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“The tree of liberty must be refreshed

from time to time with the blood

Of Patriots and Tyrants.”

— Thomas Jefferson (1787)

 


Chapter 1

Welcome Home

 

 

The trio stopped. Cruz needed rest. Her feet were numb. Twice she had stumbled coming down the stairs. Hardy helped her lean against the wall before facing their guide. The men exchanged a look; there was no time for breaks. They needed to get out of sight.

Cruz bent over, “I just need a minute,” and put hands on knees.

The guide whipped his head back and forth, as if expecting someone to step out from one of the many rooms on either side of the hallway. “All right, I’m going up ahead and scout the area. Be ready to move out when I get back.”

Hardy watched the man disappear around a corner before he took up the mantle of casting glances up and down the hall. He reached under his coat and put a hand on the firearm at the small of his back. The other hand cupped Cruz’s shoulder. “How are you doing?”

“I should be good. I hope,” she motioned toward the direction the other man had gone, “wherever he’s taking us is not much—”

Hardy covered her mouth. “Shh.” He pivoted his head, his ears straining to identify the source of a noise. Footsteps…Heavy ones…Coming this way. He put an index finger to his lips.

Having heard the same sound, Cruz nodded.

After looking over his shoulder, he helped her get to an alcove in the hallway. He gently pushed her to the wall and moved in, his mouth grazing her ear. “Stay quiet,” he whispered. “I’ll handle this.”

Hardy crossed the hall and nestled into an identical alcove, facing away from the sound of the footfalls, which thudded off the carpeted floor. He spied Cruz. She was flat to the wall, standing as tall as she could. As long as this guy stares straight ahead, we’ll be good.

Hardy looked down. The thuds grew louder. Combat boots. The gun dug into his back. Don’t want to use that, unless I have to. We’ve already made enough noise. Heavy breathing now accompanied the thumping. Hardy’s muscles tensed. Pain in his midsection mixed with the hammering in his head; aftereffects from the beating he took. Wincing, he clenched his fists. Push it aside. Push it aside. He coiled his body, ready to spring forward.

An abrupt silence overtook the atmosphere. No pounding boots, no labored breaths, nothing but the ‘tick, tick, tick’ of the old grandfather clock the threesome had passed. Tick…Tick…Tick. Hardy frowned. He knows we’re here. His right hand moved a fraction of an inch toward the gun. Stay still. Don’t move. Let him come to you.

Tick…Tick…Tick. Hardy smelled cologne, aftershave, spices; whatever the scent, the man had to be no more than ten feet away. Click…click, click…click. A new sound filled the immediate area, followed by the faint odor of cigarette smoke.

Someone inhaled and blew out the air. A cloud of smoke between the alcoves preceded a bushy-bearded man, who plodded forward. Two fingers held a cigarette, while the cancer stick’s tip glowed red.

Hardy sidestepped into the hallway, crouched and fell in step with the camo-clad arrival. He picked up his pace and drove a foot into the back of the man’s knee. The man stumbled sideways, grabbed an antique table and dropped to his knees. The table toppled, and a white vase fell to the floor, breaking into several pieces.

Hardy pounced, straddling his prey’s torso and wrapping both arms around the man’s neck. A violent twist and a loud crack later, a lifeless corpse face planted into the carpeting. After stomping on the cigarette, Hardy grabbed Cruz’s elbow. “Come on. We can’t stay here any longer.” The two rounded the next corner and ran into the third person of their group.

Their guide spotted the body and the upset furniture. “I was gone less than a minute.” He eyed Hardy and pointed at the deceased. “I take it that’s your handiwork?”

“Sooner or later, the cigarettes would have killed him.” Hardy ushered Cruz around the man’s outstretched finger. “Sooner worked better for me.”

...

The two men and Cruz made their way to a back corner of a basement. Empty wooden crates were stacked against the walls. Broken down cardboard boxes and trash littered the area in front. A musty smell permeated the dark and damp space.

The guide squeezed behind one crate and shouldered another two feet farther into the room. “Back here.” He shined a flashlight on the narrow pathway, while Cruz inched closer. “Try not to touch the stone. There’s mold all over.”

When Cruz had sidestepped into the corner, the escort handed her the light. “Hold this and keep it pointed in this direction.” He felt along the old rectangular squares. “A little more to the right…” he slid his hands up and down, “that’s it.” He pushed a brick further into the wall and a large section of stones rotated inward a few inches.

