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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Pointe Amharc Atlantach Fiáin Sky Bothar

        (Wild Atlantic Viewpoint, Sky Bothar)

        Sky Road, Belleek, Clifden, County Galway,

        Republic of Ireland

      

      

      CIA Operations Officer Charles Axworthy, call sign Bryce, looked out at one of the most spectacular views he had ever seen. His hawk-like eyes looked out over his patrician nose at the scene below him as the awesome power of the North Atlantic Ocean was on display, with waves crashing against the rocks and cliff faces of Clifden Bay. He zipped up his black leather jacket as he looked down, seeing the many bed-and-breakfast cottages that dotted Lower Sky Road, the closest road to the shoreline. Many things crossed his mind as he stared back out to sea—the status of his team, his overall career at CIA, and most importantly, the reason why he stood on the windswept western coast of Ireland.

      Behind him, a 2025 60th Anniversary Edition McLaren GTS in Le Mans grey sat on the barely two-lane-wide gravel path that was Sky Road, its two dihedral synchro-helix doors standing open, pointing toward the unusually clear sky. The 626-brake-horsepower, 4.0-liter, twin-turbo V-8 exotic grand touring car was provided while Bryce was in the country as a token of gratitude by a man Bryce knew as “Uncle Freddy,” the head of the British Secret Intelligence Service’s Science and Technology section, and it was delivered to him by the ravishing redhead standing to Bryce’s right.

      “You alright there, love?” Skye Dixon asked in her rather thick Geordie accent as she wrapped her left arm through Bryce’s right. She wore a thick, off-white wool sweater—or jumper, as the British call them—black skirt, and black leather knee-high boots. Her mane of red hair was capped by a stylish black beret. She served as the executive assistant to Finn, the enigmatic head of MI6, and Bryce welcomed her company. Skye’s attention brought Bryce back to the present. He turned and smiled at his companion.

      “Sorry, Skye, lost in thought there for a moment. Let’s go.”

      Bryce escorted Skye to the McLaren’s passenger side—the vehicle’s left, since it was a right-hand-drive variant—helped her in, and once Skye’s shapely legs were inside the carbon-fiber tub that was the GTS’s chassis, closed the door. He walked around the front of the car, climbed inside, shut the door, and pressed the “start engine” button. As the V-8’s buttery-smooth engine sound reached his ears, he placed the car in gear with a smile and drove down the road.

      In the six months or so since the mission Bryce came to call the “Grand Prix Affair,” he and his team—nicknamed the Martini Squad for their love of fancy hotels, the best restaurants, and the other trappings of the fine life more associated with popular media’s view of a spy’s life than the realities of espionage—had gone their separate ways.

      The deaths of two of Bryce’s team members in such a short time led the upper management of the CIA’s Operations Directorate and Special Activities Center to disband the Martini Squad, at least in the short term, and reassign its surviving members to other divisions of the Agency or other places. For his part, Bryce now divided his time between Headquarters and the CIA’s training facility at Camp Peary, Virginia, known popularly as “The Farm.” His second-in-command, U.S. Navy Lieutenant Yamilet “Angel” Brown, had been pulled back into the SEAL Teams to continue her career with the Navy’s special forces and not, as the commanding officer of Naval Special Warfare Group Two—the senior SEAL on the East Coast—said, “playing spy” with Bryce and the Agency. Taonga Petera, the team’s Māori explosives expert, worked with Joe “Chop” Acevedo, the head of the Agency’s Global Services Branch, in developing new and innovative devices in support of the Agency’s Special Activities Center. The team’s final member, Mikayla Vaughn, the team’s petite Black sniper, was assigned to another of the Agency’s special operations teams. She used her talents with a rifle to support her fellow special operators and to help her grieve after the loss, during their last mission, of the team’s computer guy, Konner Vaughn—a man she considered her big brother.

      Bryce enjoyed his part-time teaching position at The Farm. He passed on the lessons he had learned in the areas of surveillance, counter-surveillance, armed and hand-to-hand combat, intelligence gathering, and other bits of tradecraft to the Agency’s latest recruits. Teaching kept him busy, but he wanted to get back out in the field, either solo or leading a new team. His restlessness came to a head as a certain anniversary approached, so he took some much-earned leave and booked a flight to the United Kingdom. He hooked up with Skye for a few days before the couple took the McLaren across central England to Holyhead, Wales, where they caught a ferry across the Irish Sea—past the Isle of Man—to Dublin. They continued their grand tour of the Emerald Isle until they reached their ultimate destination: Ireland’s west coast.

