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​Chapter One: Earlier
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IT'S AN EARLY AFTERNOON, on an overcast October day. 2109 Candlewick Court sits comfortably in a cul-de-sac in Anne Arundel County, Maryland—thirty minutes from the whispering fences of Fort Meade, headquarters of the NSA. This is an HOA-monitored neighborhood, where lawn heights are regulated, mailboxes must match, and trash bins are cited if left out too long. Every driveway has either a black sedan or a silver SUV parked in it. This one has both.

2109 Candlewick Court is a two-story colonial with faded beige vinyl siding and white trim. It has faux shutters, a basketball hoop with a dry-rotted net, and a porch light that’s always left on, no matter the hour. A security camera under the eaves watches the driveway, but it’s the kind you'd find at Best Buy, meant to suggest security, not hide it.

A worn American flag droops off the porch post. On holidays, a plastic wreath appears on the front door. No one remembers seeing the family bring it out. No one really sees them at all.

The lawn is precise, green, and forgettable. The kind of house that dissolves into a row of others when your memory turns to static.

You wouldn’t look twice. Maybe not even once.

But today, Lauren Justice did look. 

"That's it, stop here. I think we're far enough away."

Thomas Hatch slowed the rented Ford Taurus down and then parked. 

"How do you want to do this?"

Lauren stared at the house, watching the flag out front sway slightly in the wind. The trees dropped leaf-sized shadows over the worn vinyl. 

Running her hands through her hair, she reached behind her into the back seat, pulling out the baby gift basket, the one stacked with bottles and diapers, everything a new mother would have.

"I say we just walk up, looking for the baby shower party that we were invited to."

Hatch smiled, "Oh yeah, that worked just fine the last time we tried this, didn't it?"

Lauren chuckled, "As long as you remember to bring the flash-bang with you this time, Tom."

Hatch drew his Glock 19 and press-checked the weapon. "I'm good." A nod of the chin to the house, "Let's do this."

The couple stepped from the car, dressed casually against the October chill. Slacks, sweaters, and jackets. Lauren carrying the basket, a Sig Flux Raider pistol hidden under the diapers. Hatch walking next to her, chattering as if they were discussing the baby shower to come. 

"You two talk a lot." Lauren's in-ear receiver squawked. 

Director Miles Corbin walked around the room where the support team was working today. Scattered about were his people: Samuel Jenkins, his drone pilot; Grace Wells, working on comms; and Cody Parris, his digital hacker. Each one wore headgear to signal to the ground team when trouble was approaching. Collectively, they were known as Argus. 

Lauren kept walking and talking, but now back to her radio overwatch team, "Argus, we just need to know who and what's inside." 

"Lauren, be kind to Argus." 

"I am Vance, I am." 

Elias Vance, her team lead and their backdoor overwatch, raised his binoculars, watching the pair walk down the street. Causally jabbering to each other as they closed in on their target. 

"Argus, do you see anything from your position?"

Three thousand feet above, a Puma 3 AE drifted in a figure eight loop around the neighbor's airspace. 

Samuel Jenkins, the drone pilot, zoomed in on 2109 Candlewick Court. "I've got thermals on, and I'm seeing five people inside. A male and a female are in the living room. A female in the kitchen, another female in the dining room, and a male in an upstairs bedroom."

Lauren glanced upwards, subconsciously looking for the drone, but not seeing it. "Thanks, Argus."

Vance lost the couple as they crossed in front of the house. "You're up, Lauren," he muttered over the secure radio. 

The couple came to a stop on the sidewalk in front of 2109 Candlewick Court. They looked like they were bickering with each other. Thomas points at one home, while Lauren points back up the street. Finally, Hatch pointed at the 2109 Candlewick Court, and Lauren nodded. 

They approached casually. Tentatively. They stopped at the front door. A breeze whipped around them, moving the flag hanging next to the door. Hatch reached up and knocked, the knock of the lost. 

They stood there, wondering if anyone heard them. Hatch raised his hand again and rapped once, pulling his hand back just as the door opened. A woman in her late 30s, with blonde hair, stood there in yoga pants and an oversized Towson University sweatshirt, the door partially open.

