
  
    [image: Allison Quinn Thriller Collection]
  


  
    
      Allison Quinn Thriller Collection

      A HIGH-STAKES TECHNO-THRILLER COMPLETE SERIES

      
        AN ALLISON QUINN THRILLER

      

    

    
      
        VANNETTA CHAPMAN

      

    

  


  
    
      HER SOLEMN OATH Copyright © 2023

      SUPPORT AND DEFEND Copyright © 2023

      REID CLARK Copyright © 2023

      AGAINST ALL ENEMIES Copyright © 2023

      OATH OF ALLEGIANCE Copyright © 2025

      by Vannetta Chapman

      All rights reserved.

      No part of these books may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Requests for information should be addressed to: VannettaChapman (at) gmail (dot) com

      Any Internet addresses (websites, blogs, etc.) and telephone numbers in this book are offered as a resource. They are not intended in any way to be or imply an endorsement by the author, nor does the author vouch for the content of these sites and numbers for the life of this book.

       Note: These novels are a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. All characters are fictional, and any similarity to people living or dead is purely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Her Solemn Oath

        

        
          
            Preface

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

      
        
          Reid Clark

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

      
        
          Support and Defend

        

        
          
            Preface

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

      
        
          Against All Enemies

        

        
          
            Preface

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

      
        
          Oath of Allegiance

        

        
          
            Preface

          

          
            Introductory Quotes

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Author’s Note

          

          
            An Excerpt From

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Also by Vannetta Chapman

      

      
        Contact the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      “A complex network of cameras, infrared heat-source monitors, patrols, and investigative protocols deters, detects, and deals with criminal activity. Captains can warn difficult passengers, suspend shipboard alcohol privileges, or put ashore anyone that poses a threat to others on the ship. Brigs (jails) are available to secure troublemakers or even suspected criminals until they can be handed over to port law enforcement, but often ‘cabin arrest,’ with or without security staff posted in the corridor, suffices.”

      ~Mike Howard

      “Cruise Ship Security: How Safe are Cruisers?” GoNOMAD

       

      “Cruise ships, by and large, don’t have armed security guards. Contrary to people who want to believe that the ships are armed but the cruise lines don’t want to tip their hand to the terrorists, there is in fact no hidden cache of weapons ready to be deployed by the cruise ship’s security forces.”  

      ~Jim Walker

      “Is Your Cruise Ship Prepared for a Terrorist Attack?” CruiseLawNews.com

       

      “It depends on the cruise line, but some cruise lines do have security personnel with guns on their cruise ships. Cruise lines may choose to arm security personnel in order to provide added protection against potential threats and to deter crime onboard.”

      ~Olin Wade

      “Does Security Have Guns On A Cruise Ship?” Remodelormove.com

      

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Her Solemn Oath

          

          AN ALLISON QUINN PREQUEL

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        “I, Allison Quinn, do solemnly swear

        that I will support and defend

        the Constitution of the United States

        against all enemies, foreign and domestic;

        that I will bear true faith and allegiance

        to the same;

        that I take this obligation freely,

        without any mental reservation

        or purpose of evasion;

        and that I will well and faithfully discharge

        the duties of the office

        on which I am about to enter.

        So help me God.”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Allison Quinn was the first to arrive at the emergency meeting of Seattle Division’s Joint Cyber Task Force, more commonly referred to as the JCTF. The calendar had barely turned on a new year and here they were—still trying to stop Armageddon.

      Donovan Steele dropped into a seat beside her. “Still getting here first I see.”

      She leveled her gaze on him, but didn’t answer.

      “Still sitting at the back, near the door.”

      Donovan was big, obviously strong, and he carried himself with the poise of a well-educated, well-seasoned agent. He was six foot, two inches, Black, good-looking with a smile that he tossed around too readily.

      He was also FBI, which in Allison’s mind was a strike against him.

      “Same as you, Donovan.”

      “First in. First out.” He arched his eyebrows as if he’d solved some great mystery.

      What he said was true, but she also wanted to be able to watch the other agents. Size up the people she would be working with, and in the process, be as inconspicuous as possible. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust them. It was that she was careful. Always. Very. Careful.

      The conference room was cramped with too many chairs and quickly filling with too many people. It was ensconced in the sub-basement of the Seattle Federal Office Building, which covered a full city block near Seattle’s Pioneer Square. All digital devices including cell phones and computers were left in locked boxes on the ground floor. This room was supposed to be cyber-secure.

      Allison wasn’t sure there was such a thing.

      The single laptop at the front of the room was in a hardcase—essentially a small Faraday cage. It was also air-gapped. In theory, it couldn’t be compromised.

      “Looks like everyone was called in.” Donovan shrugged when she turned to study him. “Must be a verified threat.”

      Allison did a quick head count. Eighteen agents had crammed into the small room. They’d been yanked from whatever they were doing in order to be present for this update. Which meant this was the real thing. She sat up straighter and locked her full attention on the front of the room. She hadn’t lovingly embraced the idea of a joint task force, but then she was still a junior special agent with DHS. No one had asked her opinion.

      The task force consisted of agents from the FBI and Homeland Security. Allison had been with HS since graduating from DePaul University eight years earlier. She was considered a rising star. She didn’t care about that. What she cared about was justice—both in general and personally.

      Allison had a vendetta—a very personal crusade.

      She would find the persons who killed her father.

      But she also had a job to do. It just so happened that during some ops, she was able to do both. This was shaping up to be that kind of op.

      “Here we go,” Donovan said.

      Kendra Thomas stepped to the front of the room. She stood nearly six feet tall, had recently turned forty-two, and was earning quite a reputation. Everything from her straight hair to her straight-lined, black clothing screamed don’t mess with me. She was two levels above Allison, and she was in line for a promotion. If Allison was a rising star, Kendra was a comet burning bright.

      “We are here because of Justin Knox, AKA Worm. We received this video an hour ago.”

      She nodded to a technician who doused the lights and tapped a few keys on the laptop.

      Running less than a minute, the video clearly conveyed Worm’s intentions. Planes and trains crashing. Traffic a snarl of accidents. Fires. Packed emergency rooms. And behind it all, iconic Seattle images—the Space Needle, Pike Place Market, Pioneer Square, and of course docked cruise ships.

      Widespread destruction.

      Not a ploy with a huge financial payoff.

      Destruction.

      “He thinks pretty highly of himself,” Donovan muttered.

      “We received other...evidence...that indicates he has the knowledge and resources to do exactly what he’s threatening. Our analysts believe he’ll use an EMP. Casualty estimates are in the thousands. Higher if we can’t restore the grid quickly.”

      Allison’s attention was split between what she was seeing, what Thomas was saying, and the possibility that this perp could tell her something about her father’s killers. Though she had only seen one man in the woods that day, she suspected it had taken at least two to carry out the killing. The only clue she had at this point to the identity of the murderers was that the guilty parties were deeply involved in the dark web.

      It was an extremely cold case. Finding the perps and bringing them to justice had been her goal since she was old enough to have a goal. Unfortunately, two degrees in cybersecurity and a nearly decade long career with Homeland Security hadn’t brought her much closer to finding the persons.

      But she would.

      She was nothing if not patient.

      Though she’d rather be chasing down leads in the cold Seattle day than sitting in a conference room.

      Among themselves, the agents on the task force referred to it as the PT, or Punk Taskforce. The men and women they sought to apprehend were cyberpunks.

      “As you read in Knox’s file, he scored significantly above average on intelligence tests and—before he went off the radar—he exhibited a tech savviness that bordered on the edge of being considered a savant. He’s thirty-two years old. Every indication is that he’s well acquainted with the Seattle area.”

      Some of the terrorists they chased considered themselves radicals who sought to rid the world of government surveillance or capitalistic intrusion. Others were simply greedy, sending out their cyber-poison and then offering a cure for a steep price. In the majority of those cases, the entities involved were willing to pay that price rather than lose precious dollars due to “network down” complications. Even admitting to such an attack could cause a company’s stock to plummet.

      Because of that, JCTF had to work diligently to be aware of current threats in the private sector. Public entities weren’t as circumspect. JCTF was often on the scene within hours.

      Then there were the cases like this one, where it seemed that few in the local area were even aware of the impending attack. Allison had checked all the local news feeds earlier that morning. There was nothing about an impending attack.

      “Two hours ago we intercepted what we believe to be his signal for a very brief moment. That signal confirmed that he is in the Washington area, but we don’t know where. To complicate matters, the JCTF has fewer than two dozen agents in Washington State.”

      “Best of the best,” someone muttered.

      “I have no doubt that you are.” Thomas scanned the room, as if to assure herself. “More agents are flying in, but we suspect they will arrive too late to do much good. They might be able to help pick up the pieces, if we don’t manage to stop Mr. Knox.”

      “We’ll stop him,” an agent near the front promised.

      “We don’t know if he’s working alone or has associates. We don’t have any historical data connecting Knox to prior attacks, so we have no way to know how far he’s willing to go. If he’s prepared to set into motion a cascade of events that will cause what you saw in that video, then he’s probably willing to put a bullet through a few government agents.”

      Now she had everyone’s attention.

      “From what we’ve been able to put together, Knox is planning to deploy an EMP over Seattle. His goal is to take out the entire northwestern sector—communications, transportation, power grid. He wants to bring down all of it. As I noted earlier, estimated casualties are in the thousands. That number only rises if we are not able to get systems up and running within twenty-four hours, which we will not be able to do.”

      The casualty estimates never failed to surprise Allison.

      Cell phones stop working. Traffic lights fail. The electrical grid goes down. And that kills thousands? How was that possible? But she’d dug into the analytical charts many times, and she knew the projected numbers were accurate. Nearly every aspect of their society depended on technology. When that technology was suddenly and completely stripped away, chaos ensued.

      Allison silently vowed that they would not allow that to happen. She had taken an oath to support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, and she would do that. She would protect the people of Seattle against Justin Knox, aka Worm.

      “The entirety of your training and career has prepared you for this. You will find this man, and you will stop him. The weather forecast shows deteriorating conditions across the Seattle area. You can expect high winds and one to three inches of snow. You’ll be issued snow suits, which you can pick up in the supply room, as well as rifles and ballistic vests.”

      An agent close to the front raised his hand. “What does local law enforcement know?”

      “They’ve been made aware of the bare bones of the situation, of course, and they’re on standby. We’re doing our best to keep it out of the media. The only official photo of Knox is ten years old. He went off the grid at the ripe old age of twenty-two. Our best sketch artists have worked to bring that photo up to date. It’s been forwarded to your mobile devices and shared with local law enforcement.”

      There were no other questions.

      Allison had the sense that the men and women around her were as eager as she was to hit the streets.

      “Assignments are posted in the hall outside this room. You will stay with the partner you’ve been assigned and keep to the grid we have set up. I hate that I have to repeat this...” She pierced Allison with a very pointed stare. “You will not go off on your own.”

      Any other time there would have been snickers in the room, but not today. Today everyone in the room understood the stakes. This was not a drill.
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      Only one person beat Donovan Steele to the assignment board—Allison Quinn. Donovan had never worked directly with Allison Quinn before, though he’d known her for a few years. She was focused, intense, and competent. Okay, more than competent. She was quickly becoming a damn legend.

      As she found her name next to his on the board, a groan escaped her lips.

      “Could be worse,” Donovan said in a low voice. “You could have been paired up with Peyton Schultz.”

      Peyton was a cowboy with a deep, southern drawl and a fondness for chewing tobacco. That and his tendency to stream George Jones music on the radio made him a less than ideal partner.

      Allison sighed heavily, then turned to scowl at him. “Let’s go. You’re driving.”

      “Supplies first.” He tossed her a grin which she did not return.

      Unlike most female agents, Allison Quinn didn’t try to hide her femininity. Her hair was a mess of brown curls that reminded Donovan of the chocolate icing his mother put on every birthday cake. Quinn was thin, muscular, all business. She was also completely unapproachable.

      They were the first in line for supplies. Both had service weapons on their hips. Donovan accepted the rifle case. Allison accepted the two snow suits, and they each were issued a bullet-proof vest.

      When they reached the Range Rover Donovan had requisitioned, they threw all of the gear in the back except for their personal handguns.

      Donovan buckled up, but before he started the engine he asked, “What are you carrying?”

      “A Glock. You?”

      “Sig.”

      “And that rifle?”

      “The Bureau issues the H-S Precision PLR.”

      “With a thermal scope?”

      “Universal Night Sight.”

      “Then we’re good to go.”

      “You’ve got the map.”

      They were assigned the ferry crossing to Bainbridge Island, then the area north and northwest of Seattle, ending at Hurricane Ridge atop Olympic National Park.

      Since it was half past ten on a Friday morning, the morning rush hour traffic had abated somewhat, and the queue for the Bainbridge Island ferry was short. As they waited for the 11:25, Donovan attempted to engage her in conversation with no luck. Finally, he settled for sipping vending machine coffee and studying the light snowfall that obscured the view of Elliott Bay.

      Once the ferry ride was underway they questioned employees and passengers, showing them Worm’s photo on their mobile. No one had seen him.

      They had disembarked the ferry and were on the 305 before she spoke. “I’d rather be downtown.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because it’s the most likely place to find Worm.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      Now she turned to study him. “You’re kidding, right? I’m being penalized for going off on my own in Memphis...”

      “Maybe, but you caught the guy.”

      She didn’t answer that.

      The snowfall was increasing, so Donovan focused on the road. A few minutes later, they pulled into the parking area for the Suquamish Clearwater Casino. It was small by casino standards, but the location was great. The expertly landscaped grounds were located on a peninsula situated between State Highway 305 and the Agate Passage. It would be a perfect spot for Worm to deploy an EMP.

      Thirty minutes questioning the hotel manager, casino manager, check-in clerks, and valet yielded nothing.

      They grabbed a sandwich to go, jogged back out to the Range Rover, and sat in the vehicle eating their lunch. Donovan reviewed the weather updates while Allison studied the map.

      Ten minutes later they were on the road again. The 305 skirted the peninsula and then merged onto WA-3N. A sign indicated that Bangor Trident Naval Base lay in the opposite direction.

      Allison jerked a thumb back toward the base. “A naval base must be like catnip to this guy.”

      “I’m sure they have their own people on it. Plus, it’s not easy to get onto a naval base with forged papers.”

      “Yeah, but he doesn’t have to be on the base, does he?”

      “Nope. He only needs to be close.” Donovan shifted in his seat. He’d had this conversation a dozen times with other task force people. He was interested to hear Quinn’s opinion on it. She tended to analyze situations on a completely different level. “How do you think he’ll do it?”

      “Drone.”

      “Most people don’t believe they have an EMP device that’s small enough for a commercial drone, and a military drone... well, it’s doubtful Worm has one of those.”

      “If you and I can imagine it, they’ve already developed it.”

