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For Ozzy,


	Who taught me that being a weirdo outcast 


	wasn’t just okay, but actually cool.


	 


	 




“Do you wonder ever if you’re a bad man?”


	 


	“No, I don’t wonder, Marty. World needs bad men. 


	We keep the other bad men from the door.”


	 


	Martin Hart and Rustin Coehle,


	    True Detective, Season 1


	 


	 


	 




Table of Contents


	PROLOGUE


	ONE


	TWO


	THREE


	FOUR


	FIVE


	SIX


	SEVEN


	EIGHT


	NINE


	TEN


	ELEVEN


	TWELVE


	THIRTEEN


	FOURTEEN


	FIFTEEN


	SIXTEEN


	SEVENTEEN


	EIGHTEEN


	NINETEEN


	TWENTY


	TWENTY-ONE


	TWENTY-TWO


	TWENTY-THREE


	TWENTY-FOUR


	TWENTY-FIVE


	TWENTY-SIX


	TWENTY-SEVEN


	TWENTY-EIGHT


	TWENTY-NINE


	THIRTY


	THIRTY-ONE


	THIRTY-TWO


	THIRTY-THREE


	THIRTY-FOUR


	THIRTY-FIVE


	THIRTY-SIX


	THIRTY-SEVEN


	THIRTY-EIGHT


	THIRTY-NINE


	FORTY


	EPILOGUE


	Acknowledgements


	About the Author


	Other Books By Frank Zafiro


	


	 




 


	 


	PROLOGUE


	 


	 


	2013


	 


	 


	Alexandros Dimitrakos shielded the boy from the man leveling the gun at them.


	Were it not for the gun he held, the man would have been almost completely immemorable. His build was average, though fit. His short hair may have been a dirty blond but was too short for Dimitrakos to be certain. It could have been graying. The man was old enough for that to be the case. Forties, certainly. Perhaps fifties.


	And American. Dimitrakos had seen enough tourists on the islands to make that assessment almost immediately. Not just from the clothing but there was a subtle demeanor most Americans exhibited, like a bad scent, and Dimitrakos never failed to notice it.


	He’d also seen enough killers to recognize one when he stared into the man’s hard eyes. 


	His instincts were hardly necessary, however. The gun the man pointed at his chest was adequate proof. The shots he’d heard as he passed the guest room Bogdan was staying in now made sense. A pair of bare feet extended past the end of the nearby bed. The rest of his guest’s body lay on the far side of the bed.


	Dimitrakos knew what he’d find if he were to look there.


	Or, worse yet, if Andrej did.


	The frail boy was sixteen and stronger than he looked. Even as the man held the pair at gunpoint, Andrej tried to surge past Dimitrakos to get to his fallen father. Dimitrakos kept his arms outstretched, blocking Andrej’s attempt and clutching a handful of the boy’s shirt. He turned his head to the side, his gaze never leaving the face of the gunman.


	“Andrej, no.” He injected as much gravity and urgency into the two words as he could.


	The boy’s efforts subsided but did not stop entirely.


	Dimitrakos braced for the inevitable. This man was a professional, he could tell. Bogdan had been his target, no doubt. The Bosnian was reportedly an activist, reviled by political opponents. That was apparently why he’d sought sanctuary with Dimitrakos here among the Greek isles. Or so Dimitrakos had been told by his contact. He hadn’t asked for details, a situation no different than dozens of others he’d encountered over the years. Offering a safe haven without question was part of his livelihood.


	We’ve seen his face, Dimitrakos thought. Surely, he will kill us both now.


	Yet, the man hesitated. As Andrej’s frantic efforts wilted and the boy dissolved into tears, the assassin did not move.


	What was he waiting for?


	Dimitrakos matched his motionless stance. Held his breath. Waited. Seconds passed. How many, Dimitrakos did not know. The only sounds were Andrej’s muted sobs and the cry of birds and the light crash of waves on the nearby beach. Dimitrakos concentrated on the birds and the waves. If those were the last echoes he was to hear in this life, at least they were beautiful ones.


	The barrel of the gun dipped toward the ground. Dimitrakos tilted his head slightly in confusion. His gaze drifted to the man’s eyes. The hardness there had softened, albeit minimally. When the man spoke, his voice was flat. Even so, Dimitrakos could detect the American accent.


	“You were never here,” he said. “Do you understand me?”


	Realization dawned on Dimitrakos. He nodded slowly.


	“I need you to say it.”


	“We were never here,” Dimitrakos said.


	The man appraised him, still not completely lowering the weapon. Then his gaze flicked to Andrej. “The boy was never here. You take him, and you both go far away for a long time.”


	Theé mou. We may yet survive.