"Hey, we were wondering if you could help us. We're trying to find Agindall Court, and I thought it was down here on the right."

Lauren stepped closer, clutching the basket in front of her. "You see, we're trying to find a baby shower," she said, looking through the crack of the opening. She saw a man in cargo shorts and a faded Orioles tee come walking up to the door. 

Their voices, while they should have been Russian, sounded just as American as you'd see on television. "No, I've never heard of Agindall Court. You might want to go back up the street." Discretion and redirection are evident in this situation. 

Hatch stepped forward, a foot just inside the doorway. The man on the other side coming closer. 

"You see, I have this invitation right here," he pulled the pin on a flash-bang hand grenade, and casually tossed it between the feet of the couple on the other side of the door. He closed his eyes. Lauren fished her hand inside the basket. The doorway lit up in a sudden burst of light, and a hyper-sonic bang shook the house, sending dust and debris flying through the hallway. 

Everyone moved fast all at once. Lauren and Hatch poured inside, knocking the stunned and blinded couple to the ground. Their weapons were pulled; Lauren's Flux PDW swept towards the stairs while Hatch's Glock covered the kitchen.

The doorway was full of three more people. Peter Lanning, Maggie Vancourt, and Sean Hannon poured in. A Subaru hatchback out front on the lawn, its doors left open, engine running. 

The five operatives flowed through the ground floor, finding an older woman in the kitchen and a young woman who had been playing an Xbox in the dining room. Lauren and Peter pushed upstairs, finding the lone male in the bedroom, forcing him downstairs at gunpoint. 

"Target secure," Lauren announced over her radio. 

"Copy that, you have eight minutes, 911 has been called by neighbors." Argus relayed. 

––––––––
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THE TEAM KNEW THEIR roles. Zip ties were used on the captured. Cotton swabs were rolled through mouths. Digital retinal scanners were used on their faces. Others sprinted off towards the different rooms of the house.

Hatch and Peter went upstairs, with Hatch grabbing a bag as they headed to the end of the hallway. Power drills whined.

"Lauren, Argus. You've got something weird going on here." Lauren clamped a hand over her ear. 

"Say again, Argus?"

Argus repeated it, "You've got something weird here. Thermals are showing six people in the building. How many do you have accounted for?"

Eyes went wide, and she counted five in the kitchen. "We've only got five here, Argus." 

Upstairs, the drill noises ended. Then, a sudden crack happened as explosives cut through steel. 

Argus zoomed in from the drone above. The images were imperfect. But a distinct image of a human was seen moving near the kitchen. 

"You've got a sixth right there next to you, Lauren."

"We're in the safe room," Peter called out as he and Hatch started ripping burner drives, dossiers, analog backups of intercepted transmissions, including NSA schedule rundowns, COMSEC algorithms, and full-spectrum threat briefs lifted via passive signal interception. 

Maggie and Sean were finishing up with the biometrics. Lauren scanned the room, looking. Trying to see what Argus saw. 

"I'm not seeing it, Argus." 

Electronics were filtered through computer systems, comms were being scanned. "There is a room just off to the right, it seems. I've got thermals for one person in there." 

Lauren looked around the kitchen. The kitchen was spacious. Stainless steel appliances. Granite countertops. A bowl of fruit that’s wax. On the surface, it was all suburban normal.

The pantry. She stopped looking. She stepped into the little room. Hidden, behind a flap, there was no keypad. No biometric scanner. Just a near-invisible recessed latch that requires a magnetic key. "Oh no..." 

"Watch out!" The call came just as the figure in the thermal camera view leveled a weapon. Lauren stepped to the side as the wall exploded with a long, wild burst from an automatic weapon. 

Violence exploded around the room. One of the captured had loosened the zip ties on their hands, and dived under the kitchen table, pulling a machine pistol from underneath. 

Sean's forehead spewed red as a bullet smacked into him. Blood spurted out, and gray matter flew from behind. He dropped dead. 