      “Whoa. That’s a negative take if I ever heard one. Maybe we should just join the survivalists in their bunkers.”

      Which at least earned him a smile—and also a hand gesture that was less than polite.

      “It’s what they do, Donovan.” She glanced at him, then returned her attention to the road, as if she’d spot Worm traveling on the highway next to them.

      “Sure. I get it. Technology is what they’re good at.”

      “It’s more than their bread and butter though. It’s literally the one thing they live for.” She paused, then pushed on. “I assume you played football in college.”

      “Ouch. It’s that obvious?”

      “On game day, what did you think about?”

      “Winning.”

      “Exactly. You weren’t thinking about who you might take out on a date the next day or what assignments you’d missed the week before.”

      “I didn’t miss any assignments.”

      “Your single focus was to win, and that’s how cyberpunks operate. They don’t have any other interests. They don’t live a balanced life. The one reason they exist is to bring down the grid for financial gain or to stop Big Brother or for the simple fun of it. The why doesn’t matter.”

      “All right. They’re focused. So are we.”

      They didn’t speak again until they were on the other side of the Hood Canal Floating Bridge. The snowfall remained steady, visibility continued to drop, and Donovan could feel the wind pushing against the Range Rover.

      Allison crossed her arms and glared out the window. “I heard an interview with one of the social media giants. He said that when you’re sitting down at a computer, maybe scrolling social media or whatever, that it’s you against massive computers all capable of Artificial Intelligence. His take was that you can’t hope to win against AI. It’s simply not possible. You’re just one guy.”

      “Yeah, but I’ve got you for a partner, Quinn. I’d say our odds are at least fifty-fifty.”

      Which again brought the ghost of a smile, but nothing more. Donovan was of two minds. They were either getting close, or they were on a wild goose chase. Either way, once they reached Hurricane Ridge, they would run out of road.
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      Olympic National Park was over nine hundred thousand acres with six main entrances and scores of access points. They approached the entrance via Port Angeles, the largest city in Clallam County...though the word city was being used loosely in this case. To Allison, it looked more like a small town.

      Donovan pulled into the parking area of the visitor center.

      Allison was unbuckling her seatbelt before the vehicle had come to a full stop. “I’ll go in.”

      “Want me to go with you?”

      “Can’t be more than three employees in there. I think I can handle it.”

      “Fine.” He held up both hands in surrender. “Just don’t ditch me by escaping out the back.”

      “And go where? Hiking through the snow?”

      “Hell, Quinn. For all I know you could have hired an Uber driver and told him to meet you behind the building.”

      She didn’t want to smile at Donovan Steele, but she couldn’t help it. “I’m desperate to get rid of you, but not that desperate. Just check the comms, okay? Maybe someone has seen something. Maybe we’ll get pulled out of this deserted sector.”

      She slammed the door, pulled up the hood on her parka, and jogged inside.

      Five minutes later, she hopped back into the Range Rover, using both hands to pull the door shut against the howl and the force and the savageness of the north wind.

      “Road’s closed.”

      “Yeah?” Donovan Steele didn’t sound convinced.

      “Heavy snow, blowing winds, plummeting temperatures.” She waved outside the window. “I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

      “Sounds like we hit the jackpot.”

      Since their assignment included Hurricane Ridge Road, the fact that it was closed was only a technicality. He wiggled his cell phone back and forth. “Weather forecast says this will only get worse. What do you want to do?”

      Allison glanced over at Donovan, who was peering through the windshield and down the road. “You requisitioned the Range Rover. Might as well put it to use.”

      Donovan grunted and turned the heater up another notch.

      She held back the anger and fear and desperation that were threatening to choke her. She never could abide a terrorist’s fascination with mass destruction. She abhorred violence. She’d been the victim of violence, and yet here she was...a gun on her hip and a rifle within arm’s reach.

      She kept her voice even, calm. “Do you think the video Worm sent was legitimate?”

      “Yup.”

      A cyberpunk in a hoodie. The arrogance and gall of these people never ceased to amaze Allison. Now Worm was brazenly declaring his intentions, and she didn’t doubt for a moment that he’d purposely let them intercept his location.

      Why?

      What could he gain from that?

      Notoriety? Or was he trying to distract them while one of his cohorts led the real attack somewhere else?

      It didn’t seem to make any difference how long she worked on the cyber task force, the sheer level of destruction these people aimed for was difficult to contemplate.

      “You think he’ll actually do it? Explode an EMP over the Seattle area during the five o’clock rush hour?”

      “He wants the biggest bang for his buck.” Donovan hadn’t slipped the Range Rover into gear.

      They sat in the parking lot as the storm bore down on them. They didn’t rush. It made no sense to run off in a half-cocked reaction to the threat. Instead, they methodically and thoroughly considered the situation. She appreciated that about him. At least he was patient. That was rare in a partner.

      “The collision rate alone is predicted to kill hundreds.” And now a little of the fear did creep into her voice. Not for herself. She’d passed that point long ago. But her fear for the average citizen sometimes seemed to weigh her down to the point that she felt as if she’d be frozen into an immobile lump of clay. If she wasn’t very careful, the terror would consume her.

      They’d both seen the slideshows.

      Sat through the briefings.

      Understood the casualty numbers.

      The great majority of the people they protected had no idea what might happen if the task force failed in their mission. But Allison had an idea. Allison had the nightmares to prove it. It was imperative that they find and stop Worm.

      An EMP would render all traffic signals useless, deactivate a good percentage of the cars, create havoc with the trains, planes, and metro-buses. Cell phones wouldn’t be able to connect to cell towers. Most would be fried at the moment of detonation. Anything dependent on the internet would stop working, and that was nearly everything at this point.

      “Nothing on the news,” Steele said. “Looks like Thomas managed to keep a lid on it for now.”

      “I’m always a bit conflicted about that. On the one hand...”

      “A panicked populace is bad.”

      “And on the other...”

      “They deserve to know.”

      “I agree, but then we’re not the ones making decisions.”

      “Give us a few years.” Steele once again offered the wolfish smile.

      Allison had hoped that Worm was trying to rattle them.

      She’d hoped he didn’t have the capability to do what he’d threatened to do. But Thomas had claimed they’d received proof that obliterated those hopes. Worm had the ability and apparently the intention to do exactly what he said.

      “Worm must be feeling good about himself,” Donovan said as he shifted the gear into drive and drove out of the parking area. “He recently graduated to the FBI’s list of top ten most wanted cybercriminals.”

      “So we’ll give him a t-shirt, after we put him behind bars.”

      “How do you think he’ll do it?” Donovan was as experienced as she was. He’d read the same memos she had, been briefed on the latest advances in cyberwarfare. The problem was that by the time they were briefed on an attack strategy it had changed. “You said before that you think they’ve improved the technology, but do you actually think he’ll use a drone? Why not a rocket launcher? Or maybe he’ll hire a helicopter, sit in the back with his laptop, push the button.”

      “Hard to drive around with a rocket launcher in your vehicle. As for the helicopter, it might crash when he detonates the EMP. He wouldn’t risk that.” She didn’t understand why she was so certain, but she was. “He’ll use a drone.”

      “Maybe he stole a military one.”

      “You know as well as I do that anything is for sale on the dark web, as long as you’re willing to pay. An EMP-equipped drone and a laptop. That’s all he needs.”

      “Yup.” Donovan pulled up to the guard house and motioned for the man on duty to raise the mechanical arm that stretched across the road.

      The ranger opened the window. “Sorry, sir. This road is closed.”

      “We need through. Now.” Donovan flashed his credentials.

      The ranger shrugged and pushed a button that raised the gate.

      Donovan drove through and glanced at Allison. “Could the park director even tell you if anyone was still up there?”

      “Negative. They’re compiling a list now, but it isn’t as easy as you’d think.”

      “Uh-huh. And this road we’re on, what’s the elevation gain?”

      “Eight hundred and sixty feet.”

      “Distance to the top?”

      “Seventeen miles.”

      He glanced at her, offered a crooked smile. “Rabbit, rabbit. Here we come.”

      She didn’t respond. Everything about Donovan grated on her nerves, and he seemed to know it. He was too casual. Too confident. Not rattled. She thought you needed to be a little rattled if you were going to face this type of attack and survive.

      The area they drove through struck her as a deserted winter wonderland.

      They didn’t pass anyone else. The road twisted and turned as they gained elevation. The sheer drop reminded Allison of the day her father was murdered, but she pushed that thought away. She was no longer a child. She was an experienced agent, and Worm was an asshole who would not escape.

      Her plan was to find him, stop the impending attack, and then question him about the murder of her father. He might know nothing, but suppose he did? It was always a possibility. The world of cybercrime was a small one, and her father had been killed by a cybercriminal. She was certain of that.

      If Worm knew anything, he would tell her before she turned him over to the federal authorities. How she was going to pull answers from him with Donovan looking over her shoulder was another question entirely, but she’d deal with that problem when it was in front of her.

      She’d deal with that problem as she did every other obstacle she’d faced—directly, without hesitation, and regardless the personal cost.
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      “You’re kinda small for an agent. I’m guessing five foot, five, and one twenty-five?”

      She didn’t even bother looking at him. “I’m big enough to shoot you.”

      “And all that attitude. I’ve heard about you, Quinn.”

      “Okay.”

      “Heard that when you’re on the trail of a cyberpunk you’re like a bird dog on scent.”

      Now she did pull her eyes from the winding road. “I find that comparison mildly offensive.”

      “I also heard that you have some sort of personal score to settle.”

      She didn’t even bother denying it. He almost laughed. She was smart, tough, and pretty. He’d nailed her height and weight, and he hadn’t dared to bring up her curves. That would earn him a slap on the wrist from the higher-ups and a day in sensitivity training.

      It was her eyes, though, that could mesmerize a man—dark and deep and soulful.

      He’d do well to stay clear of her. Get through this op, kill or capture Worm, move on. Donovan had a career plan, and it didn’t leave much time for romantic liaisons.

      He nearly snorted at that thought.

      Quinn wasn’t known to date co-workers. The phrase he’d most frequently heard to describe her was hard-ass.

      Kudos to the man who had the courage to ask her out.

      She had returned her attention to something outside the window. The snow continued to fall, but it didn’t yet obscure their path. It would. He’d checked the weather forecast while she’d been inside the director’s office. Plus, he could feel it in his bones. Donovan had grown up in upstate New York.

      He understood cold weather.

      This storm was going to be the real deal.

      Snow, high winds, plummeting temperatures…those things could be an obstacle. Or maybe, maybe they could use them to their advantage. Hard to hide a track in the snow. Hard to disappear without a trace.

      Donovan picked up on the fact that Quinn wasn’t interested in conversation. He pushed on anyway. Maybe because he needed to, or maybe just to gauge her reaction.

      Know your enemy.

      Know your partner even better.

      It was something they hammered home in the Bureau. Of course, Quinn not being with the Bureau, she might not be on that same page.

      “I heard about your dad too. That had to have been tough.”

      “Don’t want your sympathy.”

      “I get that. Still wanted to offer it though—us being partners and all.”

      “Temporarily.”

      “Well, yeah. Unless you get lucky and get assigned to me permanently.”

      “You’re a piece of work. You know that, right?”

      “Thanks.”

      “Not a compliment.”

      But he thought he saw the ghost of her smile again. Or it could have been indigestion from the lunch they’d consumed in under ten minutes.

      They finally pulled into the Hurricane Ridge Visitor Center parking area, and Quinn practically leapt from the vehicle. Donovan stood next to the vehicle taking in the deserted lot. Worm didn’t walk up here. He didn’t sprout wings and fly. He wasn’t dropped through a cyber portal.

      The guy would have a vehicle.

      Donovan jogged to catch up with Quinn, then followed her around the main building. The Visitor Center was a large structure. It was also devoid of life, other than the two of them.

      “Locked up tight.” He rattled the door, then cupped his hands to knock off the glare and peer into the main room.

      “I doubt Worm’s in there,” she said.

      “Could be though.”

      “You think?”

      “He could be hiding out in the boy’s room, sitting on the floor with his little laptop, cackling with glee as he contemplates his power to shut down the northwestern sector of the country.”

      “Thanks for painting such a detailed picture, Steele.”

      “Anytime, Quinn. Anytime.”

      They walked a circuit around the outbuildings and saw nothing.

      “We didn’t pass him.” She stood there, hands on her slim hips, turning in a circle, ignoring the snow and wind and danger. “Maybe he’s not here.”

      “Yeah, but I think he is.”

      “How do you figure that?”

      “I think that signal we intercepted was something he wanted us to see. He enjoys the attention. Likes the thought of us all running around trying to find him. Likes being on top.”

      Quinn nodded toward the mountain range. “Lots of different places to be on top here.”

      “Not many roads though. This spot is perfect. The higher the elevation the greater the range of destruction.”

      “So you did pay attention in cyber class.”

      “I always pay attention.”

      She finally looked at him, really looked at him, and Donovan realized that was the thing they had in common—they both paid attention. Nothing slipped by Allison Quinn. He could count on that.

      “Why didn’t he just walk out on the deck of the Needle, release his drone from there? Send it up and hit the button.”

      “I don’t know. You can ask him when we apprehend him.”

      The parking area was large. Looked like it could have held a couple hundred vehicles. Donovan figured that any other time of year, this was a popular tourist spot. Today it was deserted, the blacktop covered with a fine layer of snow. The wind was blowing so hard they had to lean into it to make their way back across the parking area. They climbed into the vehicle. He started the motor. Once again slipped the gear into drive.

      “What did your father do, for a living I mean?”

      “Worked for the Agency.”

      He was surprised she’d answered him. “Yeah?”

      “Cybercrimes.”

      “Huh.”

      “Wasn’t even a division then, just some guys in the basement with a few mainframe computers and no budget.”

      “Got him killed though.”

      “It did.” Her voice was flat and factual and fierce in its ability to be those things.

      He’d continued inching the vehicle around the perimeter of the parking area until he’d joined back up with their earlier tracks in the snow.

      “My daddy was a math professor, but on the weekends, he liked to hunt.” Donovan pulled to the right of the deserted road and parked. “Got him.”
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      Donovan hopped out of the vehicle, walked to an adjacent road Allison had dismissed as being inaccessible and crouched down to study something in the snow. Standing, he waved her over toward the gravel road and a sign that read, “Obstruction Point Road. 8 miles. Road not suitable for trailers or motorhomes.”

      Allison spotted what he’d seen immediately, though how he’d seen it from the Range Rover was beyond her, since it was already nearly obscured by the falling snow. “Tire tracks.”

      “Yup. Rabbit, rabbit, here we come.”

      “Where is this guy going?”

      They jogged back to the Range Rover. Allison buckled her seat belt, made sure it fit snuggly around her torso and lap, then reached for the safety bar above her window.