	Behind him, Andrej’s choked sobs were punctuated by immature curses and what must be threats, spoken in the boy’s native tongue. Dimitrakos recognized only the profanities. He hoped the man in front of him did not understand what was being said or hear anything other than grief in the boy’s tone.


	“We will go far away,” Dimitrakos repeated, speaking slowly, grateful for his command of English. “For much time.”


	The man considered for another moment, then nodded. He gestured toward the bedroom door.


	Dimitrakos moved, dragging Andrej roughly along with him. The man marched them into the hallway. He raised the gun again and kept it leveled at them the entire time.


	“Stop,” he ordered. He motioned toward a closet door. “Inside.”


	Dimitrakos didn’t argue. He opened the door and pushed Andrej inside. The boy grunted as he crashed into the wall, his string of wailing curses suddenly interrupted. Dimitrakos followed him, stepping into the closet. His eyes met the gunman’s one last time as he reached for the knob.


	“Count to one hundred,” the man told him. “Slowly. If you come out any earlier, I will shoot you both.”


	Dimitrakos dipped his chin in acknowledgment. Then he pulled the door shut and started counting. 


	 


	 


	The wind in Sandy Banks’s face felt good. The moon glinted off the Aegean sea as the boat sped toward the mainland.


	“Any complications?” Lori Carter asked him.


	The supervising agent sat opposite him while one of Szoke’s tactical operatives drove. The vessel cut across the waves like a knife, hopping slightly as it crossed each swell.


	Sandy shook his head. “None.”


	Carter watched him for a moment. Then she shrugged and looked away.


	Sandy knew why. She still wasn’t accustomed to the enormity of what they did. She’d been FBI before being recruited – no, drafted was a better term – by Danforth into the Agency-funded dark project to which they now belonged. Once, as an agent, she’d hunted Sandy and the Four Horsemen. The vigilante group of former cops had visited justice on the worst of criminals, those who managed to escape due to technicalities and gaps within the system. Two members of the team left before the end, leaving only Sandy and the youngest of the crew, Brian. Sandy had no idea how long the feds had been investigating the operation, but somewhere along the way, Carter managed to compromise Brian and flip him. His former partner-in-crime gave him up to Carter, and the agent was instrumental in almost bringing Sandy down.


	Not that any of that mattered now, however. Today, they all served the same master, Lori Carter included. Former CIA agent Mark Szoke cracked the whip but everyone knew the orders came from the shadowy Danforth. Sandy was unsure which of them resented the pair more.


	Probably Carter, he decided. She’d lost her illusions more recently than him. Perhaps she still clung to some of them. Sandy’s own were stripped away long ago.


	Except that’s not entirely true, is it? If it were, you never would have let the boy and that man live.


	Sandy shifted in his seat. He’d been forced to eliminate witnesses on several occasions but those men—and one woman—were accomplices who just happened not to be the actual target. Dimitrakos was different. He was no saint, Sandy knew. But the briefing had been clear: the man was largely naïve about the people he sheltered—more host than accomplice. The terrorist label the U.S. government hung on Bogdan Marković did not extend to Dimitrakos. Or Marković’s son, for that matter.


	Hell, Sandy ventured a guess it probably barely fit Marković. More and more, terrorist was a term Sandy had seen Szoke apply to anyone Danforth wanted dead. The briefings he and the rest of the team received were never in-depth enough to determine the validity of the intelligence. They were required to accept the determination of enemy status on faith.


	And Sandy had little faith in Szoke, Danforth, the Agency, or his government.


	But he was trapped.


	Dimitrakos was ignorant and Andrej Marković still barely more than a child. Even if Bogdan was a terrorist and deserved to die, neither of them shared that distinction. They weren’t accomplices. Sandy didn’t need their blood on his conscience.


	Like it matters, he thought grimly. With all the deaths he’d delivered, first as a soldier, then a vigilante, and now as an assassin, did sparing these two lives really make a difference or balance the scales? They were two drops of water in a deep, wide sea of death, indistinguishable and unnoticeable. He could spare another hundred lives and not make a dent in the karmic debt he’d incurred.


	Sandy stared at the approaching shoreline, knowing this was true.


	Even so, that doesn’t mean it wasn’t the right decision, he told himself.


	He chose to believe that.


	 




 


	ONE


	 


	 


	2024


	 


	 


	Sandy sat down in the chair across from Agent Mark Szoke’s desk. 


	“What is it?” Szoke asked, sounding put out at the interruption and not looking up from his paperwork.


	“I want to retire,” he said calmly.


	Szoke glanced up at that. “Retire?” he asked, his tone disbelieving.


	Sandy nodded.


	“Get the fuck out of here,” Szoke said dismissively.


	“I’m serious,” Sandy said. “I’ve done enough.”