Maggie was quick, her own little PDW, a Flux like Lauren's, stuttered, and rounds hit several of the captives. One ran by her, tripped, and then smacked a basket of wax fruit. Hissing sounds above their heads echoed as natural gas began to flow throughout the house, routed through hidden piping. A self-destruct was engaged. 

"Move it, we need to get going now!"

Hatch and Peter grabbed their bags, now laden with loot from the safe room, and stumbled down the stairs, their heavy bags bumping against their legs. Hatch stopped, seeing Sean bleeding out on the floor. Then Peter pushed him out the front door. 

Lauren stuck her compact Flux pistol through the ragged hole of the pantry room and fired her entire twenty-one-round magazine in the room, hearing the man on the other side cry out in pain. Maggie grabbed her shoulder, "Move!" the woman barked at her partner. 

Lauren dropped the magazine from the weapon and reloaded on the fly. 

The young captive woman, who had been playing on the Xbox earlier, darted around the center island and ran for the back glass doors leading to a massive deck on the backside. 

"You've got a runner, Vance!" 

Maggie ran to the Subaru in the front yard, watching as neighbors slowly started to filter out of their homes. 

Lauren walked out of the house just as the first explosive charge of the self-destruct fired off. A ball of flame was rumbling through the upstairs bedroom. 

Peter jammed the car into reverse as Lauren sat down in the passenger seat. The house behind them thundered and shuddered. 

Behind the house, Vance raised his Heckler and Koch 416 carbine from the rotten tree he'd been hiding behind. The target home exploded, and he saw a young woman being knocked off the back deck, landing heavily on the ground. 
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FLAMES LICKED THE SKY as Argus called out that the fire department was en route, along with the police. The support gave updated routes to the getaway car as it maneuvered away from the first responders. 

Vance walked to the woman. She was bleeding, her clothes smoldering from the explosion, her face burned on one side. But she was defiant. 

"You don't..." the woman choked a little, the super-heated air having burned her lungs, "...who you..." she coughed, Vance raised his rifle. "... are messing with..." The rifle recoiled. The woman died with a headshot. 

"I don't care," Vance mumbled as he walked off from the now fully engulfed home. Flames and smoke rose into the air as he vanished into the brush. 

The operation was over. For now. 
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​Chapter Two: One Year Later
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THE HUMIDITY ON THE tarmac was a heavy blanket, the air thick with the smell of rain on the horizon and ozone from the jet’s auxiliary power. The plane itself was squat and ugly, its sleek lines butchered by the lumps and fins of aftermarket sensors. It looked less like an aircraft and more like a scar.

The woman stood beside it, her hands deep in the pockets of a dark jacket that was too warm for the weather. She was watching a line of ants march across a crack in the asphalt.

A man in a pilot’s uniform approached, stopping a respectful distance away. "We're ready to go, ma'am."

She didn't look at him. She just nodded, her gaze still fixed on the ground. "He's in place?"

"Should be getting delivered in about twenty minutes." Concern crossed over his face, "He knows what he's doing."

Shaking her head, appearing to clear it from any doubts that she might have felt, "That's all I can ask for."

"Let's get going then."

She finally turned and walked up the ramp, her steps measured and heavy. Inside, the usual quiet hum of a private jet was replaced by the frantic whine of computer fans fighting to keep their circuits cool. A young technician sat bolt upright in a chair, his face illuminated by the glow of a dozen screens.

Walking past him, she crossed to a large central monitor. It displayed a simple map with two blinking dots moving closer together. Next to it, an audio visualizer pulsed with the rhythm of unfiltered radio traffic. Soon, the electronics would descramble the noise and provide details that they shouldn't know. 

She reached into her jacket and pulled out a small, worn photograph. A teenage girl with a wide, happy smile. With a piece of tape, she fixed it to the corner of the monitor's bezel, a final, personal touch amidst the cold technology.

"Soon, my love," she whispered, her voice barely audible over the hum of the machines. Her finger gently traced the outline of her daughter's face on the photograph.

Then, her gaze hardened. Her hand moved from the photo to the screen, her fingertip pressing against the glass directly over one of the blinking dots. A tap, and a tap. She was ready; all she needed to do now was to listen.
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