady. You’d think you could be a little grateful. By the way, don’t think because I let you off the hook for your job’s sake that all is forgiven or forgotten. I’ve lived here for two years among these animals, and you just threw it all down the trash.”

“You have some nerve, Iron, or whatever your name is. By the way, how’s your wife?” I emphasized the word as if it were an evil curse.

“What are you talking about?” Iron appeared truly surprised.

“Are you pretending you don’t remember me? That we didn’t,” I lowered my voice so no one in the room would hear me, “that we didn’t sleep together? Wow!”

“Oh, I remember the night alright. But I don’t recall any sleeping going on.” He smiled and raised his eyebrows several times suggestively. I reached my hand up to slap him, but he grabbed it before I lifted it enough to feel like a threat. “Yeah, I remember.”

“Let me go,” I growled at him. He did, and I turned and walked out of the room, no longer caring that it was my job to be there.

A week of suspension was my only punishment, along with retraining for intel intelligence recovery. Although I argued against it, I recognized, if only to myself, that I’d gotten off light. Excited to put the ordeal behind me, I returned to our office the following Monday after I’d fulfilled my punishment.

“Morning, Wilder,” Beckett nodded as I walked into the breakroom to retrieve my coffee.

“Good morning, sir,” I smiled despite my agitation still lingering.

“Before the briefing, I need to see you in private.”

“Yes, sir. Everything alright, sir?” A lump grew in my throat. I’d come in determined to put the fiasco behind me, but it sounded like it might not be quite over.

“Be in my office in fifteen,” he stated, then turned and left. I threw the doughnut I was about to eat in the trash, my appetite gone.

“Close the door,” Beckett said when I entered. Now I was getting scared. “Have a seat.” He commanded again. I sat resisting the urge to ask what was going on. I waited as he examined some paperwork on his desk.

“Wilder, what I’m about to ask you must stay between us. You understand?” I nodded. “Before I begin, I want you to know that this will be the one and only time I will request this of you, so it is imperative you be one hundred percent honest right now. You will not get another chance. You understand?”

“Sir, I’m always honest with you. What is this about?” His tone was one I’d only heard him use once and had hoped I’d never have it directed at me. He leaned back in his chair, touching the fingers on each hand together and stretching them in and out, yet he never broke eye contact.

“We appear to have a mole within either our organization or the one headed by Eagle, who you met the other day.” I was shocked. Instinctively, I felt none of my fellow agents would be the mole. I didn’t know them intimately, but we’d covered each other in multiple operations. I had trusted them with my life.

“Do you have any idea who?” I asked.

“No, but it’s been suggested by the higher ups that it might be you.”

“Me? Sir,” I raised my voice. “But why?” Beckett raised his hand to stop my rebuttal.

“I don’t believe it. But I have to admit the scene from the last sting did look suspicious. You stopped the entire operation when you saw the man they called Ironclad. You appeared to recognize him.” I blushed. There was no finding my way out of this. I had promised to be honest, and apparently not only my job, but my freedom if they believed I was a mole, would depend on my answer.

“I don’t exactly know him. But yes, we had met once before that night.” I hesitated, hoping he would let it be explanation enough.

“Go on,” he paused. My cowardly eyes looked at my lap as my hands fidgeted.

“About a year ago, I was going through Cincinnati on my way here, to take my commission. We met at a, uh, restaurant.” He didn’t have to know all the gory details, and after all, the bar did serve food. “We talked and one thing led to another. We barely exchanged names. In fact, he only told me his name was Iron, not his real name.” Beckett seemed to understand where my story was going.

“You only met for the one night? You never spoke again?” Beckett seemed as embarrassed as I was.

“I promise. We exchanged nothing but our names.” Well, and some bodily fluids. “I had no idea who he was, who he worked for, or how we both ended up at Sokolov’s that night. I give you my word.” I returned his gaze, letting him see my truth.

“Relax. I believe you.” I physically breathed in and out. “But we still have a problem. My superiors want this mole to be smoked out. They have called in an undercover agent to join our firm temporarily until this can be exposed. I vouched for you, even suggesting the new agent be paired with you, since you were the one who knew him.”

“I don’t understand. Since I knew who?”

“The undercover who will be here this morning for our briefing. He’ll be your new partner. His name is John Mark LeVoy.” I was confused and wrinkled my brow. I didn’t know anyone named John Mark LeVoy. 