	Szoke set down his pen and leaned back. He folded his hands and gave Sandy a frustrated look. “I thought things were pretty clear when we all started this little journey together. Once you’re in, there’s no getting out.”


	“That sounds more like the mafia than the federal government.”


	“Officially, this isn’t the federal government, and you know it.”


	“Then who signs your paycheck?” Sandy asked. “Where does my pitiful stipend come from? More to the point, who pays for our operations? Santa Claus? The Salvation Army?”


	Szoke didn’t reply. He only stared at Sandy, as if waiting to hear something worth responding to.


	Sandy turned up his hands. “Mark, it’s been over thirteen years. I’ve paid my debt.”


	Szoke scoffed. “Three lifetimes isn’t long enough to pay off what you owe.”


	He’s right about that.


	“Look at me,” Sandy said. “I’m getting old. My knees are halfway shot. I can’t keep doing this.”


	“We’ll let you know when we think you’re too old to handle the job,” Szoke said. “We’ll even give you a pair of new knees if necessary. Until then, you keep yourself fit and trained and do what you’re told.”


	“And if I don’t?”


	Szoke cocked his head. “You really need me to remind you what happens then?”


	“Send me to prison. I don’t care.”


	“There is no prison. There’s a deep, dark hole at a black site that doesn’t exist and, once you disappear in it, you stop existing, too.”


	“It’s still a cell,” Sandy repeated. “And I don’t care.”


	“You would once you were there.” Szoke eyed him knowingly. “Anyway, it isn’t just about prison. Did you forget about Janet and her family?”


	Sandy glared at him. “You’ve been threatening me with that since the beginning. I’ve heard it enough.”


	“It’s not a threat. It’s a reality. You do what needs to be done and Janet and her family get to keep living their happy lives. Otherwise, the IRS gets very interested in them and that’s just for starters. It’s that simple.”


	“See?” Sandy said. “Like the mob.”


	Szoke lifted his shoulders and dropped them. “Effective motivational techniques are universal, Banks. Probably the Romans used the same methods, way back when. The ancient Chinese, too.”


	“Fuck them, and fuck you, too.”


	“Don’t be that way,” Szoke chided. “Accept your fate. It makes the day to day living much easier.”


	Sandy stood up to go.


	“Where are you off to?”


	I’m going to the indoor range to shoot at targets I will imagine are you and Danforth.


	“Back to the grind,” Sandy told him. 


	“Attaboy,” Szoke said.


	Sandy left without another word.


	 


	 




TWO


	 


	 


	“He’s right, and you know it.” 


	Sandy glanced over at Agent Lori Carter, who sat in an overstuffed chair with an open novel in her lap. He’d been watching the television on low volume, using captions to keep up with a story that was somehow boring and convoluted at the same time.


	“I didn’t ask you,” Sandy said.


	“You did,” she argued back. “At dinner.”


	“I told you at dinner,” he corrected. “It’s not the same.”


	“There’s an implied question when you share something like that.”


	Sandy scoffed and turned back to the television. “That sounds like a distinctly female perspective.”


	He could almost hear the scowl he was certain her face bore. “Guess it’s a good thing I’m female, then,” she said coldly.


	“Guess so.”


	“You ever think of coming back from the 1980s, Banks? You know, stop being sexist for maybe thirty seconds and have a real conversation?”


	Sandy didn’t look her way. “I’m not stuck in the Eighties. And even if I were, at least the music was good.”


	“If you’re not stuck, then why avoid talking about this?”


	Sandy exhaled in frustration. He had no energy—no will—to argue. “In the past thirteen years, I’ve talked to maybe five different people outside of being on an op. Every possible conversation I’m willing to have has played out several times.”


	“And how many of those were real?” Carter pressed.


	“Pretty sure sound waves left their mouths and invaded my ears in each case, no matter how irritating or irrelevant those sounds were.” Sandy shifted in his seat, still watching the nonsensical action on the screen. “Like now.”


	“Oh, please,” Carter said, her own tone exasperated now. “You won’t say three words to Brian even now. Barely more than that to Szoke, except to argue. And on the rare occasion Danforth has blessed us with his presence, you clam up like you’re being charged ten grand for every sentence.”


	Sandy shrugged. She wasn’t wrong. “There are reasons for each of those.”


	“I get it. You have grievances against each of them. But—”


	“Grievances?” Sandy’s gaze snapped to hers. “Brian betrayed me. He sold me out to save his own skin. To you, by the way. Szoke is a shameless tool to his master. And Danforth—”


	“Ensnared us all,” finished Carter. She turned up her hands. “I know. I’m here, too, remember?”