Cruz’s hair fluttered. A whoosh of foul, moist air hit her in the face. She put her free hand to her nose and mouth, closed her eyes and turned away. “Whoa.”

“Sorry. I should have warned you.” The man retrieved the flashlight, pushed the hidden door open and shined a beam all around the secret room’s interior. “Your new place is a little,” he paused while stepping inside, “stinky…and damp...and cold…and—”

“We get the point.” Cruz ducked and entered. Her head pivoted in all directions, while she scanned for spiders, centipedes, whatever creepy, crawly things lived here. “What is this?”

The man smiled at Cruz and Hardy. “This is your new home…at least until I can figure out what to do with you.” He waited a beat and swung an arm. “Welcome home.”

 


Chapter 2

Gentleman

 

 

30 Hours Earlier…

 

14 February—6:00 a.m.

Washington, D.C.

The Flats at Dupont Circle Apartments

 

 

Beep, beep…beep, beep…beep, beep…beep—Aaron Hardy slapped at his wrist, shutting off the alarm. Letting his left hand hang off the edge of the couch, he washed the other over his face. The day-old growth scratched against his palm. He flicked his wrist. 6:00…he blinked…Monday…he opened and closed his eyes a couple times before forcing them open…February 14. The faint blue light from his timepiece gave him an instant headache.

Hardy pressed his head against the couch’s arm, lifting his upper body off the seat cushion, and spied darkness at the curtain’s edges. He rolled his head left. A nightlight cast a glow over the main living area, joining at his ten o’clock position with an open kitchen. A bedroom was on the other side of the wall that butted up to his sofa/makeshift bed. Around a corner, at the one o’clock position, was the bathroom.

Throwing off a Detroit Lions blanket—a Michigan resident since birth, Hardy was a diehard fan—he swung his legs, plopped bare feet on the floor and sat, bare chested and wearing gray sweatpants. Elbows on knees, he shut his eyes and rubbed his face again, ending with a massage of the temples. He sat erect, did a couple side bends and blew out the air his lungs held. Hanging his head, he glimpsed the couch to his left. This thing’s hell on my back. He managed a meager smile. The price a gentleman must pay.

Ten toes, red polish on the nails, appeared in his peripheral vision to the right. He followed them to well-toned legs, red satin shorts, a red camisole with spaghetti straps, and the most beautiful face he had ever seen—dark brown eyes, high cheekbones and a perfect complexion; tanned all year long, thanks to the woman’s parent’s mixed heritage.

She smiled. “Good morning.”

A smile slowly spread over Hardy’s face. And all is right with the world again. “Morning.” He cupped the back of her nearest thigh. “Sleep well?”

“Uh huh.”

He pulled her alongside him, gave her legs a one-handed hug and kissed the sliver of tummy peeking out from under the camisole. Sliding his hands up and down the smooth legs, he tipped his head back. She had maintained the Cheshire grin, compelling him to mimic the gesture. “What’s up?”

She brought her hands in front of her body. In them, a red-papered rectangular box, complete with a white bow and ribbon. “Happy Valentine’s Day.”

Hardy took the gift. “Oh that’s right. That’s today, isn’t it?” He looked up in time to see some of the shine disappear from her smile. He stood and kissed her. “I didn’t forget.” The shine returned. He turned away before coming back to her, holding out a red paper bag, an index finger curled under two loop handles. “Happy Valentine’s Day, Cruz.”

FBI Special Agent Raychel Elisa DelaCruz—Cruz to close friends, a nickname from her military days—beamed from ear to ear. She knew it was better to give than to receive; however, a large part of her loved getting gifts. And she was not embarrassed of the fact.

“So,” Hardy held up his box, “which one of us should go…”

Cruz spread apart the handles, threw aside pink tissue paper and yanked out a small, light brown teddy bear, the words ‘I LOVE YOU’ embossed on a heart on the bear’s belly.

He laughed. “…first.”

After poking her nose inside, Cruz let the bag fall to the floor. “Thank you.” She held the stuffed animal high before cradling it in the crook of her arm. “I love it.” She pointed her chin at his box. “Your turn. Open it.”

Hardy waited before motioning toward the bear. “So…you really like your bear?”