“You know him as Ironclad.”
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Partners in Crime


John Mark





The instant she walked into the briefing room, it was obvious she was upset. She tried to smile and play it off as if it was her idea or something, to put on that same frosty exterior I’d seen when I first met her. But I’d seen behind her curtain to the woman she was underneath her cool façade. Her fake smile didn’t fool me. It was obvious to me she was not a happy camper. I had to admit, neither was I. 

When Eagle told me I was taking on another undercover mission so soon after the last debacle wrapped up, I begged him to give me a break, if only for a month or so. And that was even before he explained what the mission was.

Undercover at the FBI was almost worse than at the mafia. At least when I worked with the mafia, I knew who the monsters were. Eagle shared they suspected a mole. When he said they might suspect Taryn Wilder, the very woman I knew, I laughed.

“Boss, I can assure you she’s no mole.” He gave me a suspicious eye. “No, I mean I don’t know her, but she’s obviously not experienced enough to pull that off, not among a whole task-force of FBI. Come on. You saw her. She was like a deer in the headlights when we were confronted.”

“I have to agree with you, Iron, but my superiors and theirs have decided that since her team all saw you at the sting, you would be the best man for the job. The agents there will trust you more easily since they already know firsthand you’re playing for the right team. It’ll be easier to flush the mole out if you don’t have to spend months building their trust.”

I knew that look, the one he was gracing me with when he made his declaration. This was nonnegotiable.

“Fine. Fine. I’ll go, but I want to be able to take the lead on Marek as soon as I’m done with the FBI operation. Geez, that doesn’t even sound right, FBI operation. What’s the world coming to when we have to take a time out from chasing the real perps to find an inside threat?”

“Now, I agree with you on that,” Eagle said as he dismissed me. I’d had the entire weekend to sulk, then reluctantly accept my fate. But from the look on Wilder’s face, she had only just found out. The debrief was short. Beckett introduced me to the team, and there was no mention of the Sokolov sting from hell.

I assumed the FBI had been pulled from following him now that The Firm was on his trail. Our organization trumped every other law enforcement agency. Once the meeting was adjourned, I went to my new desk, right beside Wilder’s.

The FBI’s office setup wasn’t quite as private as we had at The Firm. It was more of a bullpen than an office. Wilder sat down and immediately stared at her computer screen, punching away on the keyboard as if it was the one that had offended her. 

Since I did not need to jump onto my computer, I pushed back in my rolling seat, crossed my arms over my chest, and stared at her. This went on for only a minute before she broke her revere.

“Are you going to sit there looking at me all day?” she finally asked. I cracked a smile and chuckled a little. This forced her to stop pretending she was working and look at me.

“What do you want from me, Wilder?” I asked her. “It takes two to tango, last I checked.” Her head snapped around to see who else might have heard, but I’d made sure no one was there before I spouted off at the mouth.

To be honest, I think everyone in our vicinity left that day, saying they were working in the field only to get away from the thick tension in the air. I’d only been part of the FBI for thirty minutes, but it seemed like there was a lot of pretending going around. And they weren’t very good at it.

“Please keep your voice down,” she mumbled. “I’m not proud of what I did, but I’d be more humiliated if my coworkers knew about it.”

“There’s nothing to be ashamed of, Wilder.” I said her name with a swagger, giving it a meaning beyond whatever it meant. “We turned each other on. We took care of business.”

“Will you shut up,” she said a little louder, scanning the area again as if anyone could have snuck up on two federal agents in their own cubicles. I couldn’t help myself; I laughed. “It’s not funny. If it’s all the same to you, I’d prefer it if we pretended nothing ever happened. As far as everyone here is concerned, we just met.” Here they go again, pretending.

“I’m not one to kiss and tell. No worries. I guess I only wondered why you’re so mad. I mean, after all, you were the one who spoiled my sting after two freaking years of work.” I hadn’t forgiven her. The only reason I spoke up for her that evening was because I realized her job was in jeopardy.

I knew firsthand how difficult it was to achieve what she had, especially for a woman. There was no doubt she thought what she had done was for the greater good and had no idea she’d screwed up royally until Richard walked into the room. I didn’t see any reason she should lose everything she’d worked for over one stupid mistake.

Truth be known, I was still steaming. I mean, it had been two ridiculously hard years, and I had both Sokolov and Marek in the palm of my hand. All I had to do was squash them like bugs. Until, well, she came into the room.