      Donovan took off a little faster than she would have liked, but then they were chasing a cyberterrorist bent on widespread destruction that could result in the death of thousands. She understood the urgency of their situation. She just wished he would drive a little more carefully.

      “Wouldn’t mind you slowing down on the hairpin turns.”

      “What? You don’t like travelling down a winding mountain road in a snow storm as we chase a terrorist?”

      “What’s not to like?” She gritted her teeth and focused on her breathing.

      “Atta girl.”

      “It would help if you were a little less patronizing.”

      Donovan tapped the brakes as they slid around another curve, downshifted, and checked that he’d engaged the four-wheel drive. “I was aiming for encouraging.”

      “Couldn’t tell.”

      They rode another mile in silence. One moment, towering trees rose above them on both sides. Then they’d slide around a corner and there would be a sheer drop that the tires of the Range Rover seemed to kiss. Allison wanted to put her head between her knees.

      She worried it would make her look weak.

      She knew it would.

      She was a Homeland Security Agent who was afraid of heights. Not just afraid of them. She’d suffered from acrophobia all of her life. It was something that she managed. Something that she’d spent many hours in counseling to learn to cope with. She no longer actively avoided such situations, but driving on a winding mountain road in a snowstorm still set her teeth on edge.

      The trick was to focus on the mission at hand, which meant talking to Donovan.

      It was only marginally better than throwing up.

      “Why down this road? Why not just set up in the parking lot back there?”

      “He hopes we’re coming. The chase gives him a little thrill. Plus, this is secluded.”

      “As was the parking lot at the Visitor Center. He didn’t have to go down a gravel road to the middle of nowhere.”

      “Maybe he liked the symmetry of it.” When she didn’t answer he added, “Obstruction Point…world’s most sophisticated EMP…the snowstorm was just an added bonus.”

      “What’s his escape plan?”

      They skidded around another hairpin turn, throwing up a cloud of snow. She closed her eyes. Focused on breathing in and out.

      “Once he activates the EMP, he’ll ditch the computer…maybe bury it in the snow. With all comms out and GPS down, we won’t have the capability to track him. He can wait for the storm to pass, then hike or drive out. Maybe he considers himself a Houdini.”

      “I think it’s more than that.”

      “There needs to be more?”

      “His dad was a Boy Scout leader.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. Didn’t you read the file?”

      “I don’t think that was in the file, Quinn.”

      Maybe it wasn’t. She always did a little extra research on her own, and she kept dossiers on top cyber criminals. She traced their history back to see if it intersected with her father’s. The small details she learned about them were an added bonus. They showed her what buttons to push in order to get the information she needed. “Our boy Worm was your typical childhood tech genius.”

      “So, daddy tried to balance out his life with Boy Scout trips.”

      “Exactly. Only Worm wasn’t having it. At Philmont he started a fire that landed him in juvie.”

      “I did read the juvie part.”

      He slammed on the brakes and slowly backed up.

      Allison had thought travelling down a gravel mountain road in a snowstorm going forward was bad. Moving in reverse was exponentially worse.

      But she’d also seen the truck.

      The question was whether anyone in the truck had seen them.

      It had to be Worm’s. No one else would be here in this weather.

      “Did you see if he was in the vehicle?”

      “Nope.” He’d backed up a couple hundred feet.

      “We didn’t exactly creep up on him.”

      “The snow and wind might have silenced our approach.”

      “If he wasn’t in the truck, where is he?”

      “We’re about to find out.”
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      They stood at the back of the Range Rover. Donovan held the rifle with a thermal scope. Allison had her Glock with two extra clips of ammunition. They both wore bullet proof vests under their snow camouflage and communication pieces in their ears. They’d tried to call their status into the Ops Center, but their phones and radios didn’t work. That could have been due to their location or the weather or it might have been something that Worm had already done.

      Donovan was all business now, the cocky smile finally gone. “Ready?”

      “Yes.”

      “Stick with the plan.”

      “For as long as we can.”

      She knew her adrenaline was surging because she was no longer irritated with him. She also was no longer worried about falling off the mountain. “Just don’t kill him. I have some questions.”

      “Uh-huh. I’ve heard about your Q&A time.” He checked his weapon and peered around the Range Rover. “You’re famous, Quinn. I thought you knew that.”

      And then he was gone, climbing up the mountainside, before working his way back toward Worm’s truck.

      She waited, per the plan.

      The wait felt interminable. Her mind slipped back to her father. They’d been camping in northern California, camping on a ridge not so unlike this one though there had been no snow. It had been a dazzling fall day.

      He told her to run.

      He told her to hide.

      She ran, but not far.

      In her nightmares, she still heard the shot that killed him. Nightmare didn’t begin to cover it. She’d wake shaking, sweating, reliving the worst day of her life.

      Her radio crackled, jerking her back into the present.

      “I’m in position. No sign of him.”

      How was that possible? Where could he have gone? They were on a remote road in a snowstorm. There was nowhere to go that she knew of. But maybe Worm knew something they didn’t.

      “Moving.”

      Per the plan, she dropped below the ridge to the right, following a parallel path toward the truck. It might have been an animal trail, or it might have been nothing. With each footstep she expected the snow to give away and her body to begin its final plumet.

      She didn’t exactly fear death.

      She’d been aware of it since she was nine years old. That didn’t mean she wanted to end her life this day, in this way, because of a prick named Worm.

      When she was certain she had drawn up relatively parallel to the abandoned truck, she tapped her comm unit. “I’m in position.”

      “Still no Worm in sight.”

      Allison peeked over the edge of the road. She’d come out a little past the truck. It looked like a Chevy S-10 with a faded paint job and nearly bald tires. He’d driven down the mountain in that? She was even more convinced that the man was an idiot.

      Allison climbed up, approached the vehicle in a crouch, and confirmed that it was abandoned. She circled the truck again, more slowly this time, and found the tracks. “He’s headed northeast.”

      “On foot?”

      “On foot.”

      Donovan was at her side within two minutes. “Why would he walk away from the truck?”

      “I suppose the why is less important than the fact of it.”

      “We don’t have to follow him. We could wait here. He’s bound to come back.”

      “True, but that might be after he pushes the button.”

      “Fair enough.” Steele jogged back to the Range Rover, pulled out two white packs, and brought them back.

      After they’d both shrugged their arms through the straps, they set off following the tracks which led at first through a stand of trees, then around a bend and finally down what might have been a side trail. The snow wasn’t deep—yet. An hour later, they followed the tracks into the middle of a clearing where they abruptly ended.

      They inexplicably ended.

      “Anything in your independent research that suggested he was a mountain goat or possibly a crow?”

      “No. And something isn’t right here.”

      “I’m pretty sure he’s jerking our chain, and I gotta tell you…it pisses me off.”

      The first shot shattered the silence.

      Allison and Donovan dropped to the ground. Worm couldn’t see them as long as they stayed down and stayed still. It was why they wore white snowsuits. At the same time, they couldn’t just lie there. The whole point of being in this ridiculous position was to apprehend Worm and stop the attack.

      “Unless he has a thermal scope, we’re good,” Donovan said.

      “If he had a thermal scope, we’d already be dead.”

      The snow howled. The wind roared. Moving her eyes to the side, Allison could barely see Donovan, and he was only three feet from her position.

      “Shots came from that stand of trees,” he said. “To the west.”

      “I’m going to cross this meadow on three. Draw his fire. One⁠—”

      “No. You’re not.”

      “Get closer while he’s tracking me. Two⁠—”

      “Quinn. Don’t⁠—"

      “Three.” Allison focused on speed and direction away from Donovan. She sprinted for three seconds…three strong heartbeats, then dropped again.

      A shot rang out, close enough to send a plume of snow over her.

      “Run, Alli. Hide.” It was her father’s voice in her ear.

      Her father’s killer threatening her life.

      She rose again, nearly slipped on the snow, sprinted for three more seconds, dropped into a prone position.

      He couldn’t see her.

      If she kept her head down, he couldn’t see her.

      With her face pressed into the snow, she held her breath. Counted to five this time. Sprinted. She threw her body laterally, hit the snow as the bullet ripped through her left shoulder, lay completely still.

      She needed to lay completely still or he would shoot her again. Shoot and kill her.

      “Run, Alli. Hide.”

      Her heart thumped.

      Sweat dripped down her face.

      She thought she should feel the pain from the bullet. Was it good or bad that she didn’t? Adrenaline? Frozen? In shock maybe?

      More importantly, had she given Donovan enough time?

      She heard the sound of a rifle shot, a different sound from the bullets that had been aimed at her. Donovan’s rifle. That had been Donovan’s rifle. She didn’t know whether to sit up or lay there. She couldn’t simply lay there. She turned her head, saw the blood from her wound staining the snow, knew that if Worm was still alive, if he was still watching, he would see the blood too, and then he would finish her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Seven


          

        

      

    

    
      Donovan confirmed the kill, took two photos to run through the Bureau’s database once they had reception again, then sprinted down to Allison. She was lying perfectly still.

      Too still.

      He dropped next to her in the snow.

      “Did you get him?” She lifted her head, groaned as he assessed her arm.

      “I got someone, but it wasn’t Justin Knox.”

      She looked confused for a moment, then she looked mad. Sitting up, she scanned the area. “Damn it. Would it have been too much to ask that he was working alone? All of our intelligence points to cybercriminals being loners.”

      “Yeah, well you know what they say about intelligence.”

      “Information is not knowledge.”

      “I don’t know who said that or what it means.” Donovan had unzipped his pack and pulled out the medical kit.

      “Einstein. It means...” Allison wobbled slightly.

      “Doesn’t matter.” He unzipped her suit and worked it off her shoulders, then tore open a package of clotting powder and poured it on the wound.

      She let out a hiss, but he didn’t slow or waver. The first few minutes after a gunshot wound were critical. He couldn’t afford to hesitate. “You’re body temperature is dropping and you’ve lost a significant amount of blood. Hold this compress.”

      She nodded once, and then with a shaky right hand, she held the compress against the wound. Her complexion was as white as the snow. Her gaze was locked on some distant point.

      Donovan ripped open a package of gauze and wrapped it up and around her shoulder. He had some idea how much pain she was in. He’d suffered a few shoulder injuries in college football. They weren’t for the faint of heart.

      “Don’t pass out on me, Quinn.”

      “And let you get the glory alone? Not going to happen.”

      “Atta girl.” He pulled the snowsuit back up, helped her push her right arm into the sleeve. “This is going to⁠—”

      “Hurt. Yeah.”

      He stuffed her left arm back into the suit as quickly as possible, heard again the hiss of pain that escaped through her lips. He yanked up on the zipper, trying to calculate how much blood she’d lost, how low her body temperature was, what his next move should be. Finally he took another package of gauze and wrapped the outside of the suit where the fabric was marked with blood. “Wouldn’t want you walking around like a target.”

      “Gee. Thanks.”

      He tried the SAT phone one more time. Still nothing. Pushing all of the supplies back into his bag, he pulled Allison to her feet. “Can you walk?”

      “No way I’m staying here. Yes, I can walk.”

      “You remind me of my momma—feisty.”

      She shook her head as if she’d been insulted but offered a shaky smile.

      By the time they’d made it back to the Range Rover, his watch read two minutes before four—one hour until detonation. Worm’s truck remained parked a few hundred feet in front of the Range Rover. It wasn’t as if he could take it anywhere. The only way out was backwards, which would’ve required pushing the Range Rover over the edge. The small truck didn’t have the engine for that.

      Donovan helped her into the passenger seat, then ran around to the driver’s side. That’s when they discovered that Justin’s talents weren’t limited to disabling networks. He was also pretty good at disabling cars.

      The engine didn’t start.

      Donovan popped the hood to discover the battery cables were cut. He checked Worm’s truck and saw that he’d slashed the tires.

      “What kind of asshole disables his own vehicle?”

      “An arrogant one—the only kind we seem to go up against.”

      She was shaking again, her teeth chattering together.

      “It’s the shock,” he said, pulling her toward him.

      She stiffened. It was rather like holding an ironing board.

      “We have to get your body temperature up,” he murmured.

      Allison nodded, but it still took several moments before she relaxed.

      “Try the SAT phone again.”

      “Right.” He pulled it out of his pack. The green light came on, but that was it. No service. Not even static.

      “Fifty minutes.” Allison had stopped shivering. Now she leaned forward and began rifling through her pack with her right hand.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Pulling out what I need.”

      “You’re not going anywhere. You know that, right?”

      For an answer, she only gave a quick shake of her head.

      “You are one damn stubborn woman. Hard-headed, impossible to reason with⁠—”

      “Thank you.”

      “Not a compliment.”

      She stopped then, her Glock in her good hand, her eyes meeting his. “We have forty-eight minutes to stop him. Now let’s go.”

      Following Worm’s trail wasn’t difficult. This time he hadn’t bothered to cover his tracks. Even with the amount of snow that had fallen, Donovan could tell he’d passed this way recently. The indentions of his footsteps—in Donovan’s mind—shone bright as a neon light.

      He might as well have left bread crumbs for them to follow.

      The question was why.

      Maybe he realized he was running out of time. Worm’s mission clock was ticking. He wanted to push the button at rush hour. Or it could be that he had miscalculated, figuring that with one agent injured they would both stand down.

      They weren’t standing down.

      Donovan had a feeling that giving up was something Allison Quinn never considered.
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      Allison had never been shot before. The degree of pain was excruciating—easily a fifteen on a ten-point scale. Instead of making her want to curl into a ball, it fueled her anger. She would stop Justin Knox before he had a chance to endanger and maim and kill.

      She’d stop him or she’d die trying.

      She wasn’t a fatalist.

      She rather enjoyed her life. And then there was the matter of finding her father’s killer. That had been her catalyst through many a dark night.

      But just as equally, many years ago she’d simply accepted that dying might be required. It was either that or drive herself crazy with the fear of the thing. That was no way to move forward.

      As they walked back toward the visitor’s center, the trail had widened a bit and the ground to their right rose steadily until it towered over their position. When Worm’s trail petered out, Donovan pointed up.

      Allison didn’t see it immediately, then she understood what Donovan was pointing at. Broken branches every few feet as Worm pulled himself up, up, up to the top. There was no way Allison could pull herself up that ridge, not with one arm, and both she and Donovan knew it.

      Donovan pointed in front of them, made a motion for her to go that way, where there must be a more gradual slope, then work her way back.

      She didn’t like it.

      She didn’t really have a choice.

      Donovan gave her that wolfish smile she was becoming used to, then he began to climb. Allison moved forward as quickly as possible, keeping close to the rise on her right, not wanting Worm to catch a glimpse of her if he happened to peer over the edge. She walked a quarter mile, before she found a more gradual way up. She followed it to the top and then reversed direction.

      Donovan should be in position.