	Sandy stared at the woman who had so relentlessly pursued him while she was still an FBI agent. Throughout their long game of cat-and-mouse, they’d only crossed paths a few times, but he still recalled the blazing hatred in her eyes each time. Over the past decade-plus, however, some of that bile had burned away. Carter’s stance toward him had softened into something less than camaraderie but no longer adversarial. The pragmatic nature of it reminded him of what a broken marriage might feel like in the aftermath of a betrayal. Tenuous trust. Strained civility. Reluctant consideration. Most of all, a sense of resigned surrender.


	He wondered what emotional journey brought her to this point. His own weariness needed no explanation. He’d been killing “enemies” since his youth. First the abusive step-father who drove his mother to drink herself to death. Then the enemies his commanders set him against. Eventually, the vigilante kills in Spokane as one of the Four Horsemen and since being drafted into this unit. The cumulative weight of all those deaths was expected. 


	But, until Danforth manipulated them all into the trap that had been their existence for well over a decade, Carter had been an idealistic FBI agent. She saw Sandy and his vigilante work in Spokane in black-and-white terms; it was murder, not justice. She’d made that clear to him on more than one occasion. She saw his military service in similar terms, though he sensed her outrage lay more with the policymakers than soldiers like him who carried out their directives.


	But things were different now.


	Time has a way of wearing us all down, he thought. Perhaps this was simply how Carter reacted to this truth. Or maybe it had something to do with how her partner, Agent Scott McNichol, had survived the gunshot wound Sandy gave him. His survival made it more difficult for Carter’s rage toward Sandy to remain white-hot.


	“Are you just going to stare at me and say nothing?” Carter asked him.


	“Maybe,” he said.


	Deep inside, he thought he knew the truth. It wasn’t time or the diminishing rage about McNichol’s shooting that softened Carter’s stance toward Sandy.


	It was her own complicity.


	Thirteen years of operations. Carter was the lead in the field. She may not have pulled the trigger in each of those instances but her actions supported Sandy, who did the dirty work. Her hands were bloody and she knew it.


	She’s starting to understand.


	It wasn’t just the weight of the killing, either. Each killing didn’t feel the same. Even accounting for the hyperbole of the government position on each of the targets they’d eliminated, some of them clearly deserved their fates. One could almost feel good for taking them out.


	And that emotion felt a different kind of bad.


	Was that what was happening with Carter? Sandy suspected so. With the two of them alone in the day room, she seemed to want to talk about it. In typical fashion, however, she masked that desire by trying to get Sandy to talk about his own feelings. This was something he had no intention of doing.


	“You know,” Carter said flatly, “studies have shown, if two people stare at each other in silence even as briefly as one minute, it sparks feelings of love.” She tilted her head. “Are you going to try to kiss me now, Banks?”


	“You wish.”


	“Truthfully, I’d rather kiss a chainsaw,” she said. “But I knew that would get you talking again.”


	Sandy noticed the lines at the corners of Carter’s eyes and mouth. They hadn’t been there when this dark journey began. Her hair had changed, too – it appeared more brittle. Telltale signs of age were beginning to show in her hands and throat, as well.


	He knew his own age was even more apparent. Not that anyone other than a handful of necessary personnel saw him.


	Sandy grabbed the remote and flicked off the TV. “Everything ends,” he told her. “Why not this?”


	“It will end,” she assured him. “Just not until Danforth decides he’s gotten every ounce of usefulness out of us.”


	Usefulness? My life has been a net negative, he thought. The justice he’d doled out as part of the Four Horsemen, was questionable. Worse, he’d now become a government tool for nefarious use. He had zero doubt he’d leave this world a worse place than the one he’d entered.


	“Acceptance is like forgiveness,” Carter said, her tone turning quiet. “It sets you free.”


	“Now you sound like a religious nut.”


	“It’s not religion, it’s philosophy.”


	“Then you sound like a philosophical nut.”


	She turned up her hands. “I’ve had to accept my fate. You have to accept yours.”


	Sandy narrowed his eyes. “Are you trying to handle me, Agent Carter?”


	“When a team member goes to see the boss to try and quit, it’s something to address,” she admitted.


	“Did you learn that in FBI supervisory school?”


	“I was never a supervisor.”


	“Probably a reason for that.”


	“Don’t deflect. I’m the team lead now. If you’re distracted out in the field or half-assed in your motivation, it puts all of us at risk. You might not care if something happens to Brian—”


	“I don’t.”


	“—but I’d like to see retirement someday.”


	“You won’t,” Sandy assured her. “That hope is an illusion. Szoke made that pretty clear today.”


	“Then why keep doing this?” she asked him. “It’s not about staying out of prison. At least not entirely.”


	“Why do you?” he shot back. “Last I checked you were a free woman.”


	Carter gave him a resolute shake of her head. “This is about you. Why you keep on.”


	“You know the answer.”


	“I do. Janet.”


	“Exactly.” Sandy waved his hand. “Are we done, then?”