She shot another look at the brown ball of fluff. “Yes, I do. Thank you.” She glimpsed him, “What are you waiting for?” before her gaze went to his present. “It’s not going to open itself.”

After another pause, Hardy stepped toward the floor lamp. “Maybe we should turn on—”

Cruz caught him by the arm. “Quit stalling. I can’t take this anymore.” She bobbed her head at the red box. “Open it.”

He regarded his girlfriend, whom he was now going steady with since Christmas. The dim light could not hide her round eyes and white teeth. He gave a last look at the bear, let out a short sigh, “Okay,” and ripped off the ribbon and wrapping paper, a white flimsy cardboard box beneath. After opening the top and pushing aside tissue paper, he stared at her. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Cruz took the box, while he retrieved a Honolulu blue and silver article of clothing. He lifted the garment. “I don’t believe it.”

She bounced a couple times on the balls of her feet. “Do you like it? It’s custom.”

“I can see that.” Hardy eyed the official Detroit Lions jersey, the number ‘1’ and his name emblazoned on the back. “This is awesome. I can’t believe you did this.”

“I’ll be honest.” She wrapped her arms around his midsection. “It was difficult to click the ‘place order’ button.” Growing up in Dalhart, Texas, she was a lifelong fan of the Dallas Cowboys. She tipped her head back to see him. “But you’re worth it.”

He dipped his head and kissed her. “Thank you. I love it…and I love you.”

“And now you know,” her eyes went to the jersey, “just how much I love you too.”

“I feel bad.” He draped the jersey over an arm and took the bear, holding it up in front of them. “All I got you was this.”

“It’s not the dollar value that counts.”

Hardy twisted the stuffed animal in different directions, stopping when a beam of light reflected back at them.

“It’s the thought that—” Cruz pulled her head away from his shoulder and stared at the twinkling light. She snatched her present and examined it from several angles. “What’s that?”

“Can I turn on the light now?”

“Please do.” When light filled the room, Cruz gasped. A hand shot to her chest. “Oh my…”

Hardy pinched the crab claw clasp and unwound a tri-color gold choker. “I had to wrap this around his neck so much I felt like I was strangling the poor guy.”

Her eyes followed the necklace. “It’s beautiful.”

He stood behind her. “I believe it’s customary for the man to put it on the first time.”

“Yes, it is.” She faced away and pulled up her long brown hair. “Wait.” She cranked her head around, a grin on her face. “You mean put it on me, right?”

Chuckling, Hardy secured the jewelry ends, “Yes, you,” before enfolding her in his arms and kissing the side of her neck. “Although,” he crossed his arms below her breasts and gently squeezed, “You never know. I might look good in women’s jewelry.”

Receiving more kisses, Cruz raised an arm behind her and played with his short, light brown hair. “Let’s not…” she cocked her head, exposing more of her neck, “…find out, okay?”

He paused, “Deal,” and moved on, his lips making their way to her shoulder.

Cruz closed her eyes. Her knees wobbly, she found herself letting his arms support more of her weight. This can’t go on. His mouth returned to her neck, just behind the ear, and her spine tingled. Or can it? She locked her knees and drew in a deep breath. We can’t do this. Pressing on his arms, she spun around and cupped the back of his neck. A quick kiss later, she whispered, “We have to get ready for work,” and kissed him again.

Hardy stood erect and grimaced.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.” He motioned. “Sleeping on the couch is not great for my back.” He glimpsed his watch—6:13. “It’ll go away after I get moving around.”

Cruz put hands on his chest. “I’m sorry. You can have the bed tonight.”

He grinned. “We could share.”

“We’ve talked about this.” Her fingers made their way to his square jaw, and the dimple centered on the chin. “I’m not like that.” She peered into deep blue eyes, the same ones that had taken her by surprise the first time she met him. Strong hands held fast at the small of her back. Times like these, I wish I was…I wish—

“But I’ve already seen you naked.”

She raised a finger. “That was one time.” The digit pointed toward the bathroom. “And it was through a mirror, so it only counts as half a look.”

Hardy replayed the mental video, her bare breasts reflecting off his foggy bathroom mirror. He smiled. “I don’t know, Cruz. It seemed pretty full-on to me.”