“Oh, my gosh. Will you let it go?” She stood up. I don’t know why, but I stood up, too. There we were, face to face, only inches apart. Every dream I’d had about her for the past year flashed through my mind. I glanced down at her lips. She wet them with her tongue, that same tongue that had tasted my body, that I dreamed about. She turned and walked away.

Thoughts of her, of that night, of our predicament rolled through my mind like a thunderstorm on a warm summer evening. How was I supposed to work with her this closely for God knows how long? 

One of us was going to break because it was clear the attraction we’d felt a year ago was no figment of our imagination. It was a lifeform of its own, ready to devour us at any wrong turn.

Thirty minutes went by before she returned. I looked through the files on my computer and tried to act busy rather than sitting and stewing over my plight. Even with my login credentials, there was nothing to see that I didn’t already know. The only information Richard told me was that no one, not even Beckett, was to know about The Firm or our purpose. Not one person here was at my security level.

“Look, LeVoy,” Wilder snapped as she came up behind me. I hadn’t heard her sneaking up from behind, and her demeanor made me snap to attention.

“Call me Iron,” I interrupted her.

“That’s not your name.”

“Well, it’s my work name. I don’t go by my real name.”

“Hmm. Well, that helps,” she said, almost looking relieved.

“Helps what?” I was curious.

“Nothing.” Why did women do that? Obviously, something was wrong.

“Look, Wilder, we are stuck working together whether or not either of us likes it. Can we simply move forward and get this assignment over with? The less we squabble, the better our daily interaction will go.” She stopped short of sitting down at her desk and turned, meeting my stare. 

Then, she slowly stood back up and faced me. I swallowed. Hard. Whatever she was about to say, I needed to steady my stance. I breathed deeply, mentally preparing for the spar she was about to throw at me.

“Look, LeVoy, Iron, whatever your name is, regardless of what you think of me, I’m a professional. I have gotten to a position here that very few men attain. I was top of my class, and I’ve made a hell of a career here. Despite the misunderstanding that brought me to Sokolov’s house that night, I do good work. I don’t appreciate your undermining me at my office.”

“Undermining you?” Her audacity was irritating me. “If it hadn’t been for my graciously backing you that night, you’d likely be out of a job. I’ve done nothing but try to support you through this and put up with your attitude since I walked in the door this morning. “So—” She cut me off.

“Put up with me? You put up with me?” She picked up and then slammed down a file folder on her desk, which made a louder noise than I would have thought possible. She was a real firecracker. While I didn’t appreciate her attitude, my instincts wanted to tame her.

I envisioned pulling her to me and kissing her right here just to shut her up. My imagination took off as she rambled something about how I had placed her in this position, despite her breaching my sting.

Her flaming red hair was pulled back in that way women like to do when they want to be taken seriously. Yet all I could envision was untangling the clamp out of her hair, running my fingers through the tight strands, and bringing it to my nose to get one small whiff of the fragrance I had enjoyed a year ago.

“Will you stop looking at me like that?” Her voice was raised, and I realized I hadn’t heard a word she’d been saying for the past few minutes. My attention came back to her, actually hearing her this time.

“Like what?”

“Like I’m your lunch or something,” she spouted off. She plopped into her desk chair, exasperated, leaning her head into her hands. I realized too late she had basically read my thoughts, had seen my desire for her. Although I was a little embarrassed, I wasn’t one to lie down without a fight.

“Well, it’s not my fault. If you hadn’t been so enchanting that night, maybe I could concentrate on work.” Her head snapped up, first looking around for witnesses, then meeting my eyes.

“Please stop bringing it up,” she said. Less angry now, but still irritated. “It was a mistake. One I’ll regret for the rest of my life.” Ouch. That stung.

“Well, sorry if I didn’t meet your expectations. Next time, I’ll try to do better.” She stood up then and met me again. If anyone had been watching our exchange, they would have thought we were playing some kind of game—standing, sitting in sequence.

“Next time?” She stepped closer to me, only inches from my face. “There will be no next time. Get that thought out of your head. Maybe you need to start keeping your marriage vows and stop your wandering eye.”

“Marriage vows?” I laughed aloud, enough to make her take a small step away from me and look at me quizzically. “Lady, I’m not now, nor have I ever been married. It’s not exactly encouraged  in the—" I  cut myself off. I’d let my guard down with her and was about to tell her The Firm did not like us to marry. Thank goodness, I’d stopped myself.