	Carter was quiet for a few moments. Then she asked, “You don’t check up on her anymore, do you?”


	“How would you know that?”


	“I don’t. Not for certain. But you never talk about her.”


	“You don’t talk about Scott, either.”


	“But I know he’s doing well,” she said. “Still married. Even has grandkids now.”


	Sandy watched her carefully. “You’re in touch?” He’d assumed all of the contact rules in place for him applied to the rest of the team as well. Did Carter get an exemption?


	“No. Between stalking his wife’s Facebook and Instagram, though, it’s pretty easy to keep up.”


	No exemption, then. She’s as trapped as the rest of us.


	“Good for him,” Sandy said flatly. Despite his tone, his sentiment was genuine. He hadn’t wanted to shoot McNichol that day. It had been an operational necessity. Even so, he opted to wound the agent to facilitate his own escape. He could just as easily have killed both him and Carter.


	“Was I right?” Carter asked. “Do you check on Janet?”


	Sandy hesitated, then shook his head. “Not anymore.”


	“When was the last time?”


	He didn’t reply, but his mind supplied the answer. It had been at least a decade since he’d sought any information on Janet Griggs. Seeing images of her happy life with a husband and children made him happy for her at first. It validated his surrender to Danforth. Then, as time passed, those images on a computer screen that cast a cold light on the bare walls of his bedroom left him with a sense of longing. One that rose up and almost drove him to fight his way out of the secure compound where he lived with the team. He wanted to go to her even though he knew he couldn’t. When the compulsion eventually passed, he was overwhelmed with a sense of loss.


	He knew there was no way he could spend the rest of his life feeling that way. So he vowed to let her live her life without him poking in, even from afar. All of the darkness he brought to the equation would only sully whatever good was in her world, anyway. He had to accept the sacrifice he made.


	Accept. There was that word again. First Carter said it, now he’d thought it. He was suddenly glad he hadn’t answered her question.


	“It’s been a while, I bet,” Carter said.


	“What if it has? It doesn’t change why I keep up my end of the bargain.”


	“Yet you asked to retire. Did you think the agency was suddenly going to be seized by a sense of fairness or mercy?”


	Sandy shrugged. “Can’t blame a guy for trying.”


	Carter leaned forward, setting aside the paperback. “Except I can. When we go out on an op, I need everyone fully engaged, Banks. These people we’re dealing with are dangerous. They—”


	“I’m fully aware of the kinds of targets we go after,” Sandy interrupted. “And you don’t have to worry about me.”


	She watched him carefully for a while. Finally, she said, “Take my advice: accept the facts. We’re all here until the agency decides we’re no longer an asset.”


	“Or we die,” Sandy added, thinking, Not a bad option.


	“Or that,” she agreed. “Either way, it’s for the long haul.”


	“I get it.”


	“Yeah?” Carter asked. “Well, as long as we’re clear on that.”


	“Crystal.”


	Carter continued to watch him, as if trying to ascertain how complete his understanding was. Sandy gazed back at her flatly. When Carter opened her mouth to speak, she was interrupted by Brian entering the day room.


	“Hey, guys,” Brian said, his oddly jovial tone jangling Sandy’s nerves. “We gonna watch a movie tonight or what?” 


	Sandy didn’t look in Brian’s direction. His eyes remained locked on Carter as he dropped the TV remote on the couch next to him and stood. “I’m going to bed,” he said, and left the room.


	 


	 




THREE


	 


	 


	“Did you handle it?” Szoke asked her. 


	Special Agent Lori Carter sat in front of his desk, feeling once more like she’d been called to the principal’s office. 


	“I reinforced his reality,” she said.


	“That’s not what I asked.”


	She turned up her hands. “How am I supposed to know, Mark? I won’t see how he handles field work until he’s back in the field, will I?”


	“Should I bench him?”


	“Bench?” The euphemism clanged in her ear. “You mean ship him off to some black site to live out the rest of his days, don’t you?”


	“Don’t be dramatic.”


	“I’m not. If anything, I’m underselling. You probably had something more permanent in mind.”


	“Come on, Lori,” Szoke said. “This is me we’re talking about.”


	“I know,” she said, surprised at how sharp her own words sounded. In what felt like a lifetime ago, she and Agent Mark Szoke had a brief romance, followed by a long friendship. All the vestiges of that relationship were gone, however, seemingly along with much of Szoke’s humanity. Over the past decade-plus, the man she’d once thought of as a good person had turned into a robotic bureaucrat, a mindless tool for Danforth’s machinations. Worse yet, he seemed to take a perverse joy in the power he wielded. 


	“Look, I know this has been hard on you,” Szoke began, but she cut him off.