She playfully smacked his protruding pectoral muscle, her cheeks growing rosy. “Stop it. We have to go to work.” She gave him a goodbye peck, “I’ll shower first,” and scampered away.

Hardy admired her sexy and slim five-feet, eight-inch athletic figure. “Can I join you?”

Stepping into the bathroom, Cruz smiled. As a practicing Catholic, she believed in waiting until she was married to have sex. In theory, her mind was right with her beliefs. In reality, however, her body did not always want to be on board with the plan. A bible verse popped into her head: ‘The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.’ She sighed. You hit the nail on the head there, Jesus.

Before the door closed, Cruz heard Hardy: “I’ll take that as a ‘no’ then.” Her back to the door, she let out another, longer sigh. Oh, if you only knew how much I want it to be a ‘yes.’

 


Chapter 3

Care to Share?

 

 

7:58 a.m.

Washington, D.C.

J. Edgar Hoover FBI Building

Fourth floor (underground)

 

 

Charity fell back onto the bed. The dark-haired man followed her, their embrace never faltering. She pushed on his smooth bronze chest, and their bodies separated. The flickering candle flame danced in his dark eyes. She ran her fingers over his cheek before closing her eyes and pulling him closer, her body shaking…“Cherry”…as their lips drew nearer…“Cherry”…and they—

“Time to wake up, Cherry.”

Charity’s eyelids fluttered before opening; a woman hovered above her, shaking her arm. She propped herself on elbows, “What…how?” before getting to a sitting position on the black leather couch, her mind caught between two worlds. She placed flat hands against her face, middle fingers massaging her eyes.

Special Agent Cruz set a Detroit Lions travel mug and a smaller white foam cup on the office desk. “We brought coffee and juice.”

Hardy held up a foil-covered plate. “And breakfast…made by yours truly.” After placing the plate next to the drinks, he leaned against the desk and smiled. He crossed his arms and stared at the dazed woman. “That must’ve been quite a dream you were having, Cherry.”

Charity Sinclair, Cherry to family and close friends, was an FBI information specialist and a talented member of Hardy’s anti-terror team. Her responsibilities revolved around all things related to technology; providing technical details of missions, gathering intelligence, creating fake credentials to name a few.

Hardy crossed his legs at the ankle. “Care to share?”

Charity glimpsed him before observing Cruz, who had a wry grin on her face. The women exchanged a knowing look. Her cheeks flushing, Charity found her red eyeglasses, resting atop her head, and rotated them into place. She ruffled her dark hair, tinged red; I need to start dating again, before rising to her five-feet, six-inch height. “It was just one of those crazy ones that make no sense.”

Hardy gave her attire the onceover; wrinkled white blouse and faded blue jeans. Brown sandal clogs lie on the floor next to the couch. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look like crap.” Cruz scowled, and he held out his hands. “What?” He motioned. “She’s always dressed so nicely. Seeing her like this makes me think she slept here overnight.”

“Hardy,” Cruz snapped, “let it go.”

Charity giggled. “It’s all right.” She undid the aluminum foil on the plate. “I think there’s a compliment hidden somewhere in all that.” She sniffed the rising steam and looked at him. “Didn’t you read my text? I said a bagel and coffee would be fine.”

He shrugged. “I was making breakfast anyway. No trouble to add a couple eggs and bacon to the pan.”

Charity took a big bite of toast, while sitting behind her desk. A minute later, in between forkfuls of scrambled eggs, she tipped back the mug of coffee.

“Seriously, Cherry,” he regarded her, “is everything okay? I’ve never seen you dressed this way,” he hesitated, watching her shovel eggs into her mouth, “or eat like that.”

Cruz smacked his arm. “Leave her alone. She’s hungry. We all get hungry.”

Charity grabbed several tissues and wiped her mouth. “No,” she swallowed, “he’s right. I’ve been here all night. We have a situation.”

Hardy stood straight and fished his cell from a jean pocket. “I didn’t get a text from Jameson.” He glanced at Cruz, who shook her head.

“He decided to,” Charity aimed the fork at them, “let you two have the weekend off. You’ve been burning quite a bit of the candle the last few weeks. He wanted your batteries charged for what’s to come.”

“The weekend?” Hardy planted fists on the desk and leaned closer to the tech guru. “Just how long have you been here, and how long have you known about,” he paused, “this situation?”