      The McLaren drove down Sky Road and Bryce made the left-hand hairpin turn as they descended onto Lower Sky Road. A few minutes later, the couple arrived at their accommodation for the night—the Ardmore House Bed and Breakfast. They checked in under their real names, seeing as they were both on leave and not on mission, and made their way into their room. The owner, a lovely bespectacled, gray-haired woman with what Bryce thought was the loveliest Irish accent he had ever heard, proclaimed them a “lovely couple” as she handed them their room keys. After a smile and a quick “thank you,” Bryce and Skye headed to their room under the friendly gaze of their hostess. When the couple exited the lobby, her smiling demeanor quickly changed to a scowl. She picked up a landline phone handset off the check-in desk and dialed a number.

      “Tháinig siad díreach,” (They just arrived), she said.

      “Maith. Tógfaimid as seo é,” (Good. We will take it from here), came the reply.

      Bryce and Skye pulled their luggage from the McLaren’s surprisingly spacious front boot and rear luggage compartment and placed it in their room. Bryce opened one of his suitcases and pulled out a wreath of flowers. Skye looked at the wreath with a questioning glance.

      “This is why we are here,” Bryce replied to Skye’s implied question.

      He looked at his vintage 1967 platinum Rolex Submariner and noticed sunset time was approaching rapidly. He held out his right hand and Skye took it with a smile. The couple left their room hand-in-hand and walked down a path toward the ocean. The half-kilometer gravel walkway led them to the cliffs overlooking the Atlantic. Looking out over the rocks, Skye wrapped her arms around Bryce’s waist and looked up into his eyes.

      “So, again, why are we here, love?” she asked.

      Bryce tore his gaze away from the setting sun, gave her a squeeze, and looked back into her striking emerald-colored eyes. He smiled at her for a moment and looked back at the sky, lost in thought.

      “Thirty years ago today, I lost my parents,” Bryce began. “They were on a flight from Seattle to Dublin that disappeared somewhere over the Atlantic under mysterious circumstances. Their bodies, along with those of the other passengers, were never recovered. Afterward, my sister, Katie, and I were raised by our Aunt Sarah, an archaeology professor. If my schedule allows, I come here every year to honor their memory.”

      When the lower limb of the sun touched the horizon, Bryce said a silent prayer and tossed the wreath off the cliff and into the water below. Bryce and Skye watched as the current pulled the wreath off the rocks and out into the ocean to the west. They looked back up at the setting sun just in time to see the light of the sun refract through the atmosphere and create the rare phenomenon known as the green flash. They shared a smile and a laugh at the sight and retreated down the path toward their room.

      A few hours later, Bryce lay awake in his room at the bed and breakfast with Skye nestled up against his right side, her mane of red hair splayed out across his bare chest as she slept. The couple had dinner at Off the Square, the best seafood restaurant in Clifden, where they both had the excellent baked cod stuffed with smoked salmon and cream cheese. When they returned to the bed and breakfast, they engaged in a lovemaking session that shook the walls and garnered a couple of noise complaints from their neighbors.

      Bryce stared up at the ceiling as he contemplated his future. Should he stay at the Agency? Go freelance? Or, like his friend Bob Morgan did, go into academia? After all, a man with Bryce’s experiences would have much to pass on to the next generation. A sound from outside interrupted his introspection, a sound his instincts told him meant trouble. He looked down at Skye’s sleeping form and shook her shoulder.

      “Skye, get up!” he said as loud as he dared.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Someone’s outside. Get dressed,” he replied in a whisper.

      He pushed Skye off his shoulder gently as he reached over to his nightstand for his preferred weapon, a vintage Browning Hi-Power nine-millimeter pistol. The single-action automatic sat cocked and locked, so all he had to do was unlock the weapon’s single safety and he was ready to go. He looked over to Skye and saw she was already dressed. He started to point toward the door when the sounds of automatic weapons fire and shattering glass filled the room. Skye dove to the floor with a shriek, and Bryce joined her there shortly thereafter. They crawled under the bed as glass and plaster rained down on the surrounding floor.

      “We weren’t that loud!” Skye shouted above the din.

      “I get the feeling someone doesn’t like us,” Bryce muttered to himself.

      “We need to get to the car!” Skye shouted.