      Approaching Worm from two different directions wasn’t a bad idea, though they would be in each other’s line of fire. She thought one gunshot wound for the day was quite enough and hoped that Donovan wouldn’t shoot her.

      Worm wasn’t armed that she knew of. She’d read nothing of a history with fire arms in his file. Many cybercriminals avoided getting their hands dirty. They preferred crime in the virtual world. Intel was rarely complete though. It was more like looking at a thing through a kaleidoscope. The truth was there, but it was distorted.

      When she reached the top, she stopped a good three feet back in the trees.

      Even wearing camouflage, there was a risk he would sense her presence. She had no problem seeing him.

      Worm sat on a fallen tree. He must have scouted the area on a previous trip because it was the perfect spot to launch a drone from. On three sides, forest rimmed the clearing, which was fifty yards across and probably twice as deep. In front of him was an unobstructed flight path, probably all the way to downtown Seattle. As she watched from her position in the trees, he tested the drone. It rose a few feet, then hovered. He stared down at his laptop, and a smile spread across his face.

      He liked what he was seeing.

      He liked what he was about to do.

      He smelled success in the air.

      She moved through the trees as silently as the snow fell from the sky. When she was directly behind him, she positioned her body in an isosceles stance—feet shoulder-width apart, body squared with the target, arms straight with locked elbows.

      “Step away from the laptop, Justin.”

      His fingers stilled immediately. He raised his hands above the keyboard, as if he was eager to show his compliance. Allison was aware that the drone maintained its position in front of them. Death and destruction and chaos hovered only a few feet away.

      “I was hoping Otto took care of you.”

      “Otto is dead.”

      “You killed him?”

      “My partner.”

      “I brought friends too—well, acquaintances. Our passion for saving the world from government surveillance sort of binds us together.” A rifle shot shattered the silence of the snow and the forest. “That would be Carmen’s rifle—I’d know that sound anywhere. A pawn for a pawn. I suspect you’re on your own now.”

      Worm continued to hold his hands a good twelve inches above the keyboard, his fingers flexed out straight.

      Allison and Worm both understood that one keystroke would deploy the drone. That same keystroke would end Worm’s life. He wasn’t ready to die yet. He still thought he could have it all.

      “Carmen will come for you next,” he said. “And she won’t miss.”

      “Place the laptop down in the snow. Be careful to keep your fingers away from the keys.”

      She was surprised when he did as she’d instructed. He turned to face her and a small part of her wanted to believe it had all been a mistake. He might have been thirty-two years old, but he looked like a kid. How was it that this slight man with acne on his face and just a whisp of a beard adorning his chin could possibly want to cause such destruction?

      Why?

      And was he past redemption?

      “What happened to you?”

      “To me? I’m not the one stalking around in the forest with a gun.” He nodded toward her Glock. “How about you put that thing down? It makes me nervous.”

      “Keep your hands up.”

      He did.

      “Step away from the laptop.” She nodded to her left, and he again surprised her by following her instructions.

      “Who do you work for?”

      “Who do I work for? That’s your question?” He shook his head, but kept his hands high. “Maybe I don’t work for anyone.”

      “I rather doubt you have the resources to purchase a military drone.”

      “You don’t know anything about me.” His eyes shifted, only slightly—either trying to check his drone, or perhaps...

      Was Carmen coming up behind her?

      It didn’t matter. Allison kept her focus on Worm.

      “Who paid for the drone?”

      “It’s not like we use real names.”

      She waited, though now she was aware of the pain in her shoulder, the blood pulsing with each heartbeat, the torn flesh and cartilage reminding her that she was not one hundred percent.

      “You government people are all the same. You think if you know our date of birth, social security number, IP address, that you can stop us, but we’re bigger than that. We’re bigger and better than your net that captures information.”

      “Give me a name, Justin. We can all walk away from this.”

      “You’ll never stop us because you still believe that things operate IRL. They don’t. Virtual reality has surpassed that.”

      “Save the lecture. I want the name of the person who funded your little enterprise.” She had the idea to use his moniker, hoping it would provoke him. “Give me a name, Worm, and you can live to fight another day.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “But it’s who you are. Worm. A grub, pinworm, tapeworm...”

      “Stop it.”

      “A self-contained and self-replicating computer program.”

      “I said, stop it.”

      “AKA Justin Knox, thirty-two years old, former Boy Scout turned cybercriminal.”

      She was suddenly aware of the wetness of her shoulder wound. Maybe the blood had seeped through Donovan’s wrap because Worm glanced toward her shoulder and smiled slightly.

      “That’s got to hurt.”

      Allison was trying to decide whether to handcuff him, how to maintain a bead on the criminal in front of her and disable the drone, where Donovan was, how much longer she could stand there with blood dripping down her sleeve. Those thoughts were careening through her mind when three things happened at once.

      Worm reached into his coat pocket.

      The drone lifted higher.

      And Donovan burst through the tree line.

      She’d been trained well. She didn’t hesitate. Three shots to the chest, a perfect grouping. She pivoted to her right, toward the drone, aware of Donovan positioning himself on the other side of the clearing. The drone had lifted to a height of twenty feet, accessed its flight directions and moved away—toward the drop off, out of the range of her handgun, toward the mountains and Seattle.

      Donovan raised his rifle, calculated height and speed and direction. Then he fired.
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      The drone shattered into a dozen pieces.

      Donovan shouldered the rifle and hurried toward her, ignoring Worm’s body, ignoring everything but the woman in front of him.

      “What did you do to my bandage, Quinn?”

      She shrugged, or rather she tried to. Her left arm had started to tremble and her complexion was as white as the snow.

      “Sit.”

      She shook her head, holstered her weapon and walked over to Worm’s body. Kneeling beside it, she stared at the young man’s face. His chest was a mess of blood and bone.

      “Nice shot,” he murmured.

      “I thought he was reaching for a gun.” With her gloved hand, she opened his right fist.

      “Remote detonator.”

      “He was focused on the laptop when I first came up behind him.”

      “He would have set direction, speed, deployment commands via the laptop.”

      She finally met his eyes, then her gaze darted away, studied the pieces of drone that littered the area between them and the drop-off. She took a moment before she looked back at him and nodded once. “You stopped it. Stopped the attack.”

      “We both did.”

      “Help me.” She unzipped Worm’s jacket, checked his neck, his torso, and finally his arms. She found what she was looking for on the inside of his right arm. Pulling out her phone, she snapped a picture of the tattoo.

      “We’re going to lose the light. Let’s go back to the Range Rover.”

      She shook her head. “We should walk out.”

      “You wouldn’t make it half a mile, Quinn. I know you think you’re Superwoman...”

      She shot him a look that cut off his words.

      He waited a second, then two. He gave her time to evaluate their situation.

      Finally she nodded. “Okay.”

      He took a few pictures of Worm to confirm the kill. The bodies would be retrieved as soon as their team could get through, but he’d had bodies disappear on him before. No sense in leaving it to chance. There were black bears and cougars in the area—though it was rare, if they were hungry enough they’d probably take an easy meal.

      “Check his other pockets. I’ll document the drone.”

      “What’s left of it.”

      Which was the first sense of humor Donovan had seen from her since she’d killed Justin Knox. He considered it a good sign.

      Ten minutes later they were making their way back toward the vehicle, retracing Quinn’s steps because he knew she’d never make it via the shorter, steeper route.

      Once she was in the Range Rover, he said, “Back in five.”

      He moved around Worm’s truck, checking it for signs of explosives, boobytraps, motion-sensor cameras. Two of the tires had been slashed. They wouldn’t be driving the truck anywhere, but maybe he could at least turn it on. Maybe he could at least get her body temperature up. He raised the hood on the engine. “Damn.”

      He slammed the hood back down and fought his way back to the Range Rover. The snow and wind had morphed into a blizzard. Visibility was dropping, as was the temperature.

      He climbed into the Range Rover and turned to face Quinn.

      “Find anything?”

      “Nothing useful.”

      “It wasn’t enough that he slashed the tires?”

      “Apparently not. He cut his battery cables like he did ours. Which means that he either planned to walk out...”

      “Doubtful, since he had no snow shoes.”

      “Or someone was supposed to meet him.”

      They both looked out the window. If someone was coming for Worm in this storm, they’d need a snowmobile to get there—something they would hear from miles away.

      “Let’s rewrap that arm.”

      It was awkward in the vehicle. There wasn’t a lot of room to maneuver. Donovan was suddenly aware of the smell of her hair, the smallness of her, the intensity of her gaze as she watched him rebind the wound. He knew it hurt, but she didn’t cry out. Of course she didn’t. Even here, with no one else to see, Quinn couldn’t bring herself to show any sign of weakness.

      Which was how they’d all been trained.

      He pawed through the medical kit, trying to find something strong enough to knock back her pain. Finding three syringes, he held one up. “Got some diazepam.”

      She shook her head—once. Definitively.

      He dropped the syringes into the kit and set the kit on the floorboard. She might change her mind before morning.

      “Be right back.” He attempted a confident smile, but the moment he stepped out of the vehicle the snow and cold enveloped him. They were lucky the full force of the storm had held off as long as it had. He trudged to the back of the Range Rover, opened the cargo area and fumbled around until he found the bag he needed. Then he slammed the hatch shut and fought his way back to the driver’s door of the vehicle.

      “Honey, I’m home.”

      “Feels like you just left.”

      “Does that mean you missed me? I think you missed me.” He pulled two bottles of water from the pack, grateful to find they hadn’t frozen yet. Uncapping one, he pushed it into her hands. “Drink it all.”

      “If I drink all of this, I’ll be looking for a ladies’ room in a snowstorm.”

      “I’ll bet you’ve roughed it before.”

      She drank a quarter of the bottle.

      Next he pushed an energy bar into her hands.

      She didn’t even argue.

      They sat there as the snow built up around them. The wind howled and the temperature plummeted and he refused to calculate her odds of survival.

      He didn’t need to.

      She was the famous Allison Quinn. She was a rising star at DHS. They’d stopped the terror attack. Tomorrow they’d be sitting around a conference table, drinking coffee, regaling their coworkers with tales of their heroic adventure.

      Only, Quinn didn’t seem like the kind of person to tell tales.

      She was the silent type.

      He pulled the emergency blanket out of the first aid kit and tucked it around her. The mylar material was covered with a thin sheet of metalized polyester. “You look like a space creature.”

      She opened one eye, but this time the smile didn’t follow. Instead she fell into a shallow sleep.

      He could inject her with the diazepam while she slept. The stuff acted like valium. He knew it would take the edge off the pain. He nixed the idea. She’d find out, then she’d find him and kick his ass. So instead, he rooted around in the emergency kit, found the caffeine tablets, and swallowed two.

      It was going to be a long night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Ten


          

        

      

    

    
      Allison’s dreams were filled with terrorists, drones, gunshots, snow, her father. She was occasionally aware of Donovan beside her—insisting she drink more water, pushing food into her hands, offering the diazepam. Twice he had to help her outside and into the trees.

      He held her steady as she pulled down the camouflage suit.

      Turned his back while she took care of business.

      Practically carried her back to the vehicle.

      Both times she was asleep before he’d settled into the driver’s seat.

      When she woke next, her watch said it was past two in the morning, and she was shivering so hard that her teeth knocked against each other. Donovan climbed out of the vehicle, trudged through the snow to her side, and helped her into the back seat. He walked back around the vehicle, hopped in next to her, pulled her next to him, and wrapped his arms around her.

      “I’m not interested in a re...re...”

      “Relationship? You should be so lucky.” He pulled the mylar blanket more tightly around her.

      Slowly she felt his body heat seep into hers. The shivering lessened, then disappeared completely. She stopped fighting it, rested her head against his shoulder, stared at the back of the front seat. Though she felt as if she could sleep for a week, sleep eluded her. She sighed and Donovan pulled her closer.

      “Tell me about your dad.”

      And suddenly that was exactly what she wanted, to share the burden of her history, to describe the scene that so often replayed in her head.

      “He was with the agency.”

      “You said—in the cybercrimes unit.”

      “Yeah, the criminals were only steps behind the developers.”

      Donovan’s whistle was low and appreciative. “That would have been...what...1980s? 1990s?”

      “Late 80s. Early 90s.”

      “Rumor has it he was killed.”

      She nodded. She’d spoken of this to no one except her Aunt Polly. “We were camping in northern California.”

      “You and your mom and dad?”

      “No. It was just the two of us. Mom...mom died when I was young—car accident. I was only two. Barely remember her.” Except for the scent, the essence of her. Those were things that she clung to. Things she never wanted to forget.

      “How old were you...when your dad was killed?”

      “Nine.” She swallowed against the ache that rose in her throat. How could something that happened so long ago still cause such pain?

      “You saw it?” Now his voice was low, gravelly.

      “He told me to run, and I did. Maybe if I’d stayed...”

      “If you’d stayed, you’d be dead too.”

      “I didn’t go far. Hid behind a tree. Maybe he didn’t see me. I’m not sure.”

      “You’re certain it was a him?”

      “I heard his voice. Heard him demanding something from my father. Heard my father trying to reason with him, trying to defuse the situation.”

      “And then?”

      “The shot.”

      Donovan didn’t respond immediately, and Allison appreciated that more than anything he might have said.

      “Hell of a thing for a child to see. What did you do then?”

      “After I was sure that...” She licked her lips, the words, the memories making her throat inexplicably dry. “After I was certain he was dead, I walked out. Found some rangers.”

      She thought maybe he’d fallen asleep. She was almost glad he didn’t say any of the things people say.

      I’m sorry.

      It’s just so sad.

      It shouldn’t have happened.

      She sat there, huddled against him, wondering if this was how her life would end—bleeding out in a blizzard. Not a terrible way to go. There were worse. The pain had become like a third passenger in the car. She stared out the window into a night that was as black as her nightmares. It had been so long since either of them had spoken, that she startled at the sound of his voice.

      “I suppose that explains why you are the way you are.”

      Allison didn’t answer that. She didn’t know how.

      “You’re becoming a legend, Quinn. Passionate. Focused. Smart. Relentless.” He adjusted the blanket around her. “You’re trying to make up for what happened to your dad. It’s made you a hell of an agent.”

      “You’re wrong.”

      “Yeah? What part?”

      “I’m not trying to atone for my father’s death.”

      “No? Explain it to me then.”

      She closed her eyes, breathed in the smell of him, for a moment forgot about the pain. “I’m going to catch his killer.” And then she once again dropped into a restless sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Their team came at first light.

      A helicopter landed in the clearing where she’d killed Justin Knox. Allison remembered little about the flight, the emergency room, or the doctors. Donovan was waiting in her hospital room when she came out of surgery. He looked rugged, handsome, rested.

      “They tell me you’re going to make it, Quinn.”

      “Thanks to you.” She wouldn’t back away from that truth. Never one to depend on another person, she understood that she would have died in that Range Rover if he hadn’t been there.