	“You don’t know shit, Mark. Except for ops, I’m essentially a prisoner on this site. At least you have a life in the real world.”


	“Don’t be so jealous,” Szoke cautioned. “That’s not all it’s cracked up to be.”


	“Bullshit. If your life sucks, at least that’s on you.”


	His eyes narrowed. “Need I remind you you’re the one who pulled me into this mess. If you hadn’t called asking for intel and help on your goddamn manhunt, my career would have stayed mainstream. I’d be a legit supervisor by now, if not a division head, instead of laboring in the dark.”


	She gaped at him. “If? You want to play the what-if game with me?”


	“I’m just pointing out you had something to do with your own situation. And you’re not the only one who’s been impacted.”


	Carter let it drop. For Szoke this was, at most, a difficult assignment. In her case, Danforth changed her life trajectory.


	“Besides, you still have your pension,” Szoke continued, not letting it go. “I know you already hit your twenty-year-mark, but this is a special assignment. When it ends, you can retire and live out the rest of your days comfortably. Go buy a condo in Mexico or something.”


	“Who are you kidding? Danforth isn’t letting any of us go.”


	“What did I say about being dramatic?”


	“Mark, I tried to quit, remember?”


	Szoke pursed his lips. “Vaguely.”


	“Oh, bullshit. You remember. I tried to resign and you—” she pointed at his chest. “You told me Danforth was unlikely to accept my resignation. That I might find his reaction unpleasant.”


	“I don’t think I said that.”


	“You insinuated I’d be incarcerated. And that he’d mess with Scott’s medical pension.”


	“Incarcerated is a strong word. A friendly detention for a debrief, maybe.”


	“Do you even know when you’re just swapping out euphemisms?”


	Szoke shook his head. “Danforth is fine with either of us retiring. We can both leave, when our time comes. But the timing is on his terms, that’s all.”


	She gaped at him. Retirement was a carrot Danforth would use until it didn’t work, then he’d switch to the stick. That was apparent in how he managed Banks. Szoke either knew that and was lying to her, or he actually believed it, in which case he was stupid. Neither possibility changed her attitude toward the man.


	She dropped the matter and moved on. “We’ll know whether Banks is re-engaged or not when we go on the next op,” she said, bringing the focus back to the purpose of this meeting. “My recommendation is no, don’t bench him—whatever that means. If you do, you’re benching all of us. Without him, our entire purpose here disintegrates. He’s the trigger man.”


	Szoke shrugged. “He can be replaced.”


	“Then why haven’t you?”


	The CIA agent glared at her. “You might want to remember who asks the questions in this relationship, Agent Carter.”


	She turned down the corners of her mouth and nodded knowingly. “And there it is. Pulling rank. The first sign of great leadership.”


	“Keep your sarcasm to yourself.” He leveled a finger at her. “Just make sure your team is ready for the next op. You’re accountable for the outcome.”


	And you’re not? Carter thought, but decided she was too weary to poke the bear any more than she had already. Besides, Szoke’s humorless, predictable demeanor sapped any of the satisfaction she might otherwise get from doing so.


	“We’ve done how many missions now, Mark? Dozens?”


	“Not all of them successful,” he chided.


	“Maybe not,” she conceded. “But our readiness was never a factor.”


	Szoke gave her a disappointed look. “Readiness is all there is. It is the only aspect we can control.”


	 


	 




FOUR


	 


	 


	“Listen up, people,” Szoke barked from the head of the table.


	The small group was assembled in the briefing room. Sandy sat as far away from Szoke as the seating arrangement allowed. Brian and Carter flanked the ex-CIA man. Brian’s lap dog appearance set Sandy’s teeth on edge. Carter’s pinched expression was more resigned, making her look like someone about to do an undesired but necessary task, like scooping dog leavings from the back yard.


	Szoke tapped a key on his laptop. A photo appeared on the screen behind him.


	“This is Héctor Maravilla. He’s a top lieutenant in one of the Mexican cartels. He will spend two days—”


	“Which cartel?” Sandy asked.


	Szoke shot him an irritated glance. “That information is not mission essential.”


	“Who decides that?”


	“I do.”


	“It seems pretty essential to me.”


	“Well, let me consider that input for a moment, Banks. I’ll balance it against the collective weight of U.S. Intelligence and let you know which one wins out.” He gave Sandy a withering look before continuing. “Maravilla will be in El Paso tomorrow for two days. We think he may have an American mistress there—”


	Sandy scoffed.


	Szoke stopped and stared at him. “What is it?”


	“This is the incredible power of the intelligence you were touting not two seconds ago? You think he has an American mistress?”


	“It’s our best guess,” Szoke said through gritted teeth. “Maravilla has only become a target of intelligence gathering very recently. And the cartels are famously opaque.”


	“That’s a fancy way of saying your intel is shit.”