“But you received a call. That night. You received a call and, before I even knew what was going on, you jumped in the shower, fully planning to ditch me.” Ah! Now the evening was making more sense. When The Firm had called me to return to my mission, she’d assumed it was a wife who had called. Her anger about the night made a little more sense now.

“Well, if you hadn’t snuck out the door while I was in the shower, I would have been glad to explain.” Our voices lacked the anger we’d both expressed only a moment ago. Naturally, our irritation had not completely dissipated, but the edgy vibe had softened.

“Well, if you’d only told me, I wouldn’t have felt I needed to sneak out to save face.” She was almost whispering now.

“Is that why you left? I thought. Never mind. It doesn’t matter what I thought. I wish I’d known.” I didn’t finish my sentence. We stood transfixed in time, unaware of our surroundings, exactly as we had been a year ago.

“Wilder,” Beckett hollered across the intercom on her desk. We both jumped. “You and Ironclad come to my office.”

“Yes, sir,” she pushed the intercom button to respond. We moved to head his way, but we ran into each other. I stepped back and motioned for her to go ahead. But she had also stepped back to do the same. Then we stepped forward again, clashing for the second time.

“Oh, for grief’s sake, will you go?” she said. I chuckled a little, and right before I led the way, I saw the corner of her mouth turn up. A smile, sort of. It wasn’t much, but I’d settle for it today.

“Shut the door,” Beckett started as soon as we were in the room. Since Wilder was behind me, she shut it. “Sit down.” We both did. Beckett reminded me a lot of Richard, straightforward and businesslike. I wondered if he shared Richard’s genuine care for his subordinates. “We need to all three be on the same page here. No one else knows about this situation outside this room except my superiors.”

“How do you know they can be trusted?” I asked. He and Wilder shot me a hard look. “Go ahead and glare at me all you want. But if you’ve got a mole, who’s to say it isn’t higher up than these people on your team?” 

“I’ll vouch for them. I’ve known most of them for twenty-plus years,” Beckett said.

“Still. Have you at least checked their bank accounts? Usually when you follow the money trail, you’ll find your culprit.”

“Look here, Ironclad. I don’t know how y’all do things over in your organization, whatever organization that is, but here we have a protocol. There are twenty people in our group. We feel the mole must be one of them, since they were the only ones privy to the information about the sting at Sokolov’s. The correspondence Wilder here intercepted was toyed with.”

“What do you mean?” Wilder asked. “I heard the intel myself.”

“Yes, but apparently the messages had been spliced somewhat, leading you to think Ironclad and his team were part of Sokolov’s people. Once we were able to connect the information your firm gave us…” Beckett looked at me. “Can we do away with the secrecy within these walls? I don’t even know what organization you’re with.” He paused for me to answer.

“Sir, I can’t divulge that, but we all simply call it The Firm, if that helps.” I shrugged my shoulders, leaving him no choice but to accept my reasoning.

“Fine, fine. The Firm,” he made air quotes as he spat the name out snidely, “shared only a minute amount of intel with us, but one of the details was the entirety of the recordings between you and your boss to prove your innocence. It became clear after listening to them that our intel was incomplete. Clearly, someone wanted the sting to be interceded and thereby destroy the sting. The only people who had access to the intel are on our team. We keep a tight grip on incoming information.” I raised an eyebrow at him. “What?” he said, incredulous of my response.

“Well, no offense, sir, but clearly you don’t have a tight enough hold on them. You have a high-level operative who just took down a two-year-long investigation by simply splicing a bit of information.” I shook my head in disbelief. Beckett stared at me as if he wanted to say something further, but he knew what I said was the truth.

“I understand your frustration. I do. But do not come into my office and proceed to tell me that I need to micromanage my people.” He was vying for control. 

I backed off, not wanting to make more enemies on my first day of my new mission. I shrugged my shoulders again but managed to keep my mouth shut. He waited to see if I had more to say. When I didn’t, he continued with instructions on a plan he’d come up with.

Beckett said he’d created a false case, for which he would send out emails, briefings, and the like to distribute information, which was merely bait for the mole to use. Once that bait was implemented, we would know who he was. It was a simple plan. Too simple in my book. It screamed amateur all over it. Surely, these trained operatives would see right through it.

Beckett explained my presence by saying I’d been pulled from another FBI office after the mission at Sokolov’s. The implication was that I’d been removed from my office and demoted to theirs. It worked, evoking a sense of sympathetic stares from some. Once Beckett went over the details of the plan, he dismissed us. Just as Wilder and I were about to walk out, he called me back.
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