      “Yeah. I guess you owe me.” The wolfish smile was back.

      “You stayed awake all night?”

      “Of course I did. What kind of partner would I be if I fell asleep?”

      “What did the team find?”

      “Other than the bodies?” Donovan shrugged. “Couple snow mobiles on the other side of the ridge. I suppose that’s how they planned to leave.”

      “And the EMP? Did it take out any part of the grid?”

      “Nope. Apparently it only took out our comms. The team was out looking for us in the storm, but the snow had erased our tracks. They found us though—obviously. We’re here. You’re on the road to recovery. All’s good.”

      “Until the next time.”

      “Yeah. Until the next time.”

      She noted the go-bag on the chair next to her bed.

      “New assignment?”

      “Pittsburgh. Apparently some goon with a laptop has figured out how to hack into the water system. He’s demanding twelve million dollars, a private jet, and protected airspace out of the country.”

      “Is that all?”

      He stepped closer to her bed, reached forward, brushed the hair out of her eyes. “You’re something else. You know that, Alli?”

      She batted away his hand, which only caused his smile to grow until his eyes crinkled into slits. His laughter, when it came, was deep. Beautiful.

      “Later.”

      “Yeah, later.”

      They released her the next day. She had an Uber driver take her from the hospital to the field office. She didn’t have to wait long to be ushered in to see Kendra Thomas.

      The woman rose, shook her hand, then motioned toward the chair across from her desk. “Good job out there.”

      “Thank you.”

      Thomas studied her for a moment, then steepled her fingers together. “I’m not going to give you another assignment right now. You’re on required medical leave for the next month. I’ve spoken with your director at Homeland. He concurs.”

      Allison was afraid of that.

      She knew that to argue would be futile, but that wasn’t really why she’d come to Thomas’s office.

      “The tattoo?”

      “Yeah. The tattoo.” Thomas reached for a folder, opened it, pulled out an eight by ten glossy photograph, and pushed it across the desk to Allison.

      Branches of a tree. Roots that turned into a sword. Writing in another language circling the top two-thirds of the image.

      “The text is Elvish, apparently.”

      “It’s what?”

      “Elvish.” Thomas didn’t laugh exactly, but she clearly found it amusing. “You know—elves, druids, that sort of thing. Lord of the Rings.”

      “Wow.”

      “Exactly. Since it’s not a real-world language, we can’t be entirely sure what it says.”

      “Lord of the Rings.”

      “Identical tattoos were found on the other two bodies.”

      So it wasn’t a particular interest of Justin Knox. It was connected to the group.

      Which wasn’t much to go on. But it was something, and she’d take it. She had a feeling that during her month of medical leave she was going to become very familiar with the works of J.R.R. Tolkien.

      “Mind if I snap a picture with my phone?”

      “Be my guest.”

      She thanked Thomas, walked out of the office, accessed her Uber app. The driver would arrive in seven minutes. She stepped out into a crisp, cold Seattle morning. The power grid was intact. The emergency medical system continued to work. Cars and buses and people moved up and down the street, oblivious to what might have happened.

      It was a victory of sorts.

      One disaster averted.

      Tolkien. Elves. Tattoos.

      There was nothing to indicate this group was connected to her father or the people who had killed him. But it was all she had to go on, and she wasn’t one to back away from a challenge.

      Because one way or another, she would find the persons responsible for her father’s death. It wasn’t a matter of revenge. It was about restoring balance. Setting things right. Moving forward.

      She would only do that when they were behind bars.

      Or dead.

      
        
        The End
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      The JCTF meeting broke up after four and a half grueling hours. They could have continued meeting another two days. The threats to the nation’s infrastructure had increased to a level that Reid Clark had never seen before. He’d been with Homeland Security twenty-three years. The Joint Cyber Task Force was relatively new and consisted of agents from both the FBI and HS. The fact that they’d needed a joint task force spoke to the severity of their current situation.

      Kendra Thomas was waiting for Reid as he exited the conference room.

      “Do you have a minute?” she asked.

      “For you? Of course.”

      Kendra managed the FBI side of the task force. Reid knew her file as well as he knew those of his own agents. She was forty-two years old, black, six feet tall, single, and had an IQ that qualified her for MENSA if she’d been interested in such things. She wasn’t. What she was interested in was catching cyberterrorists.

      He’d worked with Kendra for over a year now, and he knew her to be focused, efficient, and perceptive—the three things that he thought were minimum requirements in their line of work.

      He sank into the chair behind his desk as Kendra took the chair opposite. “What surprises you most?”

      “Their ingenuity.”

      “Agreed.” He’d often thought the exact same thing.

      “If they simply attacked the juiciest targets, the largest and most critical, the ones that would bring in the highest payoffs, I would be less worried.”

      “Because then the attacks would be understandable. Predictable.”

      “This isn’t that.”

      “It is not.”

      She steepled her fingers together. “I have the sense that someone is behind the scene, setting up the attacks and pulling strings. It’s as if there’s a mirror-image to us on that side, and my sense is that what we’re seeing is the work of . . .” She shook her head, let her gaze dart to the wall, his desk, and finally him.

      “A dark force?”

      “Exactly.”

      Silence fell between them. Reid understood that what was happening was inevitable. When a society became so completely dependent on one resource—in this case technology—it was only a matter of time before that resource became a target. The real problem, in his opinion, was that those on the opposing side were some of the brightest in the field. How had that happened? Why did so many talented, intelligent people align on the wrong side of things?

      He sat up straighter. “Between your department and mine, we have the best agents in the country. We’ve pulled people from the Department of Defense, Department of the Interior, even the CIA. We also recruit from the top universities. We’re every bit as strong as they are. Stronger, in my opinion. Our agents make us stronger.”

      “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “Our agents?”

      “One in particular.”

      He motioned with his hand for her to continue, though he had an idea who she was talking about. After all, he had three messages from said agent on his desk.

      “I want Quinn pulled from the task force.”

      That surprised him. “Permanently?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she’s compromised.”

      He half rose from his seat, but she waved him down. “I don’t mean she’s working for the other side. I mean that she is compromised, Reid. Her personal vendetta—this obsession she has to catch her father’s killer—it blinds her to the dangers of her current assignments.”

      Reid didn’t answer immediately. He did pull the file toward him that had been dropped off two days ago. He’d skimmed it, but he hadn’t read the entire thing. “She was instrumental in stopping the EMP attack in Seattle.”

      “Undoubtedly.”

      He scratched his left eyebrow, buying time. Finally, he met her gaze. “Her vendetta didn’t compromise her in that situation.”

      “She takes risks she shouldn’t take. Even on Hurricane Ridge—she should have stood down. She was shot, for heaven’s sake. She could have bled out. But she was determined to apprehend and question Justin Knox. A simple head shot from the cover of those woods would have sufficed. Instead, she approached the perp and had a conversation with him. She admits as much in her report.”

      Now Reid did pull the file toward him and opened it, looking for the name he needed. “She was working with Donovan Steele at the time.”

      “Yes, and he has nothing but high praise for her.”

      “So what’s the problem Kendra? Quinn is one of our top agents, and yes, I do know about her crusade to find her father’s killer.”

      “Does she even know he worked on the first cyber force?”

      “Doubtful.”

      “But she knows we never caught the person or persons responsible.”

      “She’s a good agent. She would have figured that much out.”

      “I need the people on our task force focused—on the mission we give them, not some quest for personal revenge.”

      Now he closed the folder, leaving his fingertips splayed across the top of it. “In my opinion, that makes her a better agent. She’s highly motivated.”

      “She’s out of control.”

      “She gets the job done.”

      “She has—in the past. But what happens when she has to choose between chasing her father’s killer or completing her mission? Because we both know which she’d choose.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “You need to read the file.” Kendra’s eyes clouded with anger and beneath that, concern. “Read the file, Reid. Completely. Psych transcripts, everything. If you still think she should stay on the force, I won’t fight it.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “And if you decide, as I have, that she needs to be pulled, I trust you’ll do exactly that.”

      “Of course.”

      Kendra nodded once, and then she was gone.

      Reid sighed, walked over to the coffee maker and popped in the pod with the darkest, strongest brew. If he was going to read through the file, completely and thoroughly, he’d need all the caffeine he could get.
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      Report of Psychological Assessment

      Confidential Material

      

      
        
        NAME: Allison Miranda Quinn

        DATE OF BIRTH: 5/23/1987

        CHRONOLOGICAL AGE: 32 years 5 months

        PARENTS: Arthur and Aubrey Quinn (both deceased)

        DATE OF ASSESSMENT: 1-28; 2-4; 2-11-20

        DATE OF REPORT: 2-14-20

      

      

      IDENTIFYING DATA AND REASON FOR REFERRAL

      Allison is a 32 years, 5 months Caucasian female, who was referred for a psychological evaluation to determine her professional and emotional status after a shooting by Allison that resulted in the death of Justin Knox. Psychological evaluation was requested per standard procedure from DHS.

      

      SOURCES OF INFORMATION

      Background information was obtained from Allison’s file which included previous evaluations, both from initial hiring, annual reports, and two previous operational incidents resulting in fatalities. Additional information was obtained from interviews and rating scales as well as medical records.

      

      BACKGROUND INFORMATION

      Allison has been an agent with DHS since 2012. She presents with above-average intelligence, emotional stability, and clear perception of her duties as well as the effects those duties have on her emotional and psychological well-being. Physically, Allison presents as a healthy 32-year-old female. She sustained a gunshot wound to the left shoulder in February during the aforementioned event which seems to be healing nicely.

      

      MEDICAL HISTORY

      The usual childhood illnesses of roseola, ear infections, and strep throat. Allison also suffers from acrophobia, which she manages with behavioral therapy as needed and meditation techniques.

      

      FAMILY AND SOCIAL HISTORY

      Allison’s biological mother died in a car accident when Allison was two years old. Her father was killed when she was nine. Allison was a witness to the murder though she remembers few details from that time. Allison was raised by her maternal grandparents (now deceased) and paternal aunt, Polly Quinn Myers who continues to provide emotional support when needed.

      

      EDUCATIONAL HISTORY

      Allison graduated magna cum laude from DePaul University with a Bachelor’s Degree in Cybersecurity. Upon graduation she received job offers from several government and private entities. Her career with the Department of Homeland Security began immediately after graduation from DePaul.

      

      SUMMARY OF PREVIOUS EVALUATIONS

      Allison’s previous evaluations all support the assessment that she is an intelligent, well-adjusted female. While her social circle is quite small, this is not unusual for someone who scores as solidly on the introverted scale as Allison does. She has a strong, though small, family support system. She accepts the risks associated with her assignments, but does not seem overly troubled by them.

      

      BEHAVIOR OBSERVATIONS

      Allison was open and forthcoming about the details of the incident with Justin Knox. She was less willing to verbalize her feelings regarding her father’s murder. When pushed, Allison initially became defensive and emotional. Upon further interviews, she was better able to articulate her feelings and expectations in regard to the persons responsible for her father’s death.

      

      SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS .
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        * * *

      

      Reid closed the folder, walked down the hall, and took the elevator to the bottom floor. Stepping out into a late March afternoon, he breathed deeply. Reading an agent’s psychological evals always felt like an intrusion of sorts. It was necessary, but not his favorite part of the job. He’d rather depend on his instinct, which he knew to be good.

      Still, if there was something in Dr. Michie’s reports that concerned Kendra then he needed to know about it. He walked down the road, took in the sight of the cherry blossoms just beginning to put on a show in downtown DC. It had been an unusually warm February. Normally the blossoms didn’t show before March. The light pink blossoms never failed to cheer him. The world might be dark and dangerous, but nature continued regardless the plans of man.

      He purchased a hot dog from the street vendor—with chili and onions along with an ice-cold Coca-Cola. He took his time finishing his street-side dinner. Then he walked back to the DHS building, took the elevator to the twelfth floor, and made his way down the halls that were empty except for the skeleton staff on night duty. On entering his office, he hung up his jacket, grabbed a bottle of water from the mini-fridge, and sat behind his desk.

      Turned on the desk lamp with the green shade.

      Pulled the folder toward him.

      Opened it and stared down at the neat paragraphs. They were accurate and yet somehow incomplete. Take the Educational Background portion. True, she had graduated from DePaul magna cum laude, but that didn’t quite cover it. She’d been aggressively recruited by the CIA, the Department of Defense, even British Intelligence. Allison Quinn had that thing that couldn’t be taught—good instincts. He wouldn’t be surprised if one day she had his job.

      Scratch that.

      She wouldn’t want his job.

      She wanted to be in the field. She’d chosen Homeland Security because she thought it would be the most direct route to finding her father’s killer.

      That was okay with him. He didn’t mind a person with a split agenda, and he trusted her to always put the mission first.

      Reid turned the pages until he’d passed the Summary and Recommendations section. He would read that, but later. After he’d gone through the therapy transcripts. He liked to come to his own conclusions, though he was no psychologist. Still, he’d worked with many agents over the course of his career. He knew the danger signs of an agent who was walking on the edge.

      He firmly believed that did not describe Allison Quinn.

      But he’d keep an open mind.

      It could be that there were things about Allison he didn’t know. It could be that she was adept at hiding the scarred parts of her soul. The only question was whether those parts would inhibit her work. Could she continue to pursue and apprehend the criminals they were tasked to stop? Reid knew that the answers to that question were here, within the transcripts.

      He pulled the pages closer and began to read.
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      PATIENT TRANSCRIPTS: The following are excerpts from sessions with Allison Miranda Quinn as allowed per patient’s Medical Information Release forms. Complete transcripts are available upon request.
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        * * *

      

      Session commencing at ten a.m. on the 28th of January.

      

      Dr. Michie: Let’s talk about what happened on Hurricane Ridge.

      Allison: All right.

      Dr. Michie: Does this make you uncomfortable?

      Allison: No. It’s why we’re here, I suppose. It’s why I’m required to attend mandated counseling.

      Dr. Michie: That’s true. Why don’t you tell me about what happened.

      Allison: Isn’t it in my file?

      Dr. Michie: It is, but I’d like to hear it in your own words.

      Allison: All right. I was working on the JCTF—that’s the Joint Cyber Task Force. My assigned partner was Donovan Steele. We were seeking to apprehend and stop a terrorist code-named Worm, legal name Justin Knox, who had threatened to deploy an EMP device over the Seattle area.

      Dr. Michie: You tracked Mr. Knox to Hurricane Ridge.

      Allison: We did. We didn’t know we’d tracked him, not at first. Steele noticed a very slight tire print in the snow, and we followed it down the road. I use that word—road—lightly. It was more a trail clinging to the side of a mountain ridge.

      Dr. Michie: That must have been difficult for you.

      Allison: Because of my acrophobia? I suppose. Steele’s driving certainly didn’t help. We found an abandoned truck, followed the tracks to a clearing, and that’s when I was shot.