	Carter sighed and dropped her chin. “Can we please just get through this?” She glanced at Sandy. “Let’s just get briefed, huh? No amount of cock-waving is going to change the end result.” She pointed toward Szoke. “He’s going to send us on the mission and we’re going to go. What does it matter which cartel or how thick the dossier is on this guy?”


	“Easy for you to say,” Sandy told her. “I’m the point of the spear. If things go wrong, it’s not you or anyone else who’s exposed.”


	“By anyone else, you mean Brian?”


	Sandy didn’t answer nor did he allow his gaze to shift to Brian for even a moment.


	“We’re in the field, too,” Carter continued. “Right alongside you.”


	“You’re in support,” Sandy corrected. “Behind me. And sitting in a panel van a block away isn’t exactly being in the line of fire.”


	Carter shook her head in frustration. “Jesus, when did you become such a diva?”


	“Diva? I’m not asking for fruit plates and caviar here. I don’t think solid intel is too much to ask for when it involves—”


	“Enough!” snapped Szoke, dropping his fist onto the conference table.


	Brian started at the sound. Carter frowned. Sandy eyed him coolly and waited.


	Szoke leveled a finger toward Sandy. “You want to make this difficult, Banks? Because I can do difficult.”


	“What I want is competence.”


	“You have no idea what that word means in this context.”


	Sandy pointed up to the screen. “I know, if this guy is a top lieutenant in a Mexican cartel, he’s likely both smart and brutal. He’s also twenty years younger than I am.” He glanced at Carter and Brian. “And at least ten years younger than anyone else at this table. He looks fit. He’s almost certainly familiar with firearms and probably carries one more frequently than you think. He’ll be armed. There’s no way he comes to the U.S. and doesn’t have a weapons depot of some kind. Now, if you’re going to send the three of us out to kill this guy—”


	“I haven’t given you the mission parameters yet.”


	“Please,” Sandy scoffed. “I can count the times it wasn’t a kill mission on one hand and still have fingers left over to tell you exactly what I think of your intel.”


	Szoke smirked. “For all you know, all the intel you could ever want is forthcoming, if only you’d stop with the dramatics and let me brief you.”


	“If you’re sending us to kill Maravilla,” Sandy continued, ignoring Szoke’s comment, “then the only potential advantage we have is superior intelligence. Whatever mastermind fantasies you might have aside, we simply don’t have the physical skills or the razoo devices of Mission Impossible. We’re nothing more than an old man, a failed FBI agent, and a turncoat.” He shook his head in disgust. “But you don’t even know if he definitely has an American mistress. He could just as easily be meeting a drug dealer or a rival gang.”


	“Intelligence is an inexact science at times,” Szoke said bitterly, his jaw tight. “But, regardless of the purpose of the trip, we have an advantage you seem to have forgotten.”


	“What is that?”


	“The element of surprise.”


	Sandy waved a hand dismissively. “If you think you can surprise a member of a drug cartel, you’re nuts. He’s survived long enough to rise to whatever position you think he’s in precisely because he doesn’t get surprised.”


	Szoke stared at him with naked hatred. “I think you’ve forgotten your place, Banks. You are not a member of some elite team. No one is waving a flag and praying for you.”


	“Believe me, I know.”


	“You are a prisoner of the federal government,” Szoke continued, ignoring Sandy’s response. “Your life—and the livelihood of certain other people, I may remind you—depends upon your performance. Part of that performance is not being a pain in my balls.” He smiled tightly, malice radiating toward Sandy. “Your performance at the moment is inadequate. So, you have two choices. Close your mouth and listen to the briefing, keeping your questions to valid operational considerations. Or I’ll have you strapped to a chair in another room, where you can watch the briefing on a computer monitor. Which would you prefer?”


	The question hung in the air along with the tension that crackled between the two men. Carter and Brian watched on, she with frustration and he with rapt fascination.


	Sandy was briefly tempted to choose the second option. At least he’d be out of Szoke’s officious presence. But Carter was right about one factor. The end result would be the same. He knew it was true, but his frustration had been building for years now. Discipline was difficult when there didn’t seem to be a point to it.


	Finally, he flicked his fingers toward Szoke. “Whatever,” was all he said.


	A satisfied look crossed Szoke’s face, as if he’d just scored a major victory. “I thought so,” he said smugly. He turned his gaze back to his laptop. “Maravilla will be in El Paso tomorrow for two nights. He’s staying at the Stanton House Hotel downtown.”


	“How do we know this?” Carter asked.


	A ripple of irritation crossed Szoke’s face. Sandy wondered if he’d tear into her, too. Instead, he said, “We scraped it from a DEA intelligence report. They’ve got a couple of insiders on the payroll. May I continue?”