“I was brought in late Friday night.” Charity saw his ears turning red, and she pumped a hand. “There was nothing,” she glimpsed Cruz, “either of you could have done. It was all stuff in my wheelhouse.” She paused. “But trust me. Both of you will be involved soon enough.” She spied the clock on her desk, 8:05, and stood. “I need to get ready for the briefing.”

Hardy blew out air through pursed lips. “What’s going on, Cherry?”

She got halfway to the door before coming back and grabbing the food and juice. “Just wait for Jameson. I don’t want to get ahead of him.” She walked across the hall, heading for the Operations Room—OR for short. “He’ll be here shortly.”

Hardy showed Cruz his palms and frowned. “What the hell? Are we on a need-to-know basis or what?”

She led him toward the OR. “You know Jameson. He has his reasons. We just have to wait to find out what they are.”

 


Chapter 4

OR

 

 

Entering the OR, Cruz stopped inside the door, forcing Hardy to sidestep her. “Whoa,” he said, spying the unfamiliar décor.

A shorter conference table—seating capacity for six people—replaced the former, longer one. Monitors still adorned three of the four walls; however, the displays were state-of-the-art and bigger. The secure hardwired phones to Hardy’s right were gone. The extra space created from removing the phones and getting a shorter conference table was filled with a large island-style bank of interconnected interactive tabletop computer screens.

Charity stood in front of the waist-high island, her fingers tapping and sliding over the glass screens. Both hands worked in unison, while she glanced back and forth from the touchpad to the wall-mounted monitors.

Hardy pivoted right, walked alongside the table and stopped next to the computer expert. “I see we’ve made some improvements.” He turned his head left and right, watching the screens display different images, information, the time in various countries; one even showed a news channel. He rolled his head toward Cruz. “I guess we have been gone awhile.”

“Two missions and five countries in the last ten days,” said Jameson, striding into the room and taking his chair at the head of the table. He wiped the lenses of his black rounded, rectangular eyeglasses with a white handkerchief. He wore a black suit, white shirt and red tie, his usual attire. Folding the handkerchief, he ran the cloth over his baldhead and shoved it into a pants pocket.

FBI Director Phillip Jameson was dedicated and tough, building a reputation within the agency on hard work and discipline, expecting the same level of commitment from his agents. He was also fair, knowing his people needed time away from the frontlines of a never-ending war on terror.

“Which is why,” Jameson faced the trio, “I wanted you to take the weekend off.”

“Sir,” Hardy protested, “why—”

Jameson held up a hand. “Save it, Hardy. I’m in charge. Don’t forget that.” He motioned. “Now take a seat. We need to get started.”

Hardy and Cruz sat, while Charity continued working.

“Besides,” said Jameson, opening a file folder, “if I had called, I know both of you would have dropped everything to get here…even though,” he peeled away a few sheets of paper, “you would’ve had nothing to do, but look over Cherry’s shoulder.”

Charity turned her attention away from the island. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate that.”

Jameson studied the documents in front of him. “I just got off the phone with the President. He’s had all the agencies working on this, since Friday.”

Hardy leaned forward. “On what, sir?”

Jameson looked up. “My apologies.” He rocked backward in the chair and drove an elbow onto an armrest. “Early last Friday, the NSA picked up intel on a new sophisticated algorithm that’s capable of breaching the most secure networks on the planet. No one thought anything of it. The agency gets threats of that nature all the time. Without further proof, there was no need to divert resources for a follow-up.”

Jameson sat upright and referred to his notes. “That proof came late Friday night when the Defense Department was hacked at exactly ten o’clock. The attack lasted thirty seconds and no sensitive data was downloaded. DoD officials were immediately aware of the intrusion, but were powerless to stop it. It seems all the hackers did was look around the servers and leave.”

Hardy turned up his hands on the table. “Why? That makes no sense. Why would they break in and not take something?”

Lifting a finger, Jameson eyed Charity, who was holding a piece of bacon in one hand and tapping the screen with the other. “This is where Cherry takes over.”

After a few seconds of silence, the twenty-two-year-old woman turned her head to see everyone staring at her. A hand shot to her mouth, while she finished the bacon. “I’m sorry, sir.” She wiped her mouth and swallowed.

“No need to apologize. You’ve been here all weekend. I’m just glad you’ve found the time to eat something.” He nodded. “Whenever you’re ready.”