      Dr. Michie: According to Mr. Steele’s report, you were attempting to draw the shooter’s attention away so that your partner could apprehend him.

      Allison: Correct. It worked, at first. While Knox’s cohort was attempting to fire on me, Steele was able to bring him down. The man was later identified as Otto Anderson.

      Dr. Michie: A man working with Justin Knox?

      Allison: Correct.

      Dr. Michie: What happened next?

      Allison: Steele was able to give me emergency triage, after which we walked back to our vehicle. Once we arrived there, we saw that our vehicle had been decommissioned as had the vehicle of Mr. Knox.

      Dr. Michie: He sabotaged his own truck?

      Allison: Yes. I guess he didn’t want us driving either vehicle out. Not that we planned on leaving. We were there to catch Justin Knox, and we had no intention of abandoning that mission.

      Dr. Michie: Even though you were injured.

      Allison: ~~~

      Dr. Michie: What happened after that?

      Allison: Steele was able to track Knox which required a steep climb. Since I was injured, I walked around and approached from the opposite direction.

      Dr. Michie: Is that standard procedure?

      Allison: I’m not sure there is a standard procedure in these situations. You make the best decision you can based on your options available.

      Dr. Michie: You were the first to make contact with Mr. Knox.

      Allison: Yes. He was sitting in a clearing, on a log of sorts. The open area in front of him ended abruptly. I suppose it would have made a good take-off spot for a drone.

      Dr. Michie: Did you speak with Mr. Knox?

      Allison: I did. I instructed him to step away from the laptop he was holding.

      Dr. Michie: Did he comply?

      Allison: No. But he raised his hands. The drone continued to . . . hover.

      Dr. Michie: The drone was later found to be equipped with an EMP?

      Allison: Correct. Steele shot it out of the air. Made a damn good shot too. Some of the pieces were recovered and it was confirmed that the drone was carrying an EMP payload.

      Dr. Michie: Let’s go back to when you first approached Mr. Knox. What did he say?

      Allison: He was surprised to see me. I guess he’d heard the gunshots, and he thought Otto Anderson had come out on top of that exchange. That’s when he told me about Carmen.

      Dr. Michie: The woman who was killed.

      Allison: Correct. Steele came across her as he headed up the slope. He gave her a chance to drop her weapon, which she did not do. When we—Mr. Knox and myself—heard the rifle report, Knox smiled, thinking it meant my partner was dead.

      Dr. Michie: And were you worried about that? Were you concerned your partner might be dead?

      Allison: No.

      Dr. Michie: Why not?

      Allison: Steele’s a good shot, and he’s careful. I couldn’t see anyone getting the drop on him.

      Dr. Michie: What happened after that?

      Allison: I told Knox to place the laptop in the snow, which he did. He wasn’t . . . He wasn’t what I expected.

      Dr. Michie: Take your time.

      Allison: He was just so young—a kid really. I shouldn’t still be surprised when that happens. Many cybercriminals are young. But it did surprise me. That he could already hate us, hate America so much.

      Dr. Michie: Would you like to take a break?

      Allison: I’m okay.

      Dr. Michie: All right. What happened after he put down the laptop?

      Allison: I asked him who paid for the drones. Told him that if he would comply, give us some information, that things would go better for him. He didn’t go for it.

      Dr. Michie: And after that?

      Allison: He became agitated when I provoked him.

      Dr. Michie: Provoked him how?

      Allison: Called him Worm. He didn’t like that. Didn’t like me reminding him that he was a Boy Scout, that sort of thing.

      Dr. Michie: And then you asked him about your father.

      Allison: No.

      Dr. Michie: You wanted to?

      Allison: Yes.

      Dr. Michie: ~~~

      Allison: He reached for something. I didn’t know if it was a gun or a remote controller for the drone. It didn’t really matter. As soon as he dropped his hands, as soon as he stopped being compliant, I had no choice.

      Dr. Michie: What do you mean by that?

      Allison: I killed him. I had to kill him.

      Dr. Michie: ~~~

      Allison: You can judge me for that if you like.

      Dr. Michie: I’m not judging you.

      Allison: The parameters of my mission were clear. Stop the cyberattack. And I did that. Donovan and I did that.

      Dr. Michie: Mr. Steele shot the drone.

      Allison: Yes. And I shot—shot and killed—Justin Knox.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Session commencing at ten a.m. on the 4th of February.

      

      Dr. Michie: How are you doing?

      Allison: Fine.

      Dr. Michie: Sleeping any better?

      Allison: Not really.

      Dr. Michie: I can prescribe something.

      Allison: No thank you.

      Dr. Michie: I thought that during this session we’d explore what happened with your father.

      Allison: Why is that necessary?

      Dr. Michie: We carry our past with us. Sometimes it can...impede what we’re trying to accomplish. Our scars can become an obstacle in our path.

      Allison: This isn’t that.

      Dr. Michie: What is it then?

      Allison: It’s my life. It’s part of who I am.

      Dr. Michie: Explain that to me.

      Allison: My father worked for the agency. In the cybercrimes unit. He died when I was nine years old. I watched him die. That doesn’t go away as you age, and it’s not an obstacle. It’s a memory.

      Dr. Michie: Is the memory still clear for you?

      Allison: Crystal.

      Dr. Michie: Do you have other memories of your father?

      Allison: Of course.

      Dr. Michie: Happy ones?

      Allison: Yes.

      Dr. Michie: ~~~

      Allison: The details are in my file.

      Dr. Michie: ~~~

      Allison: You think it would be helpful to hear it from me.

      Dr. Michie: It might.

      Allison: Okay. We were camping in northern California. It was our second night there.

      Dr. Michie: ~~~

      Allison: Could I have some water?

      Dr. Michie: Of course. Let me get you a bottle.

      Allison: Thank you.

      Dr. Michie: ~~~

      Allison: We were preparing dinner. Hotdogs on a stick. My job was to find a stick that was thin enough to put the meat on the end, but sturdy enough to handle a little whittling down. I was doing that, searching for the perfect stick, when I heard a sharp intake of breath from my dad and then he told me to run.

      Dr. Michie: Just that one word?

      Allison: Yes.

      Dr. Michie: No explanation?

      Allison: My father was a very kind man. Very generous with his time. And patient. But I suppose he knew on some level that his job was dangerous. He was always very clear about what was expected of me. If he told me to do something, I was to do it. No questions asked. He would explain it to me later, when there was time.

      Dr. Michie: You practiced for this?

      Allison: Not exactly. It was more . . . understood. We did talk about it a few times.

      Dr. Michie: Can you give me an example?

      Allison: ~~~

      Dr. Michie: Take your time.

      Allison: ~~~

      Dr. Michie: Would you like another bottle of water?

      Allison: We would practice fire drills. It was silly, but something they promoted at school. Everyone was supposed to have a meet-up place, in case of a fire. You know. Like, if you smell smoke, get out of the house and meet by the mailbox. Something like that. But my father was more concerned that I would hold back, try to save our pet cat, or grab my books. He said the most important thing was to follow his instructions, and that we’d take care of everything else afterwards.

      Dr. Michie: He sounds like a good dad.

      Allison: Yes. He was. On that day, that last day, he said, “Run.” So I did. I didn’t know if it was a drill or the real thing, but I knew what I was supposed to do. So I ran.

      Dr. Michie: Where did you go?

      Allison: Not that far, actually. I’ve been back since that night—one time. I was able to find the camping spot, actually the spot where he was shot. I only ran maybe fifteen yards and put my back to one of the large redwoods. That’s why I could still hear them, because I didn’t actually run very far.

      Dr. Michie: What did you hear?

      Allison: ~~~

      Dr. Michie: Allison, are you okay?

      Allison: Yes.

      Dr. Michie: Would you like to stop?

      Allison: I heard him say “Run.” Sometimes, in my dreams, he says, “Run, Alli. Hide.” But I don’t think it happened that way. There wasn’t that much time. He simply said “run” so I did.

      Dr. Michie: What happened after you ran?

      Allison: I could still see the campsite, if I peered around the tree, but I didn’t look. I stayed there, my eyes closed, reverting to the childish delusion that if I couldn’t see the bad man, he couldn’t see me. I think the man said, “You shouldn’t have tried to stop me.” But I might have made that up. What I didn’t make up was the sound of the gunshot.

      Dr. Michie: Take your time.

      Allison: I stood there trembling, afraid to look, afraid to move. If I’d moved earlier, if I’d been stronger, maybe I could have saved him.

      Dr. Michie: Do you really believe that?

      Allison: I don’t know.

      Dr. Michie: What could a nine-year-old child have done about a chest wound fired at point blank range?

      Allison: I don’t know.

      Dr. Michie: ~~~

      Allison: ~~~

      Dr. Michie: Do you want to stop?

      Allison: We have fifteen more minutes.

      Dr. Michie: Okay. What happened after that? After you heard the gunshot.

      Allison: I waited. I guess a part of me thought my father would call out, tell me it was okay to come back. When he didn’t, when I began to fear I would topple over the edge of that cliff. . .

      Dr. Michie: What cliff?

      Allison: We were camped high on a ridge that overlooked the coast. When I ran, I ran to the edge of the ridge.

      Dr. Michie: Ah.

      Allison: Explains the acrophobia, right?

      Dr. Michie: Yes.

      Allison: I couldn’t move forward or I’d topple right over the edge, and I needed to see my dad. So I went back.

      Dr. Michie: He had already passed?

      Allison: No. He was still alive.

      Dr. Michie: There’s a box of tissues to your right.

      Allison: He was having trouble breathing and there was a lot . . . a lot of blood. He said he loved me. Said I would be okay. And then he died.

      Dr. Michie: How long did you stay there, beside him?

      Allison: I’m not sure. It was dark when I realized that I was alone, that no one would come to help because no one would know.

      Dr. Michie: You walked out.

      Allison: Followed the road back the way we’d come. I took my pack with me. Dad was firm about that. Never leave your pack behind, Alli. I can still hear him say that.

      Dr. Michie: What was in the pack?

      Allison: A sweater, first aid kit, bottle of water, flashlight.

      Dr. Michie: According to the police report it was a five mile walk out.

      Allison: Yeah.

      Dr. Michie: Quite a long way for a nine-year-old girl.

      Allison: I guess.

      Dr. Michie: Officers found you on the road.

      Allison: Someone had heard the gunshot, reported it. They were going campsite to campsite. Ours was the farthest from the main road. I don’t remember how many of those five miles I walked, but I remember that if I kept the flashlight’s beam down. I kept it on the road and on my next step, so that I could keep going. If I tried to shine it into the forest, it was too frightening.

      Dr. Michie: Your father’s murder was never solved.

      Allison: No.

      Dr. Michie: And you went to live with your aunt.

      Allison: My father’s sister. I stayed with my mother’s parents during the school year. Summers I spent with my Aunt Polly.

      Dr. Michie: Why did you choose DePaul for your university?

      Allison: They had the best cybercrime program.

      Dr. Michie: Is that the only career you considered?

      Allison: Yes.

      Dr. Michie: Because of your father?

      Allison: Yes.

      Dr. Michie: Have you ever thought of changing careers?

      Allison: No.

      Dr. Michie: That’s a bit unusual. Don’t you think? What I mean is, most people do consider other lines of work. The latest statistics say that most adults will work in three different careers—and five to ten places of employment.

      Allison: This is what I’m good at. I could go private, but that’s more about corporate espionage. It’s more about preventing cybercrimes, and when that’s not possible mitigating the effects of those crimes. It doesn’t include catching those who are responsible.

      Dr. Michie: And that’s what you have a passion for doing.

      Allison: Yes.

      Dr. Michie: Allison, I have a question that I’d like you to think about. You don’t have to answer it today, or ever if you don’t want to.

      Allison: Okay.

      Dr. Michie: Do you really think you can catch your father’s killer? That you can solve a crime that happened twenty-six years ago? Do you want to dedicate your entire life to that?

      Allison: I don’t have a choice.

      Dr. Michie: You do. We all have choices, Allison, even when it’s easier to pretend we don’t.
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        * * *

      

      Session commencing at ten a.m. on 11th of February.

      

      Dr. Michie: How are you doing?

      Allison: To tell you the truth, I’m not sure.

      Dr. Michie: ~~~

      Allison: Why are you smiling?

      Dr. Michie: That’s progress, I think. It makes me happy to see you making progress.

      Allison: Care to explain that to me?

      Dr. Michie: Often, when I see patients—especially agents—they’re on auto-pilot. I ask how they’re doing, and they say fine. That’s what you said to me, the first two times we met.

      Allison: I remember.

      Dr. Michie: When a patient tells me they’re not sure how they’re doing, that indicates that they’re not on autopilot anymore. That’s progress, Allison.

      Allison: I guess.

      Dr. Michie: What would you like to talk about today?

      Allison: I suppose I’d like to begin with an apology.

      Dr. Michie: Oh?

      Allison: ~~~

      Dr. Michie: Take your time.

      Allison: When we were talking about my father, I lied. I told you that I went back to him, and that he told me he loved me. I wish that had happened. Sometimes I even dream it did happen.

      Dr. Michie: But it didn’t?

      Allison: No. He was already dead when I found the courage to go back to the campsite. I don’t know why I lied about it.

      Dr. Michie: Sometimes a lie is easier than the truth.

      Allison: Yeah.

      Dr. Michie: Anything else?

      Allison: I thought about what you said, that everyone has a choice. It made me realize that I do what I do, that I continue to chase cybercriminals because it’s what I want to do. It’s what I’m uniquely equipped to do. Part of that is probably compensating for my father’s death, but part of it might be that I inherited his ability to discern patterns and subtleties in human behavior.

      Dr. Michie: That’s entirely possible. We may have mapped the human genome, but we don’t completely understand the complexities of what is and isn’t inherited.

      Allison: The tech stuff, it’s not difficult for me. But the human factor? That’s what I’m fascinated by. Why would someone turn so completely against their own kind? How would they proceed? Can we pull them back from the brink before they commit a crime that will follow them all of their life?

      Dr. Michie: You’ve spent a lot of time thinking about this.

      Allison: I have.

      Dr. Michie: Let’s return to Justin Knox for a moment. Justin and Carmen and Otto. How do you feel about those deaths?

      Allison: Sad. I feel regret that we weren’t able to turn them away from the path they were on. I wish that our society had a way to bring in those people who live on the edge—the ones who never quite fit, the ones who turn to drugs and violence.

      Dr. Michie: And do you regret your part in the killings?

      Allison: I don’t. If that makes me unfit for active duty, so be it. I did what needed to be done for society as a whole. I did it because I understand what the repercussions of not stopping them would be.

      Dr. Michie: Sounds to me like you have a good grasp on your responsibilities and you’re coming to terms with your emotions that accompany those responsibilities.

      Allison: Yeah. I think I am.