	Carter waved for him to do so.


	Szoke hit a few keys in succession, showing photos of the location and the schematics. He outlined the roles for each team member. As Sandy expected, Carter was in near support while Brian was relegated to tech support.


	Despite his earlier grousing, Sandy actually preferred the op this way. He didn’t want to rely on Brian. He couldn’t trust him. At least he knew Carter’s sense of duty drove her actions. She’d once been a competent FBI agent, despite what he said to Szoke about her being a failed one. Sandy could count on her if he had to.


	But he never wanted to have to count on anyone.


	As Szoke dictated the plan, Sandy listened for the subtext. Not much was revealed, but he was able to fill in the backstory. Maravilla’s star was clearly on the rise. He wasn’t so big yet he traveled with a massive entourage or was a publicly recognized figure. Szoke’s masters wanted to take advantage of this opportunity, when the man was exposed, to get to him while they still could. Kill the baby in the cradle, as it were.


	It wasn’t the first time Sandy had seen this. In fact, he’d first been sent on this sort of pre-emptive strike way back when he was a soldier. A different time and a different role, but he suspected the same people had been pulling the strings.


	That mission hadn’t gone well. Sometimes he still woke from dreams about it. In the dark, it was as if he were surrounded by jungle once more, the dead weight of Lloyd’s slack body heavy upon his shoulders, the man’s blood in his hair. He could almost hear Brophy’s labored breathing as they pushed through the brush. The remnants of the ache in his own lungs burned. Faint voices rattled off in rapid, staccato Spanish, drawing closer.


	He almost died in that jungle. In a very real way, a version of him did pass from existence and, in his place, Sandy Banks was born.


	“Any questions?” Szoke asked, his tone sharp.


	No one spoke. Despite the weak intel on the purpose of Maravilla’s trip, Szoke’s presentation had been comprehensive. No plan survived intact once in the field, but Sandy had no questions. Thankfully, neither did Carter or Brian.


	“Very well,” said Szoke. “Get some rest. We gear up at zero seven hundred tomorrow.”


	 




FIVE


	 


	 


	“Status check.”


	Brian’s voice in his ear grated on Sandy’s nerves. He knew the man was only relaying an order from Szoke but that somehow made it worse.


	“Exfil still clear,” Carter replied.


	She was parked on the street, half a block from the hotel. Her role was simple—pick Sandy up as he exited the hotel after the mission was accomplished. Her secondary responsibility was to lend direct support if he was somehow trapped within the building.


	“Approaching,” Sandy muttered. He spoke loud enough for the mic to pick up his voice but low enough to avoid being overheard. There was little danger of that in the empty hallway, but Sandy had learned to adhere to caution. You never knew what surprise lurked in the next moment, what ears might catch a stray word. All it took was one element to go wrong and the operation could be compromised.


	“Hotel comms are clear,” Brian stated. “Access to video coming through now.”


	At times, it was hard for Sandy to believe the young, brash patrol officer who’d joined the Horsemen after an unfortunate incident had somehow become the security system expert he was today. Brian had never struck him as a particularly tech-savvy individual. Yet he’d developed the knowledge and skills to provide technology support. Most of it involved surveillance networks, frequently ones Brian had to hack into in order to use.


	In another world, another life, Sandy might have admired his talent, his adaptability.


	None of it changed Brian’s betrayal however. That one fact continued to burn coldly in Sandy’s gut, like he’d swallowed an icicle that would not melt away.


	“Hotel security?” Sandy asked, keeping his voice low.


	Brian’s reply was immediate. “One’s in the break room, chatting up some girl. The other is still in the lobby.”


	Sandy didn’t answer. He kept walking down the hallway, an envelope tucked under his arm. His shirt was emblazoned with the name and logo of an international courier chain whose stores and trucks and delivery people were ubiquitous. When he’d entered the hotel lobby, no one had so much as looked twice at him.


	The hotel security being out of the way wasn’t surprising. Szoke’s briefing while en route detailed the advance team’s assessment of the crew, pegging the small group as mediocre at best. Penetrating the hotel was never the largest obstacle to getting to Maravilla. The man’s own security detail was a much greater problem. He usually traveled with a team of eight, its members drawn from an array of backgrounds; some ex-military, some longtime cartel soldiers deemed well-suited to the task.


	Sandy knew why this trip to El Paso was when the Agency chose to target Maravilla. In an attempt at subtlety Sandy found almost amusing, Maravilla had slipped across the border with only two bodyguards. He registered at the hotel under an assumed name. For a man who was, at times, very loud in his activities, this trip was clearly meant to be clandestine.


	When Sandy had asked why, all he got from Szoke was a dismissive shrug. “Who cares? He’ll be where he’ll be, mostly unguarded. That’s the important part.”
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