Charity’s fingers tapped, and the monitors facing her, Hardy and Cruz showed a few lines of enlarged text that resembled an advertisement. “I came across this on the dark web Saturday morning.” She picked up another slice of bacon. “Normally this is where I like to educate everyone on what the dark web is.” She bit into the bacon. “However,” she stared at Hardy, “some people have become visibly annoyed when I have done so in the past, claiming I drone on about irrelevant details. So with that in mind—”

“Cherry, you do realize don’t you,” Hardy nodded at the bacon, “you’re biting the hand that made the food you’re…literally eating right now?”

She spied the half-eaten slice and came back to him with a sheepish grin. “Touché…everything was delicious. Thank you.” Charity wiped her hands on her jeans and tipped her forehead at the monitor. “This ad popped up on Saturday on the dark web, on which I have algorithms constantly running, searching for anything remotely related to terrorist activity.” She eyed her boss. “Not sure you wanted to hear that, sir, since you’re now implicated in whatever I discover.”

Jameson controlled his amusement with his young agent. “It’s fine. I have other things on my plate I’m more concerned with.” He rolled a hand. “Please continue.”

“Yes, sir. While innocuous to the casual observer, this ad is code for an upcoming auction.”

“An auction for what?” said Hardy.

“I replied to the ad, using a pseudonym, and after several go-arounds, establishing digital bonafides, verifying I wasn’t—” she spied Hardy and waved a hand, “moving on…the auction is for an algorithm that the author says is capable of hacking the most secure data systems on the earth.”

Hardy faced Jameson and gestured toward the monitor. “That hack at the DoD could have been a test run to prove this software works.”

The FBI Director nodded. “That’s what I think too.”

“So if we knew this on Saturday, then why haven’t the intelligence agencies mounted a strike to get the software?”

Jameson put forearms on the table. “No other agency knows about,” he pointed, “what Cherry just briefed us on. She obtained this information through back channels. I’ve relayed everything to the President, and he’s given,” Jameson twirled a finger in the air, “us first crack at locating and securing the algorithm, seventy-two hours to be precise. Our deadline expires noon Tuesday.” He flicked a wrist and stared at his watch. “We have twenty-seven hours and twenty-nine minutes before the President loops in the other agencies.”

“When is the auction? Where is it? How—” Hardy stopped talking when the director motioned toward Charity.

“It’s going down tonight at six o’clock in Miami.”

Hardy went back to Jameson. “So are we taking a team and storming the place?”

“No. Cherry made a good point.” He nodded at her.

Charity picked up two manila folders. “We have to make sure the software is on-site. Hackers are paranoid. I wouldn’t be surprised if they waited until the wire transfer was complete before delivering the package.” She placed the files on the table, one each in front of Hardy and Cruz. “You two will be attending the auction, posing as buyers.” She pointed at the folders. “I’ve created extensive backgrounds for you.”

“You’ll have,” interjected Jameson, “a bank account number with unlimited funds.”

Hardy skimmed the contents of his manila folder. “So we’ve skipped past the ‘no negotiation with terrorists’ policy, and we’re just paying them off now?”

“I’ll be monitoring the bank account,” said Charity, “and once I know you’re in possession of the software, I’ll intercept the transfer. No money will change hands.”

“Then,” said Jameson, “our teams will move in, and grab these guys.”

“One question,” said Cruz, raising a hand. “I’m not exactly a ‘nobody’ when it comes to my face, what I did a decade ago or what I do now for a living. What happens if somebody at the auction recognizes me? At that point, isn’t the mission blown?”

“Good point,” said Charity. “I knew this day would come, so in my spare time I’ve been scrubbing your digital footprint. Fortunately, you lost the Miss America Pageant ten years ago.”

Cruz arched her brows and cocked her head.

“Sorry, but no one ever remembers who came in second. That made it a little easier for me to erase your image and background from the Internet, as well as all sources leading back to you. Of course, there’s always a slim possibility someone, somewhere will make the connection, but that’s a one-in-a-million chance.”

“Your service record,” said Jameson, “along with your time at the FBI, has been locked down too. You’re as covert as you’re ever going to get.”

Cruz perused the papers in front of her. “I’m not sure I like this whole ‘I never existed’ thing. It feels creepy if you ask me.”
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