      Dr. Michie: Talk to me about your support group.

      Allison: It’s not a group exactly. My Aunt Polly, she’s there for me. Always has been. Always will be.

      Dr. Michie: A support group of one is still support. Some people don’t have that. How are you sleeping?

      Allison: Better. The herbal tea suggestion seems to be working, as well as the biography you recommended. That book could put anyone to sleep.

      Dr. Michie: It’s a good book, but a bit dense textually.

      Allison: I’ll say. One paragraph can go for three pages.

      Dr. Michie: If it’s all right I’d like to spend the time we have left discussing your acrophobia.

      Allison: All right. When I went through my initial DHS training, I was a bit embarrassed about it. My instructors assured me that every agent has a weak point and that I was fortunate to know what my weak point is.

      Dr. Michie: That’s a positive way of viewing it.

      Allison: Yes. It is.

      Dr. Michie: As I’m sure you know, there’s no cure for acrophobia, but I believe we can give you some tools to handle situations you can’t avoid.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

        

      

    

    
      Reid pushed the folder away, pivoted his chair, and stared across his office. He’d known Allison’s background. He took pride in staying up to date on all the agents under his command, and that included understanding their history.

      Yes, he knew that her father, Arthur Quinn, was killed by a cyberterrorist. The person was never caught. This had all occurred well before his time. Cyber divisions were in their infancy. He knew the details of the murder, but he hadn’t read them from the point of view of a nine-year-old child.

      What would that have been like?

      And how did Allison quell the demons of her past?

      Yet, they all had things in their past which haunted them. Good agents used it to motivate their actions. He still believed that Allison was one of those good agents, and in his opinion, she was ready to go back in the field.

      He pulled the report closer.
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        * * *

      

      SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS

      Allison became more open and verbal as our sessions progressed. She showed clear improvement in being able to articulate both what had happened on Hurricane Ridge and put it into a cohesive, healthy perspective. Furthermore, her ability to discuss the details of her childhood trauma indicates that she is dealing with those memories rather than ignoring them. Both are indicators of emotional health and psychological progress.

      

      It is my opinion that Allison Miranda Quinn is in good condition to return to active duty. I have instructed her to contact her superior when she feels she’s ready. Furthermore, I am confident that a helpful doctor/patient relationship has been established and that we have laid the groundwork for any work that might be necessary in the future.
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        * * *

      

      Reid closed the folder, stood, walked across the room, and pressed his hand to the biometric lock on his small storage room. When the door opened, he keyed in the nineteen-digit passcode that unlocked the filing cabinet. The cabinet looked more like a gun safe, but in fact it held the background and relevant details regarding past and present agents under his supervision. In the wrong hands, that information could be more deadly than a gun.

      He placed Allison’s file under the Q tab, shut the cabinet, re-engaged the lock, and shut the door to the storage area, confirming that the biometric lock had reset.

      Then he walked to his desk and punched Allison’s number into his phone.

      “Quinn.”

      “This is Reid Clark.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I received your messages.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’m ending your medical leave. I’d like you to be in Tampa by noon tomorrow. Linda will take care of travel arrangements and forward the details to your cell.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You did a good job on Hurricane Ridge.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Welcome back, Allison.”

      He hung up the phone, turned off the lamp, and left the building. As he made his way down the darkened boulevard, he hoped that what he’d done had in fact been the best thing for both Allison and for the country.

      Because there were still cyberterrorists out there—both in Tampa and elsewhere.

      The JCTF needed agents like Allison to apprehend them.

      He was putting her in danger, again, but it was what she had signed up for. It was what she wanted. And Reid believed it was what she deserved—to do the job that she loved.

      Hopefully, it wouldn’t get her killed.

      

      
        
        The End
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            Support and Defend

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      for park rangers everywhere

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “I, Allison Quinn, do solemnly swear

        that I will support and defend

        the Constitution of the United States

        against all enemies, foreign and domestic;

        that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same;

        that I take this obligation freely,

        without any mental reservation or purpose of evasion;

        and that I will well and faithfully discharge

        the duties of the office on which I am about to enter.

        So help me God.”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Allison Quinn was not, technically, a national park ranger.

      Pretending to be one was another matter.

      “I can’t thank you enough. I could have died back there.” The young woman, Shelby Thompson, dropped her gaze to the trail. Her blonde hair hung in front of her face. She was dirty and tired and her left ankle had swollen to the size of a grapefruit, but she’d live.

      “You wouldn’t have died. Rangers patrol these trails, especially South Kaibab and Bright Angel. Someone else would have found you if I hadn’t.”

      “I guess. Still, it was a stupid thing for me to do. I can see that now.”

      “A rim-to-rim run is something you train for, Shelby. And you should never⁠—”

      “Do it alone. Yeah. Got it.”

      Allison hoped the lesson stuck. “The Grand Canyon is a place of unparalleled beauty, but it must be⁠—”

      “Respected.” Now Shelby looked up and smiled. “I’ll respect it now. What seems pretty easy with two good ankles, isn’t easy at all after you get injured.”

      Allison had been hiking up from Phantom Ranch when she came across the girl at the 1.5 Mile Resthouse. There was nothing to do but help her out of the canyon. Allison couldn’t exactly proclaim her identity as a special agent for the Department of Homeland Security’s Cyber Task Force, explain that she was undercover to catch a cyberterrorist, and hike past her.

      Nope.

      She had to do the rangerly thing.

      Which meant she would be arriving up top later than she’d hoped.

      “I guess you’ve hiked the canyon a lot, since you work here.”

      “At least once a week.” Thirty-five years old, five foot, six inches, and one hundred thirty pounds, Allison was probably in the best physical condition of her life.

      “And you live at Phantom Ranch?”

      “There’s lodging for workers at the bottom. On days off, we head up top or go off site.”

      “I tried to get a reservation at the ranch, but they were filled up.”

      “It’s a popular destination.”

      “Which is when I got the idea to do a rim-to-rim. I wasn’t going to do it alone, but my boyfriend dumped me. I guess I was feeling like I needed to prove I could do it without him.”

      “Maybe next time join a hiking group.”

      Phantom Ranch sat at the bottom of the Grand Canyon. Reservations were always filled a year in advance. Fortunately for Allison, she didn’t need a reservation. She’d been undercover there as a seasonal park ranger for the past six months. Unfortunately, she wasn’t even one step closer to catching the terrorist known as Blitz.

      She would catch him though.

      They had solid intel that he would make an exchange in the canyon, and she planned to be there when he did. As she helped Shelby through the lower tunnel, her thoughts turned to the two days she’d spend up top. She was looking forward to a long, hot shower, a meal, and ten hours sleep—preferably in that order.

      When they approached the upper tunnel, both women paused and turned to study the view. The Grand Canyon never failed to inspire—a chasm 277 miles long, 18 miles wide, and one mile deep. Considered one of the seven natural wonders of the world, Allison wasn’t at all surprised that Blitz would choose it for a terror attack.

      Everything about Blitz and the terrorist group they suspected he worked for indicated they enjoyed making a big splash. What single place did Americans feel safest from high-tech terror attacks? A national park. Hell, much of the area within the canyon, you couldn’t even get cell service. Shelby had been shocked that her cell phone didn’t work. She hadn’t read any of the warnings on the website or at the trailheads. She was invincible.

      Or she had been before she turned her ankle.

      A terror attack? None of the guests at the canyon were thinking about that. What would you end up with but a bunch of rocks in the Colorado River?

      Allison understood that cyberwarfare had grown more complicated than bringing down a network and demanding a ransom. Blitz was planning something far worse. Something that would kill thousands.

      She helped Shelby across the parking area and to the first aid station.

      “Thanks again.” Shelby looked rather forlorn sitting on a cot, holding the clipboard of medical paperwork.

      Allison expected this was not exactly the celebratory finish she’d envisioned.

      “No problem. Take care, Shelby.”

      Allison walked over to the visitor center and behind the counter. No one questioned her. She did this every week. A few workers nodded hello, but most were busy with tourists. Allison pulled the reservation book toward herself and studied the list of people who had hiked down earlier in the day.

      Quite a few males were listed. None were the right description for Blitz. They had ascertained his age, size, build, even ethnicity. The hiking log contained information about each hiker, but none of it matched up. He wasn’t in the morning group that had gone down, or the previous day’s, or any scheduled group for the upcoming week.

      She sighed and returned the book to its shelf.

      Next up—a shower, a hot meal, and bed.

      She was in bed and asleep moments after the sun slid below the horizon.
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        * * *

      

      Allison was once again nine years old.

      Frightened, confused, and—like every time before—helpless.

      Her legs trembled, as she pressed her back against the tree. In front of her the pine-covered ground dropped away to beach and ocean, but there was no path, only a precipitous drop.

      “Run.” Her father had spat that one word in her direction.

      So she had run, but not far.

      Her breath came out in gasps.

      Her heart raced from fear more than exertion. She had stopped where their campsite was still within sight, but she didn’t look at it. The towering redwood she’d chosen to hide behind was wider than their jeep. It kept her from seeing, but it didn’t prevent her from hearing.

      “You shouldn’t have tried to stop me.”

      Bang.

      The sound echoed through the old-growth forest. Allison squeezed her eyes shut tight. If she couldn’t see the man in the ski mask, he couldn’t see her.

      Her heart pounded an even faster rhythm.

      Sweat dripped down her face as the bark of the tree bit into her hands, her legs, even through the fabric of her Dora the Explorer shirt.

      “Run.”

      “You shouldn’t have tried to stop me.”

      Bang.

      The three moments played in an endless loop, until she feared that her heart would literally slam through her chest.

      Like every time before, she waited—shivering, terrified, and certain that her father would call out for her, assure her that the man in the ski mask was gone, tell her that she was safe.

      Like every time before, that did not happen.

      Instead, she heard the chirp of a bird high above her head, calling incessantly, insisting that she look up, that she reveal her hiding place. She inched forward, only enough to tilt her head back and spy the bird.

      And that was when he stepped in front of her.

      Bang.
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        * * *

      

      Allison sat up with a gasp, her hands flying to her night shirt, to her chest.

      The dream.

      She’d had the dream again.

      She swung her legs over the side of the bed and dropped her head between her knees, willing her heart rate to slow. Only then, when she had convinced herself that the terror she felt was unfounded, did she realize the bird from her dream was still chirping.

      The bedside clock read twelve minutes after eleven.

      She’d been asleep less than two hours. Snatching her cell phone off the stand, she checked the name of the caller and pushed the green button.

      “Quinn.”

      “Parking lot. Five minutes.”

      Donovan Steele was the last person she wanted to see. They shared a history that she did not have the time or inclination to explore, and she’d managed quite successfully to push him from her thoughts. She did not want to meet Donovan in the dark of the night.

      Since they were supposed to be cooperating on this op, she pushed aside those childish thoughts. Pulling on her clothes, Allison holstered her Glock, snatched up her cell phone, and hustled out of her room.

      She’d reserved an upstairs room at the end of the hall of the Grand Canyon’s Yavapai Lodge. Now she pushed through the door that led out onto a small landing and hurried down the stairs. She should have grabbed a jacket. September nights on the South Rim brought temperatures down to the fifties. A light breeze carried the smell of rain.

      She jogged down the walk and toward the parking area. Coming around the corner of the building, she nearly collided with the man that was alternately her friend, arch-nemesis, and partner. Five foot eleven and built like a linebacker, he should have been easy to see, but the blackness of the night melded with the color of his skin, leaving merely the impression of a shadow.

      Steele held up his rather large hands to stop her from running into him.

      An unprofessional squeal escaped her lips before she managed, “What’s happened?”

      Steele nodded toward a black SUV parked ten feet away. As they walked toward it, he cast more than one glance her direction. Allison felt him assessing her—rumpled night shirt, hair a short mess of curls, her dark brown eyes blinking rapidly as her mind caught up with what his call must mean.

      He didn’t speak until they were seated—doors closed, windows up, no chance of anyone eavesdropping.

      “The situation has changed.”

      “How?”

      “Blitz hiked down to Phantom Ranch today.”

      “That’s impossible. I looked at the guest list.” They didn’t know a lot about Blitz, didn’t know his real name or have an actual picture of him, but Homeland Security had created a composite description based on intercepted emails from his associates. They’d never hacked Blitz. So far, that didn’t seem to be possible.

      The profilers had fed every piece of information they had into the mainframe computer, which then created a sketch.

      Nearly six feet.

      Late 20s.

      Wiry build.

      Pale complexion with straight black hair.

      That was it. That was all they had to go on, but it would be enough. That sketch told Allison that Blitz was too young to be the man who had killed her father, but he might know that man.

      Allison shook her head again, forcing her attention to the mission at hand. “There was no one in today’s group that matched his age or description. I went over the guest list twice.”

      For medical reasons, the list of people hiking into the canyon included a basic description, age, and level of fitness. She would have known if Blitz was in the group, no matter what name he used.

      Instead of answering, Steele passed her his phone. She scanned through the photos, her anger growing with each swipe of the screen. A rental car on the side of the road—red Subaru Outback. A body behind the car, lying on the ground. A close up of the body.

      “Where did this happen?”

      “Twenty miles from here. Mr. Harris had a reservation to hike down. When he didn’t show⁠—”

      “Because someone killed him.”

      “Blitz was there waiting to fill his spot.”

      Allison sat back against the leather seat. The scenario was possible. Slots to stay at Phantom Ranch were filled a year in advance, but when a person didn’t show, someone else waiting at the visitor’s center could take their place.

      Those occurrences were rare, but they did happen.

      They didn’t always get logged in.

      She should have thought of that.

      “You couldn’t have thought of that, and you couldn’t have hiked down with every group.” Steele held out his hand, waited for her to drop the phone in his palm. “You’re not superwoman.”

      She studied Steele by the light of the phone he dropped into the console’s cup holder. His hair was buzzed, as usual. He somehow managed to look like a fitness freak despite their hours on the job—him with the FBI, her with Homeland Security. Tonight, his face seemed taut. As for his dark brown eyes, they contained the worries of a nation.

      Steele didn’t glance away. He didn’t have to hide his concern or his frustration. He didn’t have to voice those things either. They both knew what was at stake. They both knew how much the success of this operation mattered.

      He passed her the phone again, this time after opening a document stamped CLASSIFIED. As she scanned it, he caught her up on what had happened in the last week.

      “We’re looking at a Catastrophic Systems Failure in thirty-six hours and . . .” He glanced at his wristwatch. “Twenty-three minutes.”

      “Noon Friday.”

      “Basically.”

      “You’ve confirmed it will affect systems coast to coast?”

      “As well as Canada. We’ve deployed all of our teams. There are a dozen places those kill codes could be, but one of our teams will intercept them before noon Friday.”

      “And Blitz?”