      “We need firepower, not an escape!” Bryce shouted back.

      “It’s both!” Skye shouted with a smirk.

      “Okay, when they pause to reload, move!”

      “Right!”

      The firing paused a moment as the assailants reloaded their weapons.

      “Now!” they shouted in unison.

      They headed toward the door, and Skye flung it open as Bryce covered them. The firing resumed from the direction of the ocean. Bryce fired a few rounds downrange as Skye ran toward the McLaren. She pressed the button on the key fob, unlocking the car. She opened the dihedral doors and reached under the passenger-side dashboard, opened a hidden compartment, and pulled out a pair of Fabrique Nationale P90 compact submachine guns. She opened another hidden compartment and pulled out a Fabrique Nationale GL MK2 grenade launcher with an attached buttstock assembly. She ran back to Bryce, who had taken cover behind a short stone wall, firing a round or two to keep their opponents’ heads down. She dove behind the wall and crawled next to him.

      “I’m almost out. What do you have?” Bryce asked.

      Skye smiled and handed him one of the FN P90s. Bryce returned the smile, grabbed the weapon, and racked a round into the chamber.

      “Groovy,” he said to himself.

      He looked over the wall and sent a burst of 5.7x28-millimeter rounds toward their opponents. As he laid down suppressive fire, Skye loaded a forty-millimeter grenade from an elastic strap wrapped around the MK2’s buttstock. She tapped Bryce on the shoulder and raised the MK2 when he looked down at her. He raised his eyebrows in surprise and nodded.

      “Fire in the hole!” Skye shouted before she fired an antipersonnel grenade toward the gunmen. The round arced across the sky and exploded behind the boulder the goons hid behind. The grenade’s one hundred fifteen 17-grain, two-inch-long flechettes rained down on the gunmen’s heads, silencing them permanently. Bryce and Skye moved carefully from behind their cover and approached the boulder, the barrels of their FN P90s sweeping left and right. Before they reached the rock, one of the gunmen ran out from behind it and, with a noticeable limp, headed toward the cliffs.

      “We have a runner,” Skye said.

      “Not a problem,” Bryce replied as he raised his weapon and sent one round downrange, striking the goon in the thigh. The man fell to the ground and began to crawl toward the cliff’s edge. Bryce walked toward the man, grabbed him by his shirt, and dragged him toward the edge while Skye checked for any further adversaries. Finding none—at least live ones—she rejoined Bryce.

      “Looks like this is the last one,” Skye said.

      “Good,” Bryce said before turning his attention to the sole survivor.

      “Who are you working for?” Bryce asked as he dangled his prisoner over the cliff.

      “Fuck off, mate!” the man said with a bloody smile before he spat a wad of blood that struck Bryce’s cheek.

      “Well, that wasn’t very friendly,” Bryce said.

      “He’s neither British nor Irish,” Skye said after listening to the henchman’s accent.

      “No, my dear, he’s an Aussie. Probably one of Jaxson Hansen’s remaining minions. Still angry about his death… mate?”

      The goon smiled at the couple. Skye looked over her shoulder back at the bed and breakfast.

      “We need to go. With all the noise and explosions, the Garda Síochána are surely on the way,” Skye said, referring to the Republic of Ireland’s national police force.

      “Too true, my dear. Besides, I don’t think we’ll be getting anything else out of this one.”

      Bryce gave the man a quick smirk, and the goon looked back at him in fear.

      “Hey! What are you going to do, mate? It’s nothing personal, just a guy doing a job,” the man said, groveling.

      “I’m going to let you go,” Bryce replied.

      The goon glanced up at Bryce with a look of relief—until Bryce released his grip on the man’s shirt. The gunman fell off the edge of the cliff, and he screamed all the way down until the screams were replaced with a loud crunch. Bryce looked out over the cliff and saw the goon had landed on the jagged rocks below; the man’s limbs and neck now sat at unnatural angles.

      “See you next fall,” Bryce muttered to himself.

      “Charles, we need to go. Now,” Skye said, the concern growing in her voice.

      “Certainly. Reminds me…I could use a drink…May even have to create a new one.”

      “Create one?”