      Steele clenched his left hand into a fist—the first sign of emotion she’d seen from him since getting into the car. “Honestly, I don’t know. He could have the kill codes. He could be a decoy. We’ll proceed as if we are certain he has them, which is the same thing I’m telling every other team.”

      “Am I doing this alone?” She didn’t mind working alone. Sometimes she rather preferred it.

      "I have additional agents flying in. They’ll position on the North Rim.”

      “An FBI team?”

      “Yes, Quinn. The FBI is who I work for.”

      “And I’d rather have Homeland Security agents backing me up.”

      “We’re pooling our resources, remember?” He dismissed her concerns with a wave. “I’ll coordinate all teams from a secure location. Once we confirm who has the codes, we’ll refocus our assets there.”

      It was unlikely they’d make that confirmation and still have time to move around personnel, and they both knew it.

      “More details will be sent to your cell, but I need you down at Phantom Ranch. I assume you’ll want to take a local on the hike down with you.”

      “Never hike alone.” She’d been on enough rescues in the last six months to know that wasn’t simply a slogan. There were a dozen different ways you could die hiking into the canyon.

      “Once you confirm Blitz is there, wait until he’s received the cancellation codes before taking action. If possible, and if time allows, I’d prefer you hold off his arrest until he passes those codes to whomever bought them. We suspect Blitz is merely the courier. The men involved on both the selling and purchasing end are almost as important as the codes—if we don’t want to be right back in this situation six months from now.”

      “Got it.”

      She reached for the door handle, but Steele’s hand on her arm stopped her.

      “Be careful.”

      “Always.” She flashed him what she hoped was a confident smile.

      “Listen to me, Alli.”

      Her head jerked up at his use of her nickname.

      They’d known each other several years, and he’d only called her by that name twice. The first time was when she’d woken up in a hospital room after having surgery. The second time she was trying to banish from her memory.

      Interagency cooperation on cyber ops had begun the same year she’d been hired at DHS, when she was twenty-five, naïve, and optimistic. She’d just celebrated her thirty-fifth birthday. . . if you could call a phone call from her Aunt Polly and a piece of pie from Bright Angel Lodge a celebration.

      Though they’d started their careers at roughly the same time, Steele was angling toward the managerial route. Allison needed to be in the field.

      “I’m serious, Quinn. I need you to hear this. Be careful. Blitz isn’t like most of our cyberterrorists. He doesn’t spend all of his time in front of a computer screen. He isn’t afraid of physical altercations.”

      Steele picked up the phone, but he didn’t push the button to wake the screen. “He killed Mr. Harris with his hands, Allison. He didn’t use a weapon. He didn’t do it from a distance. He was looking in this guy’s eyes when he choked the life out of him. Someone who could do that⁠—”

      “Is dangerous. I know.”

      “And I know that like every other mission you think this one can lead you to your father’s killer.”

      When she didn’t respond, he continued. “You’re one of the best agents on the cyber task force, and I am convinced that’s partly due to the fact that you have a personal vendetta to settle. Just don’t allow that crusade you’re so committed to make you reckless.”

      “I’ll be careful.” This time her smile was genuine. She’d been chasing Blitz for six months, and now he was close enough that she could practically smell him.

      Game on.

      Only as she hustled across the parking area to the staff headquarters, she understood that what they were facing wasn’t a game. If Blitz succeeded in passing off the kill codes to the buyer, the situation could easily spiral out of control. The buyer might merely destroy the codes, then take credit for the impending cyberattack. Or the buyer could attempt to sell the codes back to the U.S. government for a hefty profit—which would take time, something they didn’t have.

      Whoever was behind the ransomware that had been inserted into the national grid had already proven what he could do. The document Steele had shown her established that the grid had begun experiencing debilitating fluctuations four days ago—a spike here, a brownout there. So far, they’d been able to keep the enormity of the looming disaster out of the news blogs, but she knew the story would eventually break. The mission clock was ticking, and there wasn’t a single risk management specialist who doubted that the grid would fail—nationwide—in thirty-six hours.

      Once that happened, all of the U.S. critical systems would crash, as well as much of Canada’s. The worst-case scenario did not limit outage to the electrical grid. The threat had expanded to include medical, telecommunications, banking, even national defense.

      Projections were that thousands of people would die.

      That would only happen if she couldn’t stop the man they referred to as Blitz.

      She would stop him, and she’d have a private conversation with him before he was carted away. Arthur Quinn had been one of the FBI’s first Certified Ethical Hackers, though they hadn’t been called that back in 1996. The pool of computer criminals and hacktivists the FBI had chased was small. She hadn’t found much regarding the operations her dad had been involved in, but she’d found enough to understand that he’d become something of a legend in the cyber world. Blitz would have heard of him, and whatever he knew about her father’s death, he would tell her.

      But she was going to need some help.

      That wasn’t something she enjoyed admitting, even to herself. Her mind wanted to sink back into memories of her early days as an agent, to her first partner who had been like a brother to her, but she shook those thoughts away. The next twenty-four hours would require all of her focus. Having a partner didn’t mean she had to care about him, and she would not allow the person she had in mind put himself in danger. That was non-negotiable.

      Fifteen minutes later she sat in Director Rivera’s office.

      Rivera was in her early fifties, stocky, and had a commanding presence. Her hair was raven black, long, fastened in a single braid down her back. Her cheek bones were high, her nose broad, and her eyes seemed to take in everything. She ran a tight ship, and the employees at the Grand Canyon respected her because of it. Nothing seemed to surprise the woman, not even Allison’s latest request.

      There was a tap on her office door, and Allison pulled in a deep breath. This would be the hard part.

      “Enter,” Rivera snapped.

      Tate Garcia stepped into the room—all tanned six feet of him. At forty-nine, he remained ridiculously good looking, more like an actor walking onto a movie set than the Grand Canyon’s most seasoned ranger. Allison had checked the schedule before she’d made her request. He was half way through his five day off rotation, and he’d spent those two and a half days up top. He’d be the perfect person to accompany her back down.

      He held his ranger hat in his hands as his gaze bounced from Rivera to Allison and then back again.

      “Have a seat, Tate. We have a rather unique situation.”

      Tate sat, placing his hat carefully on top of his knees. “What type of situation?”

      Allison suspected by the look Tate shot her direction that he didn’t approve of her. Of course, he didn’t really know her either. What he was about to learn would be difficult for him to fathom. No doubt Tate Garcia thought he’d seen it all. She’d been there when he’d handled the relocation of more than one bear, rescued unprepared hikers, and tore into workers who had missed a shift. She’d been on the receiving end of that lecture more than once. As the most senior ranger in the park, he could have chosen any assignment. He chose Phantom Ranch.

      “Allison needs to go back down to the ranch. Tonight.”

      “Tonight?”

      “We need someone to accompany her.”

      “There’s a storm arriving before morning, and you know as well as I do that night hiking is strongly discouraged.”

      “I’m aware.”

      Tate shifted in his chair, his attention firmly pinned on the director. Allison had the sneaking suspicion that he was avoiding looking directly at her.

      “Kaia—”

      Allison was surprised. She’d never heard anyone use the director’s first name, not in the woman’s presence.

      “Look, I’m sure you have your reasons.”

      “I do.”

      “But. . .” He hesitated, his gaze sliding toward Allison and then back to the director. “As I said in my most recent report to you, I highly recommend that you discharge Miss Quinn.”

      “What?” Allison couldn’t believe this guy. “I’m a good guide.”

      “You are a good guide, when you bother to show up for your shifts.” Now Tate looked at her. His eyes, expression, and posture dared her to argue the fact. “You’re not dependable. You’re here for a week, maybe two at the most, and then you disappear.”

      Allison didn’t know quite how to answer that succinctly, so she didn’t bother. Instead, she waited.

      Tate turned his attention back to the director. “I have no idea why you put up with it, Kaia. I don’t want her guiding my groups down the canyon because I can’t depend on her to be there to lead them back up.”

      “Whoever goes down tonight won’t be guiding a group, and I want to be clear about one thing up front. This is a request, not an order. If you don’t want to do it, we’ll find someone else.” The director gave Allison a slight smile, then motioned with her hand. “Go ahead. You explain it.”

      Allison almost felt sorry for Tate Garcia, but instead of explaining, she pulled out her Department of Homeland Security ID and held it up for him.

      Tate stared at it a moment, shook his head, and stuttered a response. “So, you’re. . . I don’t. . . that is to say. . .”

      “She’s with Homeland Security.”

      “I’ve been on a special operation here since March, watching for a cyberterrorist named Blitz. This morning, he hiked down to the ranch.”

      “Why would a terrorist want to be in the bottom of the canyon?”

      “I need to be there before morning. I need to stop him before he leaves that ranch, or at the very least follow him when he does.”

      “Where would he go?”

      “We both know that hiking alone, at night, isn’t recommended.”

      “Either one of those things would be considered foolish. Together they would be⁠—”

      “Necessary, Mr. Garcia. They’re necessary.” Allison stood and walked to the large map pinned on the director’s wall.

      “We will soon have another team here.” She tapped the map, the spot directly adjacent from them, on the North Rim. “By tomorrow, agents will also be positioned along the banks of the Colorado on the north side, and of course at every access road at the top. Our worry is that Blitz plans to raft down from Phantom Ranch, connect with one of his cohorts, and then escape off-road.”

      She turned to see if he needed more explanation. He was standing two feet behind her, staring at the map.

      Finally, he dropped his gaze to her and said, “You didn’t know he was coming, or you would have stayed down at the ranch.”

      “We didn’t know when, but we had intel that indicated he would show up here eventually.”

      “How could you know that?”

      Allison shook her head. She’d share what he needed to know, but she wouldn’t tell him everything.

      “Why not helicopter down?”

      “Too loud and too noticeable. We don’t want him to run, or worse, destroy something that he has—something we need.” She waited for him to again meet her gaze. When he did, she added, “The clock on this cyberattack is already ticking. Cornered, he might speed up that timeline, which is something we cannot allow to happen. This has to be done with. . . finesse.”

      He studied her closely for a few seconds, though it felt much longer. Her mind flashed back to a science project where she’d pinned moths to a board. That was what it felt like to have Tate Garcia’s attention locked on you. She was the moth in this scenario.

      “You were the first person I thought of. You know the trail better than anyone, but if you don’t feel up to it—” She let that hang in the air for a moment. “I’ll find someone else, or I’ll do it alone. As Director Rivera said, this is an optional assignment as far as you’re concerned.”

      She almost felt guilty for baiting him, but while she might appeal to his pride, she would not downplay the danger of what they were about to attempt. “It’s dangerous, and it’s not in your job description.”

      Finally, he nodded once and turned to the director.

      “Sam hiked up with me. He can lead tomorrow’s group down.”

      “That’s not going to happen. We’ll come up with an excuse, offer them something else.” Rivera nodded toward the window, toward the yawning canyon that had been her ancestor’s home. The employee grapevine claimed Kaia Rivera’s father was an engineer who had worked for the national parks. Her mother’s lineage could be traced back to the Hopi Indians, or Puebloan Peoples as they were often called.

      “I can’t do anything about the people who are already down there. It’ll be up to you and Quinn to keep them safe. We’ll keep the ones up here out of harm’s way.” Her expression hardened. “This is my turf, and ultimately I’m the one responsible for our guests. You two need to protect the people on the bottom and stop this mad man.”

      She didn’t blanch.

      She didn’t look afraid at all.

      She looked angry. And determined.

      Allison realized she wouldn’t want to go up against the director. Perhaps she should have asked Rivera to accompany her. She had no doubt the woman would have agreed.

      But there were other reasons that Tate Garcia was a better choice—reasons she had carefully considered before offering his name to the director. He had skills that she might need to draw on, and he knew the canyon better than any other person she’d met in her six months at Phantom. Tate was the partner she wanted, and based on the look of resignation on his face, he was willing to step into the fray.
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        * * *

      

      As they walked out of the building, Allison could feel Tate studying her. She told herself she didn’t care about his opinion. Then she remembered that he had suggested Rivera fire her. That was offensive, not to mention rude. She’d never been fired from a job.

      “You hiked up Bright Angel Trail today?”

      “I did.”

      “Even for a seasoned ranger—which you are not—hiking up, then down, the canyon in a single day is difficult.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “Combined, the two hikes total 19.2 miles, with an elevation change of 4700 feet each way.”

      Her patience snapped. She stopped, pivoted, and felt a glimmer of satisfaction when he took a step back. “I’m aware of the problems with this op, but it is what it is. Either get on board or walk away. I don’t have time to convince you. I’m doing this.”

      He held his hands up in surrender. “I simply thought I should warn you.”

      “I’ll consider myself duly warned, but it sounds to me like you’re having second thoughts.”

      “Not exactly. Right or wrong, I consider Phantom Ranch my own personal territory. If someone is down there, if there’s a threat to my workers and hikers, then I’m going with you.”

      “Fine.”

      “Fine.” Tate nodded toward the all-night café. “Have you eaten?”

      “No, but⁠—”

      “We need food.”

      “I’m not stopping for a cup of coffee, Tate.” She had noticed that he had a parental attitude toward the other workers, but she was surprised to see it toward her. There was only a fourteen-year difference between them—not enough for him to lecture her on the dangers of anything.

      She’d ordered a thorough background check on Tate Garcia months ago. He was forty-nine years old, came from a middle class, Baptist, midwestern family, and was employed by the national parks a few years after leaving the U.S. military.

      It irked her that he was still looking fondly toward the café. “We can eat later. Right now, we need to catch a terrorist.”

      “We can’t eat later unless we have food. I’ll have the kitchen wrap up a couple of sandwiches. Also, we should take the time to grab stuff from the supply room.”

      Allison bristled, but nodded once.

      He was right about the supplies and the food.

      “Get the food and your pack,” she said. “Meet me at the supply room in fifteen minutes.”

      Allison glanced around. It was pitch dark, so there wasn’t much to see. They kept a low light presence around the complex. A few couples walked between the restaurant and the lodge. One or two others could be heard in the parking area. No terrorists that she could see and no one close enough to hear their conversation.

      She stepped closer to Tate and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Get your pack and your weapon.”

      And that was when she knew that Tate was truly on board with what they needed to do. At the mention of his firearm, his shoulders pulled back and his expression hardened. She knew for certain at that moment that he understood the seriousness, the danger, of the next twelve hours. That relieved some of her own anxiety. She didn’t like taking a local into an active op, but Tate was old enough and seasoned enough to make his own decisions.

      He didn’t bother arguing with her. “Twenty minutes,” he muttered and walked off toward the lodge.

      Tate Garcia.

      Donovan Steele.

      Both were good men, and both had her back. They might even both respect her in her role as a Department of Homeland Security agent. But neither knew what it was like to watch your father be gunned down, to live with the need to put the person responsible for that behind bars.

      She would stop the cyberattack, but Blitz would also move her closer to catching her father’s killer.
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