      “I’ve just been inspired… A Bastard on the Rocks seems very satisfying,” Bryce replied with a smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Waveforce Aviation Headquarters

        9 Rond Point des Champs-Élysées Marcel-Dassault, 75008

        Paris, France

      

      

      Raffael Aragón, Raffa to both his friends in the States and his friends and family back in his native Costa Rica, walked down the Avenue Franklin Delano Roosevelt toward the headquarters of his employer, Waveforce Aviation. After a quiet evening reading Mark Greaney’s latest Grey Man novel in his room, he enjoyed his normal room service continental breakfast on his room’s terrace before walking from the Hotel San Régis to his office. The mid-May weather in the City of Light was rather pleasant, and Raffael did not mind the six-minute walk from the hotel to Waveforce. His wife, Molly, thought he spent too much time reading spy and thriller novels, but he felt they were a great break from the fairy tales he read to his two young daughters.

      Raffael crossed the Avenue Montaigne and followed the curved access road that led him to the ornate black and gold gate that marked the front entrance to Waveforce Aviation. He walked through the gate, jogged up the steps, and entered the French colonial-style building. After a quick Bonjour to the receptionist, he climbed the stairs to his second-floor office. He stopped at his in-office coffee maker to brew his second cup of the day. As his Waveforce-branded mug filled with French roast, he plopped down in his chair, pulled his laptop out of his computer backpack, placed it on his desk, turned it on, and opened his email.

      The first email he saw was from Molly. Her email summarized the day she and their two young daughters had back in their home in Virginia Beach, Virginia. She also attached a couple of pictures of her and the girls from the previous weekend at their grandmother’s house. It showed Molly and his girls playing in his mother-in-law’s pool with all three of them smiling broadly at the camera.

      Ahí están mis chicas. (There’re my girls), he thought to himself with a smile.

      Raffael worked as an international aviation consultant for Waveforce, and he traveled around the world working with his employer’s many overseas customers. Since his job did not require a permanent office, he worked from his home in Virginia to be closer to his family, since Molly had a great job as a program manager with one of the many defense contracting companies that populated the Hampton Roads area. This trip, however, was one of his regular stops at Waveforce’s headquarters to meet with his bosses to brief them on his work to date.

      After reading Molly’s latest, he checked the rest of his messages. He ran through the minutiae that any large corporation produces before noticing a message with an attached video file from one of his co-workers and friends, Philippe Micheaux. He opened the email and read the message.

      
        
        Hey Raffa! Thought you might like this.

        Philippe

      

      

      Raffael opened the video file and saw it was the music video to the ABBA song, “Take a Chance on Me.” He looked at the video with a look of puzzlement.

      Why did he send me this? I’m not a fan of ‘70s-era disco music, and especially not ABBA. Yuck! My mom maybe…

      Raffael stood up and looked over his shoulder toward Philippe’s desk, but he was not there. He picked up his phone and dialed Philippe’s number, but after a couple of rings, it went straight to voicemail. He looked at his phone with a quizzical expression on his face until he was interrupted by another of his co-workers, Henriette Boutroux, who stopped by his desk. He looked up right into the green eyes of the petite blonde. Judging by the condition of her eye makeup, it was obvious to Raffael that she had been crying.

      “Bonjour, Henriette,” Raffael began. “What’s going on?”

      “Bonjour, Raffa. Did you hear about Philippe?” Henriette asked as she held back tears.

      “No, I have not. What’s going on?”

      “Oh, my goodness, it’s so sad. He was found floating in the Seine. They’re saying it was suicide.”

      “Dios mío! When did this happen?”

      “They found his body at about midnight last night.”

      Raffael stole a glance at the email Philippe sent him and saw that he sent it about an hour before his body was found. The timing of the email and the discovery of Philippe’s body made him suspicious—a side effect from his choice in literature. He made the decision then and there that he would keep the email’s existence to himself. He turned his attention back to Henriette.

      “That’s horrific! Do we know about any services?”

      “No, not yet. Oh, Monsieur Bélanger wants to see you as soon as possible.”

      “Ah, okay. Merci, Henriette.”

      Raffael closed his email program and locked his laptop. He stood up from his chair and headed for the stairs. He took the stairs two at a time and arrived at his boss’s office a moment later. He knocked on the office door. He heard a brusque “Entrez” and opened the door. He walked in and saw his boss standing by his desk, staring out the third-floor floor-to-ceiling picture window up the street at the Arc de Triomphe. Sitting to the right of M. Bélanger’s desk was a man Raffael had never seen before. He was Caucasian, bald, and wore a dark suit with a white pocket square in the jacket’s front pocket. Raffael cleared his throat to attract his boss’s attention. M. Bélanger turned slowly and looked at Raffael. Raffael stifled a gasp at the man’s appearance as he saw dark circles under the man’s eyes, making him think his boss had not slept for days.

      “Bonjour, Marc. What’s going on?” Raffael asked, his calm demeanor covering his nervousness.

      “Bonjour, Raffael. You heard about Philippe?” Marc Bélanger began.

      “Yes, sir. Just a few minutes ago.”

      “Have you heard from him? Or did he send anything to you?”

      “No, sir. Nothing,” Raffael replied without hesitation.

      “If you receive anything, and I do mean anything, you are to inform me immediately. Clear?”

      “Crystal, sir. Anything else?”

      “No, Raffael. Merci,” M. Bélanger said before he turned back toward the window.

      Raffael knew when he had been dismissed, so he turned and left the office. As he did so, he took one last look at the man sitting by M. Bélanger’s desk. The man looked back, and a chill went down Raffael’s spine.

      When he returned to his desk, Raffa pulled a thumb drive from a drawer and plugged it into the side of his laptop. He moved the video file to the thumb drive and deleted both the video file and the email from his laptop’s hard drive. He stayed at work to finish his quarterly reports, since not doing so would raise suspicions. When lunchtime rolled around, Raffa stood up and placed his laptop into his backpack. He draped the pack over his shoulder and headed toward the door.

      “Henriette, I’m heading out for lunch. Want anything?” he asked.

      “Non, merci,” Henriette replied.

      Raffa headed down the stairs and out to the street. He crossed the Champs-Élysées and continued along the Avenue Franklin Delano Roosevelt toward his favorite lunch spot, The Kitchen. As he rounded the corner onto the Rue de Ponthieu, he saw the reflection of the man in M. Bélanger’s office walking behind him in a shop window. He had read enough espionage stories to know when he was being followed, and he needed to do something about it. He stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and pretended to tie his shoes. As he bent down, he saw the man continue past him. Sensing the moment had come, he stood back up, turned around, and walked quickly toward the Avenue Franklin Delano Roosevelt Metro station. He took a quick look behind him and saw the man was moving quickly to catch up.

      Raffa reached the steps to the station and began to run toward the turnstiles and train platforms. He scanned his Navigo fare card as he cleared the turnstiles and made his way to the crowded platform. Blending in with the mass of humanity, he looked around for his pursuer. Seeing he was in the clear, at least for the moment, he pulled his cell phone from his backpack. He opened his texting app, sent Molly a quick message, and turned off the phone. He cracked the back of the phone open and removed both the battery and SIM card. With an Excusez-moi coming from his mouth every couple of seconds, he made his way to the platform’s trash receptacle. He threw the battery and SIM card in the can, joined a few moments later by the phone itself after he had snapped it in half, smiling to himself as he did so.

      Won’t be tracking me with that.

      Looking up at the countdown clock mounted above the platform, Raffa saw the next train would be at the station in less than a minute. He moved to the edge of the platform, but a familiar face appeared in his peripheral vision.

      Ah, mierda!

      The aquamarine and white train arrived, and Raffa boarded it as soon as the doors opened. He glanced to his left and saw his shadow had also boarded the train through the next door down. He knew he had to time his next move carefully if it was going to work. He stayed close to the train car’s door, but not too close. He glanced again to his left and saw the man staring back at him with a smile that said, Where do you think you’re going? He shivered a bit as he slumped his shoulders to try and make himself much less noticeable. When he heard the chimes warning passengers the doors were about to close, Raffael made his move.

      ¡Ahora!

      Raffa jumped out of the train car as the doors closed, knocking some of his fellow passengers away as he did so. Looking back at the car, he saw his shadow’s horrified expression as the train resumed its journey without its target onboard. He laughed out loud at the sight.

      “Hasta luego, pendejo!!!”

      He looked both ways down the tracks and, not seeing a train coming, jumped off his platform and crossed the tracks carefully to the other side of the station. He climbed up onto the opposite platform and, thirty seconds later, caught the next train away from both his office and his life as he knew it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        James Madison University,

        Harrisonburg, Virginia

        Two Weeks Later

      

      

      “So, in conclusion, it can be said the Battle of Midway not only marked the beginning of the end of the Imperial Japanese Navy’s Pacific offensive, but it marked the beginning of the shift in naval tactics from the line of battle that dominated naval thinking for the preceding two centuries to long-range, aircraft carrier-based strikes. A line of thinking that dominated naval strategy for the past eighty years and still does so today.”

      Professor James Robert Morgan paused for a moment as he looked out over the packed lecture hall.

      “Okay, any questions? None? Great, that’s all for today. Remember, tomorrow is Sea Story Friday, so have your questions about the Navy ready,” Morgan said as he addressed his Maritime History class. As a retired United States Navy Commander, a veteran of Operation Iraqi Freedom, and a retired analyst and operations officer for the Central Intelligence Agency, Morgan had many stories to share with his students—within reason, of course.

      Morgan watched his students file out of the lecture hall and on to their next classes for a few moments before he looked down and packed up his briefcase for the trip back to his on-campus office. His task was interrupted when someone called out his name.

      “Excuse me, Commander Morgan?”

      Morgan looked up in confusion. No one had addressed him as ‘Commander’ in a long time. Looking across the hall, he saw a woman with blond hair and two young children standing on the upper level of the amphitheater-style room. He stared for a few moments as he ran through a mental slide show of the hundreds of people he had met and/or served with over the years in both the Navy and the CIA. Finally, his memory locked onto who it was standing in his classroom.

      “Molly Nance?” he asked, projecting his voice across the room.

      The woman and her two children began to walk toward the lectern at the center of the lecture hall. As she approached, Morgan saw the blond-haired, brown-eyed woman he served with when he was the Intelligence Officer on the staff of Commander, Amphibious Squadron Eight. Molly served with Tactical Air Control Squadron Twenty-Two, which acted as the squadron’s air operations department, and they deployed together on the assault ship U.S.S. Bataan. Molly stopped at the lectern and gave Morgan the bright smile she was famous for on Bataan—a smile that lit up the assault ship’s Flag Plot and made everyone’s day that much better.

      The two children, Morgan noticed, were definitely their mother’s children. The oldest one, who Morgan guessed was about four years old, had her mother’s blond hair but the facial features Morgan guessed came from her father. The youngest one, who sat in her mother’s arms, had Molly’s brown eyes and features, but had dark brown, almost black, hair. Morgan thought the youngest may have been no older than two.

      “Hello, sir. It’s Molly Aragón now.”

      Morgan thought for a moment and gave her one of his famous smirks when he remembered the origin of Molly’s married name.

      “Aragón? Wait a minute, as in Raffael Aragón? Wasn’t he the Costa Rican Coast Guard liaison officer we worked with when we assisted with disaster relief after Hurricane Kate?”

      “Yes, he was. We kept in touch after that mission, and we were married a few years later.”

      “Outstanding!” Morgan began with a genuine smile instead of his usual smirk. “Blond-haired, brown-eyed All-American girl meets and marries tall, dark, and handsome boy from Latin America. Sounds like a movie on the Hallmark Channel. Seriously, though, congratulations to the two of you. And who do we have here?”

      “This is Maria,” she said as she pulled her oldest daughter toward her hip. “And the young lady I’m holding is Sofia.”

      Morgan looked down at Maria, who hid shyly behind her mother.

      “Hello, Maria. I’m Professor Bob. How are you?”

      Maria peeked out from behind her mother and stared at Morgan’s unusual appearance. She had never seen anyone with a Van Dyke beard, canine teeth that looked more like a dog’s fangs, and an eye patch before.

      “Hello,” Maria replied quietly before hiding behind her mother again.

      “She’s being shy today,” Molly said.

      “That’s okay, I’m probably scary-looking to a four-year-old. So, Molly, what brings you here today? Just visiting an old shipmate?”

      Molly put Sofia down and pulled two items out of her rather large purse. One was her phone, and the other appeared to Morgan to be an old-fashioned postcard.

      “Raffael disappeared two weeks ago. He sent me a text the day he left,” Molly said as she handed Morgan her phone. He looked at the screen and saw a text message:

      Molly, Phillipe is dead, and I’m on the run. I’ll contact you when I can. Trust no one! Love you!

      “Who’s Phillipe?” Morgan asked as he handed Molly’s phone back to her.

      “One of Raffa’s co-workers at Waveforce Aerospace. Raffa is an aviation consultant for them, and we’re based in Virginia Beach since most of his work is either remote or involves traveling. He was in Paris to brief his bosses when he disappeared. I checked the Paris news sites, and I saw the story. They pulled Phillipe’s body out of the Seine the night before Raffa disappeared. The reports said it was suicide. After I received the text, I tried to call his phone, but every call went straight to voicemail.”

      “That’s horrible! What’s that in your hand?”

      Molly handed Morgan the postcard. He looked down at it and saw a collage of six pictures and the caption that read, ‘I Love Andorra!’ He flipped it over and first saw Molly’s mailing address in Virginia Beach on the right-hand side of the card followed by what was written on the left:

      
        
        Hi Honey! How are you and the children doing? Wish you were here!

      

      

      “I received this a few days after Raffa disappeared. I have no idea what it means.”

      Morgan looked a bit closer at the card and noticed something.

      “Some of the letters are underlined subtly,” Morgan said calmly as he showed Molly what he was talking about.

      “Damn, I must be blind. I totally missed that.”

      “No worries, Molly. Your mind was elsewhere, I’m sure,” Morgan began. “It spells ‘neuron.’ Any idea what that means—other than the biological meaning?”

      “No clue.”

      “Let’s do a quick search,” Morgan said as he pulled out his phone. He typed in both ‘neuron’ and ‘Waveforce’ into his favorite search engine and pressed enter. The first result made Morgan’s eyebrows shoot up in recognition.

      “It’s an unmanned combat aerial vehicle being developed by Waveforce. Was Raffa involved in this program?”

      “Not to my knowledge. Most of his work involves Waveforce’s civilian aircraft sales and service, especially their Egret business jets.”

      Morgan looked at Molly and her young family, and a question entered his mind.

      “This doesn’t look good, not at all. What do you need from me? Whatever it is, you’ll have it.”

      “Well, sir. It was a well-known, open secret amongst the PHIBRON staff that you had been recruited by the CIA after rescuing the Deputy Chief of Station from our embassy in Sierra Leone.”

      “I can neither confirm nor deny that,” Morgan said with a smirk.

      “Yes, sir, understood. However, I was hoping that you could use any connections you may still have to help me find Raffa. After seeing that text, I don’t trust the French police or anyone else, for that matter. Can you help?”

      Morgan smirked and nodded his head in the affirmative.

      “I have some friends I can call. And, please, Molly, I’m just Bob now. I hung up the uniform a long time ago.”
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        U.S.S. Georgia (SSGN 729)

        66 degrees 05 degrees 06.0” North / 010 degrees 17’14.0” East

        Periscope Depth

      

      

      Lieutenant Yamilett “Angel” Brown sat in the Battle Management Center of the guided missile submarine U.S.S. Georgia. To her right sat the boat’s Commanding Officer, Captain Joe Worthington, United States Navy, and to his right sat his Executive Officer, Lieutenant Commander Campbell Baker. Master Chief Sonar Technician (Submarines) Braden Sandoval, the Georgia’s Chief of the Boat, better known as the C.O.B., sat to Angel’s right. The rest of Angel’s platoon, along with some members of the submarine’s crew, either sat or stood behind her. She, the boat’s leadership triad, and the others listened to Angel’s SEAL platoon operations chief as he delivered the operations brief for the day’s exercise.

      “In summary, we’ll depart the boat via the DDSs to a point three miles from the beach where we’ll inflate our CRRCs and proceed towards the target. Once the target installation has been neutralized, we’ll signal for pick-up. Captain, pending your questions, that concludes my brief,” Chief Special Operator Malachi Murray said as he finished the briefing. Neither the Captain, the XO, nor the C.O.B. had any questions—a tribute to the quality of Chief Murray’s briefing.

      The operation was simple: to train for the extreme cold of the Arctic, Angel’s platoon would be inserted to a point on the Norwegian coast, proceed inland, infiltrate a Norwegian Navy coastal radar installation, and, with simulated explosives, destroy the target. Defending the installation would be members of the Forsvarets Spesialkommando, better known as the FSK, the elite Norwegian special forces. Angel had seen firsthand the skill and professionalism of another of Norway’s special forces units, the all-female Jegertroppen, so she did not underestimate her opponents.

      

      Two hours later, Angel wore her battle gear, centered on her new Mk 16 SCAR-L assault rifle, and her cold-water diving gear. She stood at the entrance to one of Georgia’s Lock-Out Chambers and supervised the loading of a portion of her platoon into the LOC. Across the way, her platoon XO, Ensign Max Hamilton, performed the same task at the opposite LOC. Once both LOCs were ready, Angel looked over at her XO.

      “Ready, XO?” she asked.

      “Aye, ma’am!” he replied.

      The pair entered their respective LOCs and closed the watertight doors behind them. They climbed up ladders into the sub’s Dry Deck Shelters, 38-foot-long cylindrical chambers containing the SEALs, support divers, and the Combat Rubber Raiding Craft the SEALs would use to move to the Norwegian coast. They each closed the DDS’s upper hatches before the shelters began to fill with seawater. Once the shelter was fully flooded, the support divers opened the shelter’s outer door. Angel and her SEALs swam out of the shelters, passing over Georgia’s turtleback as they did so. Angel checked her wrist-mounted navigation system. She swam to her XO, pointed in the direction they and their SEALs needed to go, and they began their journey to their target.

      An hour later, the SEALs surfaced at a position three miles from shore. They inflated their CRRCs, attached the boats’ 55-horsepower motors, and headed towards the platoon’s target. The CRRCs landed on a rocky beach where the SEALs picked up their boats, hid them in the nearby brush, and moved inland. Angel divided her platoon into two elements, with her leading one and her XO leading the other.

      The SEALs moved stealthily towards the radar station. Moving from tree to tree, they avoided the FSK patrols and reached the radar station’s outer fence line undetected. Angel’s element cut the perimeter fence as her XO’s element provided security. Once the fence was breached, Angel led her element and half of the other into the station, while the XO and the platoon’s snipers provided top cover.

      Angel’s team moved to the rear of the facility where, according to their intelligence, a service door was located. They found the door, and one of Angel’s sailors, Special Operator Second Class Karsen Hatfield, pulled a battering ram from his pack and was about to use it when Angel held up her hand to stop him. She smiled and pulled a lock-picking kit from one of her pockets. With a speed that showed the experience she gained growing up in a rough neighborhood in Newport News, Virginia, and while serving with the Central Intelligence Agency, Angel unlocked the door quietly and entered the station with her team close behind.

      They spread throughout the facility, looking for the radar’s transmitters and the control center, the intended locations for their simulated demolition charges. The SEALs checked each room methodically, and Angel heard her team reports in her earpiece.

      “Clear!”

      “Clear!”

      “Clear!”

      “Clear! L.T., there’s nothing here,” Petty Officer Hatfield said.

      Angel looked around in confusion until she heard her XO in her ear, and her blood ran cold.

      “Angel, there are several armed personnel heading towards the building. Estimating an infantry platoon in size.”

      “Fuck! It’s a trap! Get everyone out of here! XO, get back to the boats!”

      Angel turned around to leave when she saw two blond-haired, blue-eyed people pointing handguns at her. She raised her hands slowly and took a closer look at the two. The man wore his blond hair in a military-style cut, while the woman wore her hair in what they used to call a pixie cut. Both were in all-black tactical gear and held the FSK’s standard-issue handgun, the Heckler & Koch USP nine-millimeter. Angel looked a bit harder and noticed a familial resemblance between the two. A look of recognition passed across her face as Angel recalled a conversation she had with then-Commander Bob Morgan on the bridge of a Russian-flagged liquid natural gas tanker they had liberated from the Hantu terrorist network.

      Ah shit, it can’t be.

      The male lowered his weapon a bit and smiled at Angel.

      “Hello, Løytnant! I’m Geir Høye, and the lady behind me is my sister, Frøydis. On behalf of E 14, Velkommen til Norge!”

      

      Two weeks later, Angel sat in front of the desk of her former platoon commander and the current operations officer of her parent team, SEAL Team Two, Lieutenant Commander Paul Coslick—better known to Angel and the rest of the naval special warfare community as Galahad. She and her platoon had flown back to their home base at Joint Expeditionary Base Little Creek–Fort Story, Virginia Beach, Virginia, when the Georgia pulled into the Royal Navy submarine base in Faslane, Scotland, for a port visit. Now she sat in front of Commander Coslick, waiting for the hammer to fall. A SEAL platoon commander who screwed up an exercise like she had usually could measure their remaining time in command in days, if not hours.

      “So, what happened?” Galahad asked as he looked at his laptop. Angel could not see what he was looking at, but she thought it was probably one of the pictures the two E 14 operatives had taken of her and her team after their capture. The two Norwegian intelligence agents had a grand old time taking the most humiliating pictures they could, including a selfie the sister took with her brother making ‘bunny ears’ behind Angel’s head. All in all, the exercise was a shit